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ABSTRACT

Research findings attest to the importance of supporting students’ transition to university in a range of ways, including academic integration into the university learning community. This paper reports on the implementation and evaluation of a university-wide Academic Orientation Program organised by the Macquarie Transition Program at Macquarie University, Sydney. Results indicate that, above all, students valued opportunities for student and staff interaction, particularly in their area of study. Students requested more information about academic expectations along with briefer sessions that allowed more time for questions. Students found the orientation valuable primarily because they became familiar with the university environment, met students in the same situation, and felt more confident. The study confirms the importance of social interaction within academic learning communities, and affirms the value of making academic expectations clear to students early in their experience. 

Introduction
Australian studies have demonstrated that the first year at university for beginning students, whether they are school leavers, mature age, international students or students with complete or incomplete postsecondary qualifications, is a period of adjustment or transition (McInnis, 1993, 1994; McInnis & James, 1994, 1995; McInnis, James & Hartley, 2000). Clearly the transition process varies markedly for individual students within these broad groups and for some the transition process is more difficult than for others. Regardless of background variables such as age or previous educational experiences research supports the need to pay particular attention to university students’ early experiences. Light (2001) refers to the powerful impact of “critical moments and events” (p. 205) which students often recall as being clustered in the first few weeks of the academic year, and which set the tone for the quality of subsequent experiences. University orientation programs in various forms play an important role in the early experiences of many students. These orientation programs traditionally devote most attention to integrating new students at a social level, yet research suggests that academic orientation and integration is equally, if not more important (Tinto, 1998) and requires careful planning and organisation. In particular, students benefit from being able to interact with fellow students and academics in connection with their studies (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1998). These shared connections need to be made early in students’ experiences to instil a shared sense of belonging to a learning community.

The Macquarie University Transition Program has been developed in response to international and Australian research which identified the importance of the First Year Experience in students’ satisfaction with university study. The program is designed for all new first year students irrespective of their previous educational experiences. The Transition Team consists of two academics who have a part time commitment to the program and a full time Research and Development Officer. The university has recognised the importance and relevance of the Program to the whole University by administratively locating the program within the Vice-Chancellor’s Office. 

The Transition Team is responsible for several initiatives designed to enhance the transition of undergraduate students to university study and beginning postgraduates to postgraduate coursework study.  These initiatives include an Annual Conference for university and high school staff, an Academic Orientation Program for all new first year students, a University wide Research Program, the construction of a comprehensive website and a program in association with the Public Relations and the Marketing Department for schools and TAFE Institutes. 

The present study provides some insights into the transition experiences of first year undergraduate students in their first six weeks of study at Macquarie University in 2001, and in particular it reports on an evaluation of the 2001 Undergraduate Academic Orientation Program.

The 2001 Academic Orientation Program

The 2001 university wide Academic Orientation Program had its origins in a pilot program that commenced in 1999 in the then Division of Early Childhood and Education, now the Australian Centre for Educational Studies. The format of these earlier sessions was adapted for university wide use for the first time in 2001. 

The 2001 Orientation Program was conducted in the three days immediately before classes commenced in the first semester. The Program was extensively publicised in undergraduate student information booklets, at “Welcome to New Students” sessions and at enrolment where all new students were handed an invitation.  The eight Division based Academic Orientation programs were conducted on a full day basis for each Division and were designed to provide students with vital information to assist them in making the transition to University. In addition a weekend session was conducted for distance and non-award students. The attendance at each Orientation program ranged from 200 to 500 students. Over 1700 new first year students attended the programs which included presentations on time management, note taking and essay writing, support services, library and on line teaching information, Division specific information and Campus Tours. The Division-specific information sessions, while brief, were considered particularly important as students were introduced to unit conveners and tutors, and they were given directions about the first week of lectures. The primary aim was to provide support to help students negotiate their first day and week of classes in the first instance. Approximately 1000 of the 1700 students undertook Library Tours and specialised 3 hour Essay Writing sessions. These academic orientation sessions were designed to complement the social orientation activities traditionally offered by the Student Union (Students at Macquarie-SAM), the Macquarie University Sports Association and the Macquarie University Students Council.  

Evaluation of the Orientation Program 

Surveys

A pilot survey was administered to a group of ten volunteer students in Week 3 of the first semester. The students were enrolled in a unit taught by one of the researchers. The pilot questionnaire was useful for several reasons. Modifications were made to the layout, content and order of some of the questions (Delamont, 1992). The extended responses to some of the questions alerted the researchers to several issues that had not been previously considered. 

Aims and content of the Survey 

The survey (a copy of which is available from the researchers) was designed to achieve two aims:

· to provide insights into the transition experiences of first year students in their first six weeks of study at Macquarie University. 

· to evaluate the effectiveness of the 2001 Academic Orientation Program. 

The present paper focuses on the second of these aims by reporting on the evaluation component of the study.

The survey consisted of four sections. The fifteen questions were either fully closed or open-ended providing space for extended responses. In the first section, introductory questions (Questions1-10) were designed to collect background information such as student status (full time, part time or non award), attendance at various components of the Orientation Program, and use of services and organisations introduced in the Program. 

In the second section students were first presented with a series of eight statements. They were asked to rate the extent to which they agreed or disagreed with the statements which had been selected to ascertain students’ preparedness for, and perceived difficulties in adjusting to university study (Question 10). Question 11 asked students to nominate any areas of university study/ life that it would have been useful to have information about before university commenced. Question 12 asked students if they had considered discontinuing university at any stage during the first six weeks. A list of possible reasons for discontinuing was provided.

In the third section the students who indicated that they had attended an Orientation Session were asked to rate the usefulness of the information they had received in various sessions (Question 13).  Questions 14 and 15 asked students to indicate the aspects of Orientation that they enjoyed the most and how Orientation helped them in the first few weeks at University. Finally the students were asked how the Orientation sessions could be improved.

In the final section of the survey the students were asked to volunteer for a follow up study  to discuss their experiences in more detail. 

Timing and Distribution of the Survey
Surveys were made available in lectures, tutorials and outside lecture theatres for students attending lectures in twelve first year units with large enrolments (200 to 1500 students ) in Week 6 of Semester 1. Surveys were distributed after the date of the DEST Census to preclude responses from students not intending to continue. 

The units were selected after consultation with the Divisions and were considered to be representative units of the Division with minimal overlap in student enrolments. Students were encouraged by the lecturers to return the surveys either to the sealed box outside the lecture theatre at the end of the lecture, or to the sealed box at the Enquiries Desk in the University Library Foyer. 

Document Review

Official documents were also an important data source for this study. The following documents were reviewed and analysed for relevant information. 

New Student Enrolment Information (Macquarie University, 2000a) 

Advertising for the Academic Orientation Program

Material distributed at the Academic Orientation days

Macquarie Transition Website (www.mq.edu.au/transition)

Are you Uni Ready Quiz? (Macquarie University 2000b)

Feedback from participating staff 

Staff who participated in the Orientation program either as presenters or facilitators were invited to an evaluation session. Valuable feedback was given on the structure of the program relating to length, pace and order of the presentations. It was noted in this evaluation that more time was needed for student-student and student-staff networking. 

Results

Response rates

706 responses were received to the survey. 622 were from full time students, 42 part time and 42 non-award students. A non-award student is one who has enrolled in one or more undergraduate units but is not enrolled in a degree. Non-award study can be a pathway to a degree program. 

Survey Results

Of the 706 responses, 423 had attended the Orientation Program. Table 1 depicts the rating by these students for eight components of the Orientation Program. The data suggests that students were more familiar with the traditional skills (Time management, Study Skills, Note taking/Essay writing) that they felt they had acquired in previous education or work settings. By contrast the students rated the less familiar university specific skills such as online learning and using the university library as more useful.

The significant rating for the non-academic components (SAM and the Sports Association) foreshadows the importance of social factors which were highlighted by students in the open-ended questions.

Table 1.  Rating of Components of the Orientation Program

	Component
	Very Useful %
	Quite useful %
	Useful %
	Not useful %

	Time Management / learning skills
	8
	27
	45
	20

	Essay writing/note taking
	16
	31
	39
	14

	Student Support Services
	8
	24
	50
	18

	On line learning skills
	24
	36
	34
	6

	Intro to Library Services
	17
	33
	42
	8

	SAM and Sports Assoc
	17
	31
	38
	14

	Meeting and asking questions of Division staff
	12
	30
	47
	11

	Meeting and asking questions of Division students
	12
	28
	42
	18


There were 208 responses to the question  ‘Is there any area of university study / life / requirements that you didn’t hear about that would have been helpful to know before you started uni?’ Of these, just over half  (55%) of the respondents had attended the Orientation Program. In descending order of numbers of responses the students indicated that they would have liked to have known about the following issues before starting university:

· need for computer and internet literacy 

· course and subject content, planning a program and other matters related to enrolment 

· the amount, difficulty and pace of work in lectures and tutorials

· sporting, social and leisure activities 

· specific skills required for library research

· preparation needed for uni study –‘how to do it uni style’ 

· cost of text books

· essay writing and referencing

· commencement and nature of practicals and tutorials

· practical issues such as security after dark, location of facilities

There were 359 responses to the question ‘What did you enjoy and how did Orientation help you in your first weeks?’ The responses fell into nine (9) main categories. In descending order of numbers of responses, students identified that the following aspects and outcomes of Orientation were helpful:

· familiarisation with the university environment and expectations


gave a sense of feeling more confident

· meeting other new students in the same situation

· help in finding their way around the campus, including lecture theatres, the bookshop and food outlets

· meeting staff from their Divisions gave them a “feel for things” and



a sense of feeling welcome

· library tours 

· instilling a sense of confidence about where to go and who to ask for help

· campus tours 

· essay writing session 

· online learning skills 
There were 214 responses to the question ‘How could the Orientation program be improved?’

The responses fell into nine (9) main categories. In descending order of numbers of responses the students indicated that the Orientation Program could be improved by:

· more emphasis on meeting and interacting with other new students and more experienced students, particularly in their discipline areas

· more details on courses from Division staff – workload, information on practicals and tutorials 

· shorter talks, less repetition and smaller group size

· extended library and campus tours to include using research facilities, microfiche etc., and tours of the whole campus 

· conducting the program over a longer time or with more times available 

· more detail on university life and learning

· more extended information on online learning and Internet use

· greater focus on the needs of mature age students

· reducing the length of the three hour essay writing session, offering the session to smaller groups of students, including samples of essays and assignments 

Discussion and Implications for Orientation 2002

Analysis of the data supports recent research (Light, 2001; McInnis, James, & Hartley, 2000; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1998) that first year students primarily want and need to interact with fellow students and staff and to establish support networks that will assist in their transition to tertiary study. The students identified several issues relating to university study, skills, course requirements, and campus life that they felt they needed more information about. These issues formed the basis of discussion among the researchers (who also coordinated the Transition and Academic Orientation Program) and appropriate academics and Offices of the university. More particularly, the student feedback resulted in changes to the 2002 Orientation program. The indication that a significant percentage of students were unaware of the need to be computer and Internet literate was referred to the University Library who offered extra training sessions to meet this need. The fact that students recorded their lack of confidence in using computer technology was unexpected as there is a prevailing assumption that this is a skill that students have before they commence study. Clearly this assumption deserves to be challenged and future research will explore this in further detail.

In response to the students’ indication that the opportunity for social interaction was one which they most valued, but also an area where improvement to the Orientation Program was most needed, changes were made to the 2002 program. In addition to amending the timing of individual sessions in each Division’s Academic Orientation Program to allow for more interaction time between students and staff, a significant decision was made to develop and implement a Student Mentor Program.

The use of student mentor programs has had considerable success as a strategy to assist students new to tertiary study (Hanley & Treston, 1998). It is particularly useful as a vehicle for helping students to connect with other students and to learn from them at the same time. The Student Mentor Program was a feature of the 2002 Orientation Program and it involved:

· the recruitment and training of approximately 100 post first year students in a pilot program to act as mentors at Orientation and beyond

· providing all students with labels for name and area of study

· a ‘Meet and Greet’ session in the program during which students interacted with each other, staff and mentors

· provision of morning tea in Division groups. This promoted group cohesion and gave students staff and mentors the opportunity to socialise in discipline groups

· campus tours conducted by mentors and tailored to the needs of students area of study 

· the provision of an across-Division barbeque lunch outside the library. This provided an opportunity for staff and students from all sections of the university to interact.
With the development of the mentor program, it is anticipated that more time will be made available in 2003 for mentor-facilitated small group activities which will include devoting time to working in small groups on university computers with tips on making best use of unit-related websites, communicating with peers and staff online and accessing online library facilities. These small groups will operate in conjunction with University-based support services. 

The Online Learning and Library Services presentations rated highly in the closed response questions indicating that these information literacy skills were key areas that students felt assisted them most in their early weeks of study. However the open-ended data rates these presentations less highly than socially oriented activities. It appears that the lack of opportunity to rate social interactions as a discrete component may have led to this discrepancy. This issue will be addressed in subsequent evaluations, but the use of student-centred mentor groups to raise the issue of online learning and the importance of accessing services to develop requisite skills will serve the dual purpose of drawing attention to the importance of online and information literacies within a socially supportive context.
Given the multiplicity of programs offered by the large Divisions such as Economic and Financial Studies, and Society, Culture, Media and Philosophy, it would be difficult to provide detailed information on subject content, workload, practicals and tutorials as suggested by students as both an area they would have liked to know more about and an improvement to the Orientation Program. However the focus of the Orientation Program is to provide survival skills, a knowledge of support services and an opportunity for social interaction rather than specific academic course content.

Follow-up Study

The 218 students who indicated they were interested in taking part in a follow-up study were emailed an invitation to:

· attend a focus group meeting to discuss their experiences in first year,or

· volunteer to be part of a student helper program for Orientation 2002, or

· participate in both of the above.

Each of the above groups had fewer than 6 students indicate interest. No reason can be found for this response other than the suspicion that those students who indicated interest in the original survey interpreted the follow-up study as being an extension of provision of services assisting them personally in their study in first year. The follow-up study was replaced by developing the pilot mentor program which attracted interest from over 130 students, more than half of whom are playing a continuing role in the development of the mentor program for 2003 as well as maintaining some contact with first year students throughout their first semester of study.

Conclusions and Future Directions

There is no doubt that incidents and memories from the first few days and weeks on campus have a significant impact on many students (Light, 2001). These early experiences provide a crucial opportunity for setting in motion the patterns of interaction that may, in fact, determine students’ decisions to stay at university, and the quality of their subsequent university experience. During this early transition phase, students learn to live and interact with fellow students, academics and the university community as a whole. Student respondents in this study drew attention to their need for interaction and the next step will be to further develop and evaluate the Student Mentor Program.

This evaluation study issues several challenges that will shape future directions of our ongoing research program. First, there is a need to be more discerning in the provision of orientation sessions on academic skills for first year university students. In the past, it was sufficient to provide information on generic skills such as time management, study skills, note-taking, and basic information on computer skills such as using email or accessing the internet. However, while these are important, there is a growing demand for more targeted sessions relating to information literacy in such areas as use of library databases, strategic use of unit websites, and sources of online support for such skills as learning how to write academic essays. As students’ understanding of technology becomes more sophisticated, so their demands for information about how to apply their skills in the university context become more complex. Our challenge lies in determining how, when, and in what form to provide this information to students in order to provide optimal support during their transition to university study.

A second challenge lies in identifying the needs of particular student groups with special requirements, such as mature age students, international students, and those from disadvantaged backgrounds who are educationally under-prepared to engage with the university experience. It was not the intention of this initial evaluation to explore this range of variables, but in order to ensure that the Orientation Program is responsive and inclusive of the needs of all students, it will be important to consider this in future evaluations. 

The Macquarie Transition Program’s Academic Orientation incorporates many of the key characteristics of an “ideal transition program” identified by Lintern and colleagues (2001), but there is always room for improvement as we aim for increased sensitivity to the needs of all student groups. The primary aim of the Program remains to foster students’ academic integration into the University learning community by empowering them through connections to their peers, their lecturers and tutors, and those who provide support in a range of contexts.
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