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ABSTRACT

Deakin University is a large multicampus University in Victoria encompassing rural, regional and metropolitan campuses with a diverse student population.  Over the years the faculties and divisions have developed a range of programs to support first year students. However these were not coordinated and not as effective as you would hope. The aim, therefore of the First Year Initiative was to have a university wide coordinated approach which included all divisions, faculties and the student association. This was piloted in 2002 with great success. The aim of this presentation is to share the processes and strategies that lead to the University wide coordinated approach, a description of the key features of the Initiative including how one Faculty has successfully implemented the staff-student mentoring program, the InfoFlow program, the Orientation website, the evaluation process and the plans for the future.  Throughout the paper we will highlight the issues and challenges in mainstreaming a program across the University.

Introduction

The widespread institutional recognition of, and response to, the importance of the first year is 

a relatively recent phenomenon. It began in the United States around the 1980s (Barefoot, 2000) and more recently in Australia with research into the needs of first years, retention rates and reasons for withdrawals (West, Hore, et al 1986, McInnes & James with McNaught 1995, Pargetter, Evans, Peel, McInnes, James & Dobson, 1999, McInnis & James 1999, McInnis, James, & Hartley 2000). As a consequence a number of universities in Australia have developed programs to enhance the first year experience. It is important therefore, that the nature of these programs and their evaluation are shared. Too often data are collected but not disseminated beyond the specific university (Barefoot, 2000). Hence in this paper we want to share Deakin’s experience in developing and implementing a first year program, the process for its ongoing evaluation and future plans, with a special emphasis on the issues and challenges we faced in the hope that our experiences might be informative for those who are making the first year a priority. 

Universities need to be aware that when students choose to come to their “country”, they need to be welcomed; the rules, norms and culture need to be explained to them as universities would want their students to enjoy and benefit from what their “country” has to offer. Students who are welcomed and connected to the University will flourish and develop academically and socially.  As McInnes and James (1999) contend the initial and early experiences of first year students are vital in establishing attitudes, outlooks and approaches to learning that will endure beyond their undergraduate years.
Hore and West (1986) in their study which investigated the reasons for student withdrawal, demonstrated that students who withdrew from their chosen courses did so mainly because they felt that their expectations of the university or the course were very different from the reality. They found that students withdrew because they couldn’t make an early connection with their University.  McInnes, James and Hartley (2000) support this in their more recent study.  They found that “lack of information, poor course choice, unrealistic expectations of the amount of work and time involved in University study, were major concerns for first year students” (p.xi).  Little has changed in the fourteen years between the two studies!

 Evans and Peel (1999) identified factors for student disenchantment with their early first year experience. They nominated the following as being important: 
· Concern about the quality of teaching and the extent of lecturers' enthusiasm and interest, and the need to actively welcome first year students. 

· The need for clear and effective information about subject and course objectives and assessment methods.

· A lack of access to a range of transition, orientation or introductory activities after the initial orientation. 

· A lack of formalised successful social transition especially in the first four weeks.


These nominated concerns were important in informing the development of the Deakin University First Year Initiative (DFYI).  Although, the University over the years had developed 

a vast array of programs to assist first year students in their transition, there was little or no cohesion across campuses or within faculties.  

Deakin is a multi-campus University with five geographically disparate campuses and a very diverse student population with many first generation university students.  The Melbourne campus is about 100 kilometres from the campuses in Geelong and 270 kilometres from the campus on the Victorian South West Coast in Warrnambool. In past years there was a lot of activity and energy around the orientation of first year students but no coordination. An aim therefore of the Deakin First Year Initiative was to develop and implement a coordinated program. This Initiative was piloted across the University in 2002 with great success. 

To share our experiences this paper is structured as follows:

· The pathway to the coordinated approach

· Key features of the Deakin First Year Initiative

· The evaluation: process and preliminary findings

· Future plans

The Pathway to the Coordinated  Approach

A range of factors was important in the development of the Initiative at Deakin. From our experience it seems that certain conditions have to be met before such an initiative can be implemented and become mainstream in the university’s operations. There needs to be interest and commitment from an informed group of staff who can agitate for formal endorsement and support. In addition senior executive support is vital. A policy and strategies need to be developed through an extensive consultative process. For continuing acceptance and commitment ongoing evaluation is necessary.

The Warrnambool Pilot

A major step in the journey to Deakin’s current First Year Initiative was the groundswell concern, passion and research of committed staff from all parts of the University who faithfully and persistently raised the issues of the needs of first year students as being of vital importance 

to all staff, students and the institution. This is particularly true of the Warrnambool experience where in 1998 concern was voiced about a perceived higher than normal failure rate of first year students. The ensuing research project looked at students who had been successful (passed all units in first semester of first year) and those who had failed at least one subject.

The results of the study highlighted the particular challenges faced by first year students, and indicated that a number of interrelated issues; personal, social and academic, impacted on their transition and success.  A major finding was that success was linked to a sense of identification with the University, academic preparedness, class attendance, financial viability and good health.  Those least likely to be successful were those from a low socio-economic background and had neither parent having attended University.  They had had health problems, financial concerns, had not regularly attended lecturers and had accessed the library infrequently. The Warrnambool research clearly indicated that if students felt “connected” to the University, their campus and their faculty, they would have a far greater chance of academic success.

As a result of the research a forum was convened for all academic and general staff and representatives of the Student Association. The forum recommended that the campus should focus on first year initiatives as a priority and that it should be a coordinated, cohesive and multidisciplinary approach. Three areas were targeted by the forum as being critical to first year students to bring about a sense of belonging and connectedness: Enrolment, Orientation Week and the First Six Weeks. Programs were set in place to make the enrolment process not only smooth administratively but a welcoming environment for students and parents.  The Orientation Week was completely revamped to give a significant academic focus.  Staff mentor workshops were established to assist each faculty in developing a mentoring program. Mentor kits were devised and distributed.

The decision to put special effort into the first six weeks saw staff from the Library, Information Technology, Faculties, Student Residence, Student Services and the Student Association develop integrated programs to operate during that period.  A six week targeted information program, called InfoFlow was devised.  This program combined the information that each Faculty, Division or the Student Association thought the most important to give to students.  Each week lecturers of first year students gave out, in hard copy, information to students in lectures and emphasised the value of being aware of the information.  

The follow-up research on the Warrnambool campus in 2000 clearly demonstrated the success 

of the overall program. The next step was to move towards a whole university approach to orientation/transition which would incorporate the principles on which the Warrnambool experience was based. Having this successful model was significant in informing and convincing others across the University of the potential of a coordinated approach for improving student success and satisfaction. However, it is important to note that there was some resistance to the Warrnambool approach as it was a small rural campus with very different conditions especially to the large city campuses. Finding the common principles was the task of the First Year Initiative Action Team set up to develop an institutional plan broad enough to cater for local campus implementation.

Executive Commitment

Staff commitment, exemplified in the Warrnambool Pilot, would never have been enough to achieve institutional change, but coupled with the support of the University Executive to a University wide coordinated orientation/transition program success was possible. The University Executive committed to the first year in the strategic priorities for the enhancement of teaching and learning in the Teaching and Learning Management Plan 2000-2002. (TLMP). It is important to note, that the First Year Initiative is only one of a broad range of connected strategies concerned with teaching and learning which were developed consultatively across the University.


Thus the First Year Initiative was given extra prominence and status within the University when it was included as an objective in the University’s Teaching and Learning Management Plan 2000-2002.  The objective stated that “Deakin will establish a First Year Initiative to improve 

the transition experience and provide the focus for concerted, University wide support and intervention strategies aimed at improving overall student enrolment, retention, progress and completion rates over the triennium”. Deakin had, therefore, committed itself and every sector 

of the University to the development of a First Year Initiative. This was a powerful base for developing and implementing a program.

The Development and Implementation Process 

These two factors of the Warrnambool pilot and executive support through the development 

of strategic priorities, while powerful and necessary, were not enough to ensure success or observable change. These two ‘extremes’ were mediated over two years of university wide consultation and debate through a TLMP Action Team (one of six action teams), with membership from all parts of the staff and student population and led a by high profile team leader. The team worked through the implications of the strategic priorities and formulated documents and draft policies for implementation. (This use of the action teams was a first for the University and proved a very successful strategy in pooling skills, resources and experience from across the University. The six teams met several times each year for cross-team workshops to inform each other of their progress and to seek advice. At the end of 2001 the action teams were formally dismissed and the implementation process moved directly into the faculties).

As part of the development process a review of the Orientation in 2001 was commissioned by the Deputy Vice Chancellor Academic through the Teaching and Learning Management Plan. This review found that orientation was being successfully achieved, but with no overall plan or direction, no connectedness, and a particular gap in providing specific academic skills. This review resulted in a number of recommendations  which were further distilled into the Terms 

of Reference for the First Year Initiative Advisory Committee.

The First Year Initiative Action Team recommended the establishment of an advisory committee and the appointment of a First Year Coordinator who should be a senior academic as a reflection of the need to see the first year initiative as an academic responsibility, not just a social/administrative issue. 

The Role of the First Year Initiative Advisory Committee
In July 2001 the First Year Coordinator  (a senior academic) and a First Year Facilitator (from the Division of Student Life) were appointed and given a time allocation, to develop, coordinate and galvanise the University in a concerted approach to transition.

The First Year Initiative Advisory Committee (FYIAC) was appointed in August/September 2001 as a direct result of the recommendations put to the University Executive following a considerable period of review, debate and consultation. It meets regularly to plan, reflect and implement the FYI. What is emerging is the importance and value of university-wide representation to foster awareness and understanding of the wide range of programs and the purposes for them. This has led to an appreciation and celebration of programs, and has also allowed for more effective problem solving through the wide range of perspectives available. 

A most important factor has been the cooperation between academic, administrative and student sectors of the University.

The Key Features of the Deakin First Year Initiative

From the Warrnambool research and the review of 2001 Orientation it was thought that our program needed:

· Greater coordination across the campuses between the different Divisions, Faculties and the Student Association (DUSA).

· Increased Faculty and academic staff involvement – especially in the Orientation and Transition phases

· Broad base acceptance of the DFYI and an acceptance of a shared responsibility.

· Appropriate programs for different cohorts of students eg. school leavers, mature age entering students, off campus students, part-time students, international students, mid year entry students.

· An emphasis on helping students to become connected to the University, campus and faculty.

The term ‘first year students’ can refer to all students new to the university’s undergraduate and postgraduate on campus and off campus programs. However for 2002 the DFYI focused on undergraduate first year students to Deakin with a special attention to the students direct from school.


The Aims of the Deakin First Year Initiative

The aim of the Deakin First Initiative was to work towards:
· increased student-to-student interaction

· increased staff-to-student interaction – especially out of class

· increased student involvement and time on campus

· linking the curriculum and co-curriculum

· increasing academic expectations and levels of academic engagement.

· assisting students who have insufficient academic preparation for University.

     (Gardner 2001, What Could the First College Year in the 21st Century look like? 
We predicted that the challenges for us would be:

· Increasing academic involvement in Orientation and Transition. There was the concern that the intensification of work and the increasing emphasis on research productivity would deter staff participation.

· Breaking down the large cohorts of students into groups where students could better develop a sense of identity and belonging – especially in courses where there was no compulsory or core units.

· Developing/implementing a pedagogy in semester 1which would enhance student satisfaction and success, and scaffold them into being independent tertiary learners

· Implementing a sustainable staff-student mentoring program

· Implementing a student peer support program and acknowledging and rewarding student involvement in these programs. 

· Establishing viable and meaningful evaluation.


Throughout the implementation phase the Coordinator and Facilitator met with staff from the divisions and faculties to “sell” the Initiative and help them to develop appropriate strategies.

The 2002 Plan

Coordinating, planning, integrating and developing what was already being achieved required discussions with the various staff already involved.  To achieve a coordinated approach, however, the already existing programs and any new programs had to be put into a manageable template. Following the success of the Warrnambool First Year program, the three-part division of the pilot Orientation/Transition program was incorporated into the University’s 2002 program as:

· Enrolment – this is largely administrative and falls within the responsibility of Academic Administrative Services Division (AASD) with the Student Association in ensuring there is a welcoming environment on campus. An important task at Enrolment was to promote O’ Week and to emphasise that there would be both academic and social activities.

· Orientation Week – this is largely social and informational and falls within the responsibility of the Division of Student Life (DSL), Deakin University Student Association (DUSA) and the faculties for academic information. A project team was established to manage Orientation Week. A common pattern for all the campuses was developed - same days on all campuses, similar structure –  theVice-Chancellor’s welcome,  the Faculty welcome, mentor group meetings, course information, academic input in the mornings, social activities in the afternoon and evening.

· Transition: The First Six Weeks – this is largely academic and falls within the responsibility of the faculties and academic staff. The emphasis is on mentor group meetings, IT classes, Library classes, spaced flow of information on the Orientation website (the InfoFlow program), and pedagogy that fosters group work and networking.

Each of the already existing programs fitted into at least one of the above areas. An action plan was developed within the University with each sector of the University combining to develop a concerted and cohesive approach, conscious of eliminating duplication. Each campus set up representative committees to concentrate on the three areas.  These reported back to the Project Team and in turn to the Advisory Committee. 

Mentoring

Mentoring is seen as only a part of the transition program but experiences on Warrnambool and in the Faculty of Health and Behavioural Sciences demonstrated that it can be very effective. Past experience has shown that those students who do not participate in a mentoring group are often the ones who appear before the Academic Progress and Discipline Committee at the end of first semester, citing their feelings of inadequacy and loneliness in a new environment.  Therefore one of the tasks of the First Year Initiative is to make mentoring part of everyday university life for staff and students alike. Information for staff “Helping Students Through Transition - the Mentoring Program” (Vince Callaghan) was widely disseminated, including via the web. This paper included a section on resources which gave valuable Website information.  All faculties on all campuses instituted a mentoring program.

A Case Study of Mentoring at Deakin

Mentoring at Deakin started in a small way in 1996. The then School of Studies in Disability used the information collected by one of their staff members at the inaugural FYHE Conference in 1995 to set up mentoring groups for the 1996 academic year.  Students were given the choice of a staff member and met with them on a weekly basis for the first part of the semester. Topics were usually raised by the students  but, where appropriate, the staff member would emphasise key dates, locations and resources available.  In 1997, the Faculty of Health & Behavioural Sciences incorporated mentoring into its Student Equity Plan and took a coordinated approach to ensure that students received guidance from academic staff. In an effort to reach as many students as possible, the School of Studies in Disability decided to allocate students to specific staff members and displayed the lists at the information sessions in Orientation Week.   However, this did not prove to be as successful as students making their own choice of mentor.  

In 1998, a mentoring workshop was held for staff from each school within the Faculty.  Invited speakers were Dr Craig McInnis, who gave an insight into the national context and approaches used elsewhere and a Deakin Student Counsellor, who gave an outline of the commonly encountered problems experienced by first year students.  A First Year Student Mentoring Survey was subsequently conducted, with 183 respondents offering a wide range of views on how they perceived their first few weeks at a tertiary institution.  Since this time, the Faculty has continued to run mentoring programs for the first six weeks with all academic staff from the Dean down participating. 

In 2002, at the information sessions on the first day of Orientation Week, students were introduced to the concept of mentoring.  Ice-breaker activities were held at this time, encouraging students to talk to each other and they were then invited to sign up with an academic staff member for a particular time and day of the week. The Disability Studies Unit held a careers session the second day for the first years to meet with employers as well as second and third year students.  This course of action may appear to be premature, but some students come into the Disability Studies course knowing very little about the options available to them: it can make the difference between staying or dropping out.

Through the mentoring process, staff members have been able to identify quickly students considered to be at risk and have referred them to Student Life for further counselling.  In addition to targeting the students through mentoring, the Faculty of Health & Behavioural Sciences this year ran a ‘Meet the Dean’ night for parents.  This was well received and provided some interesting feedback for future planning.

Website and InfoFlow Program

An orientation kit for off campus students “Off to a Flying Start” was developed for a CD.  For 2002 this was incorporated onto the Deakin Toolkit  which students received on enrolment. An Orientation Website was set up:  www.deakin.edu.au/orientation which had links to “Off to a Flying Start” and contained the 6-week InfoFlow Program.  A set of Frequently Asked Questions was incorporated into this Website.  Faculties also provided FAQ on their own sites; some Schools choosing to set up course-specific FAQ, which included staff names and contacts. The website had links to key resources. The InfoFlow program included information deemed important for the students. It was disseminated in a paced way each week for the first six weeks to minimise information overload.  It was available on the Deakin website and students were encouraged to register and receive the targeted information weekly by email.

 Evaluation: Process and Preliminary Findings
Currently the FYI Advisory Committee has turned its attention to evaluation. The focus has been on setting up long term institutional data collection that will provide useful information. This has cultivated a meaningful working relationship between the Advisory Committee and the University Planning Unit and resulted in significant changes in data collection and analysis.

The immediate need is for information from faculties about their programs and a request has been sent for faculty evaluation of orientation/transition programs. There is also a need to monitor the student experience and a questionnaire has been designed for widespread distribution among first year students before the end of first semester. A particular thrust of the FYI has been the inclusion and enhancement of academic programs to help students develop appropriate academic skills. This will be a particular focus of the evaluation.

Already there has been an evaluation of the enrolment process carried out online. Students were most satisfied with the efficiency of the process and the welcoming atmosphere of the campus. The feedback from students and staff re O’Week has been most positive. There was increased number of students participating in both academic and social activities. More academic staff participated in O’Week. First year lecturers have indicated that those students who attended O’Week have settled in much more quickly than those students who did not participate. Formal responses from faculties and students are to be collected and analysed. The comprehensive evaluation will form the basis for the recommendations for 2003.

The 2002 implementation established a workable framework, raised awareness of the FYI across the University - in particular in the Faculties, established good will for the Initiative which needs to be capitalised on for 2003, and importantly, demonstrated how effective a University wide coordinated approach can be. In addition, having a Coordinator/Facilitator provided a focus for a range of first year issues. Another key benefit was incorporating the work of the divisions with the programs in the faculties.

Future Plans

The DFYI is to continue. First year continues to be a priority in the next Teaching and Learning Management Plan. Once the evaluation of 2002 DFYI is completed and recommendations for refinement and expansions made, the Coordinator and Facilitator will hold workshops with staff from the Schools and Faculties re mentoring and other strategies. 

Much was achieved in the 2002 program but with the time constraints we experienced in 2001 much more can be done to expand the program to cover all key cohorts and ensure that the Faculties understand the principles underpinning the Initiative. Planning for 2003 needs to commence at the beginning of semester 2. Some particular areas for development are:

· expanding the staff-student mentoring program to be available for all first year students

· increased integration of study skills programs into the Faculties’ academic programs

· expansion of programs for students who are ‘mature age’, part time, in double degree programs, or from equity groups,

· the development of a peer mentoring program building on the successful  student host program 

· develop a parent information program

· work with the newly appointed Associate Deans of Teaching and Learning to develop appropriate structures and processes to work with staff re FYI, to develop strategies to track ‘at risk’ students, to develop early intervention strategies, and develop Faculty initiatives.

· work with Learning Services to develop principles and guidelines for effective first year pedagogy and to provide appropriate professional development. 

· work closely with the Planning Unit to obtain data to ascertain any changes to retention

· to embed the strategies being developed in other areas of the TLMP in the FYI.

Conclusion
The Deakin FYI 2002 was a very positive step forward in catering for the needs of first year students. However, there is still much more that needs to be done to ensure its ongoing development and survival. We envisage that with time to work with staff in the Faculties and Divisions on a more extensive basis during semester 2 the FYI should become ‘institutionalised’ into the Faculties’ programs. The ongoing commitment from senior managers of the University will continue to be important. However, the success to date has stimulated considerable interest and thought for future developments.
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