'Pushes and Pulls': competing influences on students in their transition from secondary to tertiary education and beyond.
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ABSTRACT

In this paper we use case studies of four first-year university students to explore the impact of the first year experience on academic decisions in second year and beyond.  We also use Mackie’s (2001) model of social, organizational, external and individual forces to examine the transition from secondary to tertiary study.

Introduction

The literature on the first year tertiary experience is a vast one and is the subject of annual international conferences like the present one.  Much of the research has concentrated on the experiences of first year students in a new learning and social environment.  A number of models of student development have been proposed (Tanaka, 2002), the most significant of which for examining the first year experience is probably that of Tinto (1993).  His model of how students are gradually encultured into university comprises three stages: separation, transition and integration.  It is the first of these which has most significance for the study of the first year experience, since students' successful negotiation of this stage is closely related to their retention into subsequent years (Elkins, Braxton & James, 2000). 

A model recently proposed by Mackie (2001, 1998) to explain why some first year students stay in higher education and some do not is the basis of this paper.  In her study of university 'leavers' and 'doubters', Mackie describes the interplay of four forces - social, organizational, external and individual - which determine whether a student will stay or leave.  She found that both 'leavers' and 'doubters' (her research was not concerned with students who do not have doubts) experience problems with integration into both social and organizational aspects of university life, but differences in the level of commitment to the university experience are ultimately what swings the balance between staying and leaving.  Mackie argues that "initial commitment, and a long term objective and continued motivation, are the driving forces which respectively push and pull the student over the hurdles [of the first year]" (2001, p.273).

In this paper we examine the experiences of four first year students based on three interviews with each of them; two in their first year of study and one mid-way through their second year.  We look in these interviews for evidence of (a) Mackie's model and (b) how the students' initial expectations and experiences of university impact on their subsequent academic choices.  These interviews were conducted as part of a wider study of how university impacts on students’ study behaviours and academic choices.

Method
In March 2000, we surveyed first-year students at a Hall of Residence adjacent to the university campus who had come directly to university from the 7th form (Year 13) about: their choice of field of study; their reasons for choosing to study at university rather than another type of tertiary institution; their opinions about careers and university study; and their study experiences in their final year of school and first year at university (Ditcher & Hunter, 2001).  We asked respondents to give their names and contact details if they were willing to be interviewed, and we selected (to give a good spread of gender and degree course) and interviewed 11 students in late March 2000 (4 weeks into their first semester).  We re-interviewed the students in September of the same year, about half way through their second semester, and again in July 2001 (the beginning of the second semester of their second year of study).  The interviews were recorded and transcribed.

For the purpose of this paper we have selected from our 11 interviewees four students whom we believe represent a range of attitudes, study behaviours and academic outcomes.  It must be noted, however, that our interviewees are not representative of the first year student population as a whole, as they were all school leavers coming directly to university having moved away from home to live in a university hall of residence.  To preserve their anonymity we have changed their names and some details about them.

Case studies

Our four students (Clare, Josh, Kirsty and Zoe) lived in a hall of residence in their first year and all moved into flats with other students in their second year.

Clare came from a school in a country town with "Entrance from Bursary"
; she was the first member of her family to come to university.  In Year 1 she enrolled for a B.A., intending to major in English and become a journalist.  In her first year, however, she did not enjoy English and failed most of her papers.  After reflecting on her first year over the summer break, she decided to return to university, vowing to work much harder.  She changed her major and re-enrolled in those of her first year papers she had found more interesting.  She was no longer sure that she wanted to become a journalist, tending now towards work in the media.  In her second year she passed all of her papers.  This year (her Year 3), she is continuing her studies and is on track to finish her 3-year degree in 4 years.  In her first year, Clare's parents paid her university and hall fees; in Year 2 she had a student loan and a small living allowance from her parents.

Josh came from a school in another university city with a "B" Bursary; he was also the first member of his family to attend university.  He enrolled in the Engineering Intermediate papers that he needed to pass before going on to study Engineering (his proposed career).  In Year 1 he failed two papers, so returned in Year 2 to re-do them as a part-time student; he failed the papers, however, and has not returned to university this year.  In Year 1 Josh had a student loan to cover all his costs and in Year 2 he worked in a full-time job to support himself.

Kirsty came from a school in a country town with a "B" Bursary; she was the first member of her family to attend university.  In Year 1 she enrolled in a B.A. with a History major, intending to train as a teacher after completing her degree.  In her first year she also enrolled in a Management Science paper, found it very interesting and practical, and by Interview 2 had decided to switch her major to that subject.  She was also re-considering her career plans.  She was successful in passing all of her first-year papers, and in Year 2 she continued her Management Science studies, firmed up her career plans in this field and talked about the need to get into the Honours programme; again she passed all of her papers.  She is now on track to complete her first degree this year.  In both Year 1 and 2 her parents supported her financially, although she also had a part-time job for extra money.

Zoe came from a school in another university city with an "A" Bursary; both her parents were university graduates.  She enrolled in a B.A. planning to major in German, but also took Japanese and Political Science; by Interview 2 she had decided to switch her major to these two latter subjects.  Originally intending to have a career that used her languages, she is now thinking of undertaking postgraduate studies in a professional field.  In Years 1 and 2 she passed all of her subjects, and in year 3 she is on track to complete her B.A..  Her parents paid her university and living costs in Years 1 and 2 and she has had a part-time term-time job.

Discussion

We will now consider the experiences of our four students in terms of Mackie's model, which involves four enabling and constraining forces: social, organisational, external and individual.  First, however, we should note that our interviews were part of a larger project and that we did not set out to ask the students questions to test Mackie's model; rather we have looked at the transcripts of the interviews to see if, and to what extent, the model can explain the directions the students took.  It should also be remembered that Mackie was concerned with 'doubters' and 'leavers' and two of our students do not fall into these categories.  We were interested, though, in how well Mackie's model fitted our latter two students, who could perhaps be described as 'stayers'.

Social forces

According to Mackie (2001), social forces enable or constrain social integration, which involves meeting people, integrating, finding support and establishing a social group and participating in university social life.

All of our students seemed to enjoy living in the halls and none complained of homesickness, which may reflect the high level of support and social interaction provided by halls of residence.  Kirsty said:

It's so much fun – it's just so easy just having to walk across the road…coming from a small town it's so good meeting so many people – like you walk to university and see all these people that you know from halls – makes you feel so at home.  

For Clare "it's been a very social experience, I've enjoyed it" and for Zoe it was "good to be away from home, it's a whole new experience".  For Josh, however, the initial experience had perhaps been too enjoyable: "too good at first because I didn't do much work".

Because we did not set out to ask students specifically about their social lives we are limited in this study to what came up when they were talking about their academic work.  In particular, although we have their comments about life in the halls, we do not know the extent to which they went beyond that and were involved in university clubs for example.

Organizational forces.

In Mackie’s model (2001), organizational forces enable or constrain organizational integration, which involves understanding and coping with course content, pace and style, and finding the organization supportive.  Two of our students, Clare and Josh, had difficulties in this area, while the other two adapted quickly.

Clare had believed since the middle of her high school years that if you were good at English then journalism was a good career, so when she came to university she initially intended to major in English.  She had found by Interview 1, four weeks into her first semester, however, that English was not what she expected: "it’s a little bit boring …I haven’t actually got quite into the grip".  Clare was planning to use the mid-semester break (between terms 1 and 2) to catch up on her reading, as she had fallen behind already.  She mentioned in Interview 1 that she had three essays due within the next week (the last week of term), but had not yet started any of them: "I’m meant to be writing essays at the moment".  Although she did not seem worried about this situation, we discovered in Interview 2, later that year, that she did not do the essays at all.  Nevertheless, she expressed the hope that she might still catch up in her courses by doing well in the final exams.  In Interview 3, reflecting on why she had failed to do her essays in her first year, Clare said:

It doesn’t make sense really... I [kept] thinking that it was going to be OK.  That I was just going to cruise through and it will all be fine at the end of the year, because that’s what happens at school.  As long as you’re going along average, you get through…. It doesn’t work like that here.
Clare expressed some reservations about tutorials in the first interview, commenting that she was not sure quite what was expected of her; she was also concerned that tutors might have different opinions to lecturers.  Her reflections on classes and assessment changed in Year 2; she was now finding the frequent assessment in several of her courses helpful, encouraging her to study regularly and keep up with the work.  She had also changed her attitude to tutorials, now not only preparing for them but going as well, and she was discovering that "it makes you feel good to be passing".

Josh admitted in Interview 1 that he did not work hard at school and that this had not changed:

Basically I’m doing what I used to do [at school].  I’m doing enough to get myself through but I think that’s going to have to change very quickly.  At the moment it’s not a problem because most of the stuff’s revision.

Josh made a number of unfavourable comparisons between his university and school classroom experiences.  He admitted to having difficulty coping with some subjects, sometimes found the faster pace a problem, noted with little enthusiasm the fact that problems are now to be done in his own time and found large problems classes a disappointment.  Like Clare, Josh was expecting to use the mid-semester break to catch up.  In Interview 2, Josh, who was doing a mixture of semester and full year courses, had already passed two papers.  He admitted he was still not working very hard and was still unhappy about large problems classes.  In Interview 3, as a part-time student, Josh was missing lectures if they interfered with his full-time job and was not attending the large problems classes that he found unhelpful in his first year.  

Kirsty, on the other hand, adapted easily to the new academic environment: "It’s different in school, but I mean you work before and after [classes, as opposed to in classes], but that’s fine".  She was aware of the different styles of different subjects and the differences between school and university requirements.  In her second year, Kirsty said she had changed her way of studying, had realised how important doing 'examples' was, and had become more reflective about her learning.  At school she found study easier but now that she wanted to "do well", she was more conscious of what she was doing and was learning from her mistakes. 

Zoe also had no problems adapting to university.  In Interview 1 she commented that:

It’s quite different to school, but yeah I’m adapting very well…there’s no-one forcing you to – cos my school was quite strict, so there was definitely a lot of pressure on you to do that and always be there, otherwise you would fail something, so it’s kind of more a personal motivation thing [at university], but I’m doing OK, I think, so far.

What came through in all the interviews with Zoe was that she was a conscientious, well-organised and high achieving student.  In her first year she had decided to work less hard at university than she had at school, but "there’s still lots of work which is nice, and I think when you find out what they want in essays, you can just do it and get good marks".  In her second year, she was still working hard but "I could work harder". 

External forces

External forces enable or constrain integration with the external university (Mackie, 2001). They include forces in the environment that aid or impede the ability of the student to cope with change – financial, accommodation, part-time work, family, relationships.

Three of our four students had families who were supporting them financially, although Clare had been forced to take a student loan in her second year.  After her first semester, when she failed two papers, her parents:

…pretty much said to me that it’s my life, and they can’t make me do work, so if I fail it’s my problem, but if I fail then they’re not going to give me any money, well they won’t give me as much money. 

Clare’s parents supported her decision to return to university for her second year; they continued to support her financially but to a much more limited extent so that she needed to take out a student loan to cover her fees and living costs.  Josh had a student loan in his first year for all costs; in his second year when he was a part-time student, he took on full-time employment to support himself.  

In their first and second years our other two students had part-time jobs: one, Zoe, because she felt she needed something to do apart from study, and the other, Kirsty, for pocket money.  Interestingly, she saw her part-time work as an opportunity to get away from university, to get away from the living/studying that comes with being in a hall of residence.  Neither felt that part-time work had adversely affected their studies, on the contrary, they became more organised because of the need to fit in work around studying.

All four students seemed happy with their halls accommodation in Year 1, apart from a few complaints about the food, and with the flatting situation in Year 2.

Individual forces 

Individual forces enable or constrain the individual's commitment to change and involve motivation, commitment, feelings and attitudes of the individual involved in the change – long term goal, initial commitment, homesickness, the availability of alternatives.  Mackie (2001) argues that these forces are the most influential with regards to students' decisions to stay or leave university.

Clare, having originally decided to become a journalist, had wavered about whether to come to university, do a B.A. and then train as a journalist, or go directly to polytechnic to study journalism.  As early as Interview 1 she was wondering if she had made the right decision: "it [English] doesn’t really have that much relevance at the moment to journalism".  She was also wavering about journalism, however, and was thinking that if she had gone to polytechnic to study it she might have been "sitting there now thinking – why am I doing this?  I don’t really want to be here".  On the other hand, she said she would like to be doing journalism now because she was envious of other students in the hall who were already doing what they wanted to do (eg Engineering, Social Work).  

By Interview 2, Clare had realised that "I don’t like English very much.  At the start of the year I thought I might grow to like it".  She was, however, enjoying her other papers.  In Interview 3, in her second year, we met a different student.  She was enjoying her studies much more and admitted that

I have a little bit more direction than I did last year, I sort of know exactly what I want to do and I’m doing what I want to do, and where it’s going to take me.  Instead of going backwards I’m going forwards.

Partly this was due to her decision to drop English and study the subjects that she had enjoyed in her first year. She was also finding that "it makes you feel good to be passing".

Although Clare’s financial situation was more difficult in Year 2 and she had to take out a student loan, she viewed this as a motivating factor: "[the loan] is good, because it’s another reason that it’s made me see that I can’t take it as easily as I did last year.  It’s all my money now."  However, for another of our 'doubters' - Josh - a student loan was a source of concern and served to increase his misgivings about continuing his university studies.

Josh wanted to be an engineer because he saw it as a practical profession and "I like to work with my hands".  Like Clare, he had debated whether to go to polytechnic (in his case to learn a trade) or university (to do an engineering degree), and he continued this debate in his first year (and in his second).  He was not someone who had always thought of coming to university:  "In fact I was the opposite.  I was never going to university - it was the very last thing I was going to do", because, he explained 

I can’t say I really enjoyed studying a hell of a lot.  I never enjoyed school.  The last years of school I’d pretty much grown out of it and didn’t enjoy the situation and sort of thought well maybe the [university] will be something different, maybe I’m doing something that I’m going to enjoy … so I’ll get into it…. I’ve never found anything that I enjoy studying that I want to go and study,.whereas I enjoy building things.  But yet I know that if I don’t get that bit of paper [the engineering degree] in my belt, I’m really limited.

In the event, Josh failed two papers and to obtain a place in Engineering he had to repeat them in his second year.  He justified his decision to continue at university by saying: "I can do it, so I might as well give it a shot.  If I can’t, I want to get back to my hands, I won’t lose that ability in a hurry".  He was still, however, wavering about his career path, saying in Interview 3:  "It [a trade] may yet be forced upon me.  If I don’t sort myself out and commit myself to full-time study, it may be forced upon me".  The problem was, he did not seem to be ready to commit himself to studying.

Kirsty had enrolled at university because she wanted to be a secondary school teacher and because she liked to have a challenge: "I just have to push myself to see if I can do it".  In addition to a number of arts papers, she enrolled in Management Science, a subject new to her but which she really enjoyed.  She had originally decided to be a teacher because "I enjoy teaching people, I always said I would do a job that helps people", but by Interview 2 she had changed her mind about teaching, primarily because she had 'discovered' Management Science. She saw teaching as hard work and stressful, whereas there were lots of jobs for Management Science graduates - they were well paid and the work would be intellectually challenging.  In Interview 3, however, Kirsty again expressed an interest in teaching; she had realised that to have a career in Management Science she would need to get into the Honours programme and she was not sure she would be able to get the grades to do this.  In addition:  "I would still like to do something to help people, not just make companies richer".

Zoe was one of the students for whom coming to university would never have not been an option.  Enrolling in a B.A., she was able to follow her subject interests, unrestricted by the specific requirements of a future career, although she did have career plans.  Like Kirsty, Zoe had discovered new and interesting subjects and was enjoying these.  By interview 2, she was firmly committed to her new majors but regretting the fact that she could not continue in all of her subjects. 

Summarising Mackie's model

In Table 1 below we summarise our students' positions in Year 1 and Year 2 with regard to the enabling and constraining forces in Mackie's model (2001).  Mackie used a six point scale (from –3 to +3) to assign her 'doubters' and 'leavers' but we have chosen to use a simpler scale: + means a positive or enabling force; - means a negative or constraining force; ? means a neutral force (or we are uncertain).

For Clare, in Year 1, both individual and organizational forces worked to constrain her success at university.  In Year 2, newly motivated by subjects that interested her, and perhaps having eventually adapted to the university way of studying, she began to succeed and to enjoy her success – the individual and organisational forces were now enabling.

Kirsty's forces were all positive in both Years 1 and 2; she also saw her part-time job as positive.  She will complete her degree this year.

Josh's individual and organizational forces acted as constraints in Years 1 and 2.  In Year 2 his full-time job provided an additional constraint.  He has now left the university.

Zoe's forces were all positive; even her part-time job was a positive, enabling force giving her a life away from study.  She will complete her degree this year.

Table 1: Enabling and constraining forces according to Mackie's model

	Student
	Social forces*

Year 1/ Year 2
	Organizational forces

Year 1/ Year 2
	External forces

Year 1/ Year 2
	Individual forces

Year 1/ Year 2

	Clare
	?
	- / +
	+ / +
	- / +

	Kirsty
	+
	+ / +
	+ / +
	+ / +

	Josh
	?
	- / -
	+ / -
	- / -

	Zoe
	+
	+ / +
	+ / +
	+ / +


* Note: limited information available.

Mackie (2001) looked at first year 'doubters' and 'leavers' in her study; but we have extended her model to 'stayers'.  As Mackie explains, her four forces are inter-related and although she believes that the 'individual' force is the one that is ultimately the most important, in the case of both Clare and Josh, their motivation (or lack of it) and uncertainties around their course choices radically affected their ability to adjust to the different academic demands at university.  In Year 2, however, Clare, after reflection and with a new desire to succeed, revealed enabling individual and organizational forces.  Josh, on the other hand, continued in much the same way as before, again failed and left the university.

Conclusion and Recommendations

In this study of four students in their first and second years at university we have used Mackie's force field model to identify a 'doubter', a 'leaver' and two 'stayers'.  We have also noted that enabling and constraining forces can change from year to year and presumably from semester to semester, and are therefore amenable to intervention by external agents, for instance institutions could provide more support for students (such as those mechanisms suggested below).

We are concerned that for two of our students, Clare and Josh, the transition from school to university was very difficult indeed.  Neither student sought additional support or assistance from university staff, nor did they seem aware that support was available.  In addition, neither was picked up as having difficulty during their first year, thus were left to sink or swim by themselves.  One eventually succeeded by strength of character and hard work, while the other - Josh – 'dropped out' after two largely unsuccessful years.  In addition, our two 'stayers', while having easier transitions, both discovered new and interesting subjects and modified their career plans largely serendipitously.  We wonder how many other students are struggling on with their original majors, now lacking in appeal, when a little judicious guidance might open them up to new and more appropriate subjects.

The identification of the factors that enable and constrain students have implications for universities who want to retain their students.  We make the following recommendations: students need high-quality, realistic, academic advice, not only before they come to university, but also while they are at university; academic orientation programs should be in place and should be on-going for all first year students and their effectiveness should be evaluated regularly; university lecturers need to acknowledge the different teaching and learning methods at university and explain their expectations to students; first year students need to be monitored closely to identify and assist those who do not hand in work early in their first semester or otherwise withdraw from classes; university staff need a greater awareness of the difficulties and challenges for students in their transition to university study.
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� School leavers sit the Bursary examination at the end of the 7th form (Year 13), and typically take five subjects.  Top students gain an "A" Bursary (average mark ( 60%), the next group gain a "B" Bursary (average mark in the range 50-59%), and those who obtain at least three "C" passes (( 46%) gain "Entrance from Bursary".
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