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This paper presents findings from a study concerning transition to university, which was conducted  with 530 first year students at UNSW. The objectives were to establish major predictors of successful transition, and to identify factors associated with an increased probability of discontinuing. Student identity, academic application, social involvement, and the perception of independent learning were significant predictors of transition success; student identity played the major role. However, sex and English (as first language) moderated these effects. Academic performance also played a significant role, directly in association with discontinuing, and indirectly, as mediator of several significant effects. The paper outlines the importance of analyses that go beyond description, and highlights the  insights yielded into the nature of the relationships with transition. The specific strategies suggested by the findings for enhancing the quality of the experience of our students during their first year at university will also be addressed. 

Introduction 

Transition is a process that involves the qualitative reorganisation of inner life and of external behaviour. Life changes that are transitional involve a restructuring of the way individuals feel about themselves and about their world, and a reorganisation of their personal competence, role arrangements, and relationships with significant others (Cowan, 1991). Transitions can be challenging, because changes are often expected from their physical, psychological and social environments.  Individuals differ in the degree to which they are able to successfully meet the challenge, largely because of differences in their level of preparedness, and in their ability to identify and to mobilise personal resources to adapt to those changes. When students begin their first year at university, they are required to reorganise the way they think about themselves, as learners, and as social beings. Their first important task is to identify the characteristics of their new role, and the features that distinguish it from the one they have left behind. They must articulate what is new about teaching and learning at university, and develop relationships with new peers and interact with faculty members (Bennett, 1998).  

Given that unsuccessful transition can incur significant cost to the student and to the institution in which they are studying, it is not surprising that variability in students’ success in making the transition to university has begun to attract considerable attention among researchers and policy makers alike (for example, Evans and Peel, 1999; McInnis and James; 1995; Peel, 1999). 

The study that is outlined in the present report was commissioned by the Faculty of Life Sciences at UNSW. The study sought to identify how the needs of students in making the transition to first year at university might be more efficiently and effectively met. This study therefore focused on differences in the success that students experience in making the transition to university.  Our specific goals were :

· To be maximally informative, to understand what is involved in successful transition, and in the consideration to discontinue (as unsuccessful transition).

· To be comprehensive in our explanation. In developing the questionnaire that would be used in our study. We sought to include in our questionnaire all potential predictor variables.  

· To provide a useful summary of the ‘average’ response. For each domain of enquiry, we began by conducting comprehensive descriptive analyses. 

· To go beyond description. Our major concern was to make sense of differences in students’ transition, that is, we sought to account for variability, and to identify association or significant direct prediction.

· To go beyond simple association, or direct prediction. We wanted to inform about the nature of the effects. Specifically, we tested the importance of sex and of English (as first language) in moderating the predictive relationships, and of academic performance in mediating the signifcant effects.  
· To say something about relative contribution. Recognising that, as is the case in any complex phenomenon, multiple explanatory factors were likely to be involved, we wanted to identify the factors that appeared to be most important. In other words, if we were to identify several factors that were associated with transition success, and with the consideration to discontinue, we thought it important to seek to determine how much each played a role, when the others are taken into account. 

The questionnaire used in the study

The data for this report derive from the questionnaire-based responses of a large sample of first year students at the University of New South Wales. Two important sources of material informed the development of our questionnaire (and the study more generally), a series of in-depth interviews and focus groups, and the existing literature in the field. We were particularly interested in existing measures used previously for research within Australian universities. We sought to be comprehensive.  Although we wanted to ensure a minimal burden on students who would complete the questionnaire, we nevertheless set out to assess all potentially important factors in understanding students’ transition to university.  Wherever appropriate, items were drawn from the First Year on Campus study (McInnis & James, 1995). Wherever it was found to be necessary, additional items were prepared specifically for this study. An early draft of the questionnaire was pilot tested with a small number of students who would not be participating in the study.  This was done to ensure that the questionnaire was of appropriate length and that all items were clearly worded. The final version took account of their comments and suggestions. 

The self-report questionnaire (available from the authors on request) that was used in this study incorporated eight sections -  1. Influences on the decision to go to university, 2. Expectations, reality, and satisfaction with first year university experience, 3. Study-related characteristics, goals, attitudes, and behaviours, 4. Perceptions of learning and teaching, 5. Successful transition to university, 6. The consideration to defer or to discontinue. 7. Support services, and 8. Background characteristics. (Only selected data are presented in this paper.)

The students who participated in the study

Five hundred and thirty first year students at the University of New South Wales completed the questionnaire. Sixteen of those were excluded from all analyses because, for more than a quarter of the items comprising any section, they had no response. The remaining sample consisted of 516 respondents (151 males and 363 females; mean age = 19.8 years, SD = 3.4).  Two hundred and forty four respondents were Faculty of Life Sciences students (mean age = 19.3 years, SD = 2.2), 207 respondents belonged to other faculties (mean age = 20.2 years, SD = 3.9), and 63 respondents did not provide course information (19 males and 44 females; mean age = 20.6 years, SD = 4.7). Most students were enrolled full time (239 or 98% Life Sciences; 195 or 94% other faculties). 

The first year students who participated in this study were recruited with the assistance of the coordinators of the first year biology and psychology courses. Together, those two courses enabled us to make contact with all first year students in the Faculty of Life Sciences. The questionnaires were administered in biology laboratories and psychology tutorials. 

The findings from the major analyses 

Self-reported success of transition

The overriding purpose of this study was to shed some light on the differences in the success that students have in making the transition to their first year at university.  As the first, and perhaps the most direct index of transition success, participants were asked to rate how well they had made the transition to university. They were asked to do this on a 10-point scale, where ‘0’ indicated ‘Not at all well’ and ‘9’ referred to ‘Very well’. The means of the self-reported transition shown in Table 1 indicate that, overall, the transition was moderately successful. Interestingly, the mean was identical for the two groups of students.  

Table 1    Students’ self-reported success of transition to university



                          Faculty

Life Sciences                         Other

N=244                                     N=207




No
Item
M
SD

M
SD

F
Sig.

  1
Success of transition
6.1
1.9

6.1
2.0

0.0
 ns



Note:  1. Maximum possible score is 9. High score indicates more successful transition to university.

We set out to try to explain, or to account for the differences in success that students have in making the transition to first year at university. Elucidating the differences in students’ success in making the transition requires us to systematically examine the way students’ attributes, and their perceptions of aspects of the university environment, are associated with, or predictive of, the degree of success they have had in making the transition. That is the focus of our major analyses; this paper presents results only from regression analyses. All descriptive analyses, and the factor analyses for defining subscale scores are in the report “The Transition to University. Understanding Differences in Success” (Huon & Sankey, 2000).

Study-related characteristics, goals, attitudes and behaviours - The association between sense of purpose, student identity, academic orientation, and academic application, and transition

Students’ responses to the items comprising McInnis and James’s (1995) scales of sense of purpose, student identity, academic orientation, and academic application were subjected to a confirmatory factor analysis. The factor structure was essentially the same as that identified by the authors (McInnis & James, 1995). Four subscales were, therefore, defined according to the results of the factor analysis.  When the four study-related subscale scores were regressed against transition, student identity and academic application predicted success of transition. The more students liked being a student, and reported that university life suited them, the better they indicated the transition had been. It is important to note that the large beta
 for student identity indicates that that factor contributes substantially to transition success. Interestingly, the less difficulty in being motivated to study, the greater the desire to do well, and the more help-seeking from staff the greater the likelihood that the transition was rated as successful. These are in Table 2.

Table  2  Predicting self-reported success of transition to university from study-related characteristics, goals, attitudes, and behaviours

Overall equation
Adj R2
 .31
 F
27.9
Sig.
.00

Predictor
Beta
 t







       Academic orientation
-.03
-0.5
 ns

       Student identity
 .52
 8.5
.00

       Sense of purpose
 .07
 1.0
 ns

       Academic application
 .10
 1.7
.05






Study-related characteristics, goals, attitudes and behaviours - The association between self efficacy, English (as first language), social involvement, learning difficulties and approaches to learning, and transition 

Students’ ratings of items concerning English, self efficacy, social involvement, learning difficulties, and approaches to learning were subjected to an exploratory factor analysis. Four subscales were then defined according to the results of the factor analysis, that is, according to the four groups of items that loaded on the four factors. Participants’ responses to those items were then added to form four new total scores. Social involvement and learning difficulties scores were significantly, but inversely, related to transition, as Table 3 shows. In other words, low scores on social involvement and on learning difficulties were associated with high transition success. The more students kept to themselves, the less successful the transition, and the more students indicated that they found the teaching style difficult and that they could not comprehend much of the material, the less well they said they had adjusted to being at university. It should also be noted that the relatively large beta weights indicate that both factors, social involvement and approaches to learning, make an important contribution to transition success. 

Table 3  Predicting self-reported success of transition to university from social involvement, self efficacy, learning difficulties, and approaches to learning

Overall equation
Adj R2
. 24
 F
20.3
Sig.
.00

Predictor
Beta
 t







       Social involvement
-.24
-4.2
.00

       Self efficacy
 .09
 1.6
 ns

       Learning difficulties
-.39
-6.6
.00

       Approaches to learning
-.01
-0.2
 ns






Perceptions of teaching and learning –  The association between perceptions of teaching, workload, and course overall, and transition
Students’ responses to the questions concerning their overall course, workload, and teaching were subjected to a confirmatory factor analysis. The factor structure was essentially the same as that identified by the authors (McInnis & James, 1995). Three subscales were, therefore, defined according to the results of the factor analysis. Participants’ responses to those items were then added to form three new total scores. Students’ responses were then examined in a regression analysis to see whether those judgements would be associated with their transition. The results are in Table 4.  Perhaps not surprisingly, overall course enjoyment and satisfaction was also predictive of successful transition, and the large beta tells us that students’ reactions to the overall course make a substantial contribution to their transition success. It is also interesting that judgements about workload and about teaching were not predictive of transition. 

Table 4   Predicting self-reported success of transition to university from perceptions of learning and teaching

Overall equation
Adj R2
 .24
 F
25.8
Sig.
.00

Predictor
Beta
 t







       Course overall
 .49
 7.2
.00

       Workload
-.12
-1.9
 ns

       Teaching
-.07
-1.0
 ns






Perceptions of  learning and teaching - The association between perceptions of staff preparedness, assessment methods, class size, and clarity of course goals
When students’ responses to the questions concerning class size, clarity of objectives, learning style, assessment and facilities were subjected to an exploratory factor analysis, three factors were produced. Three subscales were, therefore, defined according to the factor analysis. Participants’ responses to those items were then added to form three new total scores.  Students’ responses were examined in a regression analysis to see whether those judgements would be associated with their transition. The results are in Table 5.  Only the belief that independent learning was encouraged was significantly associated with successful transition to university.

Table  5  Predicting self-reported success of transition to university from class sizes, clarity of objectives, and promotion of independence

Overall equation
Adj R2
 .04
 F
 4.7
Sig.
.00

Predictor
Beta
 t







       Class sizes
-.06
-0.9
 ns

       Clarity of objectives
-.11
-1.7
 ns

       Promotion of independence
 .19
 3.0
.00






The association between student background characteristics and transition success
Finally, we examined background characteristics as predictors of transition success. These results, In Table 6, show that sex, English, and academic performance were predictors of transition success.

Table  6  Predicting transition to university from background characteristics

Overall equation
Adj R2
 .07
 F

 9.8
Sig.
.00

Predictor
Beta
 t


       Sex
 .16
 2.5
.01

       English (as first language)
-.25
-3.9
.00






Overall equation
Adj R2
-.00
 F

 0.5
Sig.
 ns

Predictor
Beta
 t


       First choice of uni course
 .05
 0.7
 ns

       School type (govt or non-govt )
-.05
-0.7
 ns

       HSC
 .02
 0.3
 ns






       UAI
 .16
 1.8
 ns






Overall equation
Adj R2
 .11
 F

 7.9
Sig.
.00

Predictor
Beta
 t


       Contact hours
 .02
 0.3
 ns

       Paid work hours
 .01
 0.2
 ns

       Academic performance
 .27
 3.8
.00

       Academic expectation
 .16
 2.3
.02






Beyond simple or direct prediction: Some moderating and mediating effects
Our next set of analyses was designed to see whether sex, and English as first language moderated the relationships with transition success. We also tested whether academic performance played a mediating role. 

The first question we wanted to answer was whether the predictions we had already established to be important were the same or different for males and females. In other words, we were asking the question, ‘Does sex moderate these relationships?’ We repeated the analyses for all sets of variables, this time including sex in the regression to see whether it affected (moderated) the relationship. Only selected results are presented. 
Sex was found to moderate the relationship between student identity, academic application, self efficacy, and self-reported transition success, and between academic application, and learning difficulties, and transition. In all cases, the pattern was the same; males were more disadvantaged in their transition to university than females, as the example in Figure 1 shows. 
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Figure 1.  Sex as a moderator  

As we have already noted, for all students, higher student identity is associated with higher transition success, and lower, with poorer transition. However, sex moderates the effect. Figure 1 shows us that the difference between males and females is different for high and low levels of student identity. With low student identity, transition success is similar for the two groups. With higher levels of student identity, however, females’ transition success is higher than that of the males. It is as if the characteristics comprising the factor of student identity assist females more than males in making the transition to university. 
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Figure 2.  English as first language as a moderator  

The second question we asked was whether the relationships we had already found to be significant in our analyses would be altered when we took language into account. That is, we set out to answer the question, ‘Does English as first language act as a moderator of the significant effects we had identified?’   We repeated the regression analyses for all previously significant predictors of transition.  Significant moderating effects were found for sense of purpose, and for approaches to learning. The pattern was the same; students whose first language was not English were disadvantaged, as the example in Figure 2 shows.  The important information provided by these analyses is that while transition success does not differ for English first language students, irrespective of whether they were high or low in their scores on the variable learning approaches, that is not the case for students whose first language is not English. When students’ first language is not English and these attitudes are true of them (that is, when they have a high score on ‘approaches to learning’), their transition success is more seriously compromised not only than those whose first language is English, but also than their counterparts who do not have English as their first language and who do not endorse these attitudes. 

The third question we asked was, ‘ Does academic performance act as a mediator of the significant effects we had identified?’  We carried out the regression analyses involving influences on the transition to university, study-related characteristics, and perceptions of teaching and learning (but only with those variables that had been shown to be significant predictors of transition), this time testing whether those relationships were mediated by academic performance.  A critical set of findings from this research was that academic performance mediates the associations between transition and academic orientation, sense of purpose, academic application, and student identity, although the size of its contribution differs. 

Finally, we sought to determine the relative contributions of important predictors to self-reported success of transition. When all others are taken into account, student identity was found to be the most important predictor of self-reported success of transition. The size of the beta (.38) emphasises the importance of its contribution. Learning difficulties are the second most important predictor (.30). Interestingly, sex is the only other factor that remains a significant predictor when all others are examined simultaneously (Overall equation Adj R2 = .44; F=19.2, p<.00).

A serious consideration to discontinue or to defer

Perhaps the most explicit index of any student’s unsuccessful transition is a decision to discontinue. Students were asked whether they had considered discontinuing their studies at university; more than 40 percent of them said they had. 

Factors associated with the consideration to discontinue

When we examined which subscale scores (the same as those used for transition success) were associated with a higher probability of discontinuing, we found that the higher the sense of student identity, the less students had considered discontinuing, the greater students’ sense of purpose, the less likely they had been to consider discontinuing, the more students had had difficulties with the teaching style and had had problems understanding much of the material, the more likely they were to have considered discontinuing from their university course. Perceptions of the course overall and of the workload were also significantly predictive of a consideration to discontinue.  The more students said they enjoyed the course and found the material intellectually stimulating, the more they were likely to have said they had not considered discontinuing. On the other hand, the negative relationship for perceptions of workload indicates that students who found the workload too heavy, the contact hours too high, and the syllabus to cover too much material, the more they had considered discontinuing from their course at university.  The more students endorsed the view that they had been encouraged to become independent learners and that course directions were clear the more they said they had not considered discontinuing from their course.  The other factors were not related to a consideration to discontinue.  

Sex and English as first language were not significant predictors of the consideration to discontinue. This is in contrast to transition success. Yet, academic performance was strongly associated with thinking about discontinuing. The better students had done in their university work, the less likely they were to have considered discontinuing. 

When we examined all variables that had been shown to be significant predictors of the consideration to discontinue, only three factors continued to have a significant association. Students’ perceptions of their workload, the number of paid work hours, and academic performance were associated with the decision to discontinue. The higher students’ academic performance, the less likely they had been to seriously consider discontinuing. It is important to note that academic performance has the most substantial contribution, when all other influences are taken into account. 

Conclusions and recommendations

Success of transition was moderately high overall.  However, there was considerable variability. Student identity, academic application, social involvement and learning difficulties are the characteristics that predict students’ success in making the transition to university.  Students' overall course enjoyment and satisfaction are also important predictors of students’ transition success. Their perception that independent learning is being encouraged is an important aspect of beliefs about their university teaching and learning that makes a contribution to transition success.  Self-reported transition success was higher for females than for males. Also, other relationships with transition are different for male and female students.  In each instance, females 'come out on top'. English (as first language) was a significant predictor of transition success, and English (as first language) affects other significant associations with transition. Academic performance is an important predictor of students' transition to university.  Academic performance also plays a role because it is strongly related to other factors that are associated with transition success. 

The findings from this study suggest ways in which we might make positive changes for such students, and indeed for all students during their first year at university. To increase the success students have in making the transition to university, we need to enhance student identity. Course coordinators should be appointed, who are members of the academic staff, genuinely concerned about the welfare of students, and highly motivated to work closely with them in small groups of students. Our findings also suggest that peer-assisted mentoring schemes should be implemented for first year students. Such schemes should focus on early intervention, promote student-centred, and lifelong learning skill development, and offer generic and discipline specific skills. Together, the appointment of highly committed first year coordinators and peer-assisted mentoring schemes should be systematically evaluated in order to determine how effective they are in assisting first year students to experience early academic success, and to meet the challenges presented during their transition to university. 
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