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This paper explores how the transition to university in one higher education institution has been conceptualised and programs to effect these concepts have been implemented.  Monash University (Australia) is a large multi-campus institution with ten faculties.  In 2000 commencing students numbered more than 11,000.  The majority of students in first-year that attend the university are school-leavers.  Although the Equivalent National Tertiary Entry Rank (ENTER) for many courses is high and students who gain entry to Monash University have experienced considerable success at secondary school, there are other pathways for entry which ultimately create a very diverse cohort in first-year.  The nature of the first-year cohort as well as the way the university sees itself now and into the future has shaped the Monash Transition Program as a comprehensive approach to managing the first-year experience for all stakeholders. 

Introduction

The Monash Transition Program is the product of a two-pronged approach that in November 1995 coalesced into a single yet multi-faceted entity.  The seminal event that achieved this end was the first ‘transition’ conference at Monash University called ‘Making the Transition’.  This conference brought together academics and secondary school teachers to discuss the issues that affected Year 12 students as they moved on to the first-year of university.  The conference was aimed at addressing the needs of the largest commencing cohort: school-leaver students.  Prior to this time, Professor Robert Pargetter (then Deputy Vice-Chancellor – Academic Projects) had committed Monash University, at the institutional level, to initiatives such as the Monash lecture series, Enhancement Studies, the Monash Teaching Fellowship and Academic-in-Residence schemes and mentoring of first-year students.  Other programs included interactive television for schools, a guest lecture service, university/school liaison activities and an advisory service for schools on courses, careers and university links.  At the interface with first-year students, Dr Mark Peel was leading a small but committed team of ‘transition enthusiasts’ in a more immediate, ‘hands-on’ manner – assisting first-year students adjust to university and become enculturated into the practices and life of the institution.

During 1996 and 1997 Dr Peel undertook the first phase of a study of students as they moved from Year 12 to their first-year in higher education.  Dr Peel, keen to hear the student voice, spent 1996 exploring the views Year 12 students from Victorian schools.  He was particularly keen to gain an understanding of expectations they had of the first-year university experience.  In 1997 the same students were re-interviewed to gauge whether their expectations had been met and how they actually felt about what they had experienced at this early stage of their university lives.  (In a 1999 follow-up Dr Peel again interviewed the same students as many of them approached the end of their university days.  The results of this longitudinal study can be seen in the video: ‘Making the Move’).  This first-hand experience of Dr Peel’s has been one of the major underpinnings of the Monash Transition Program.  During the formative period 1996 – 1998 Dr Peel led the Transition Working Group. As this team became an increasingly cohesive unit; it established operational parameters with identified goals and objectives.  At the other end of the spectrum, two things happened: transition was recognised formally by the university and two significant appointments were made.  Professor Merran Evans  (Director – Planning and Academic Affairs) was given as part of her brief a special responsibility for transition to university and Dr Mark Peel was made the Coordinator of what was to become known as the Monash Transition Program.  With the support of Professor Alan Lindsay, Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Academic and Planning), the discrete activities of university staff were formalised and given coherence and thus the Monash Transition Program came into being in late 1998. 

The underlying principle of the Monash Transition Program is that there is no generic template that can be applied as a ‘quick-fix’ solution to the transition dilemmas that students face.  Moreover, as there are idiosyncratic differences between campuses, faculties, schools, departments and centres it has been recognised that what may work in one place may not succeed equally well in another – a basic teaching principle – the notion of accommodating individual differences.  For this reason, the Monash Transition Program as encouraged diversity of approach and also sought to network the activities of ‘transition enthusiasts’ throughout the university to facilitate the dissemination and sharing of useful strategies and practices.  Greater participation in a range of activities such as, professional development, seminars, research, school visits, to name but a few, is positive feedback that the Monash Transition Program is increasingly becoming mainstreamed as an integral part of the educational environment at Monash University.  Over the years it has become evident that the original narrow definition applied to the term ‘transition’ is inadequate.  Those involved with the Monash Transition Program have had to re-conceptualise the term ‘transition’ and consider other perspectives.  From 2000 the term’s expanded definition for undergraduate students will cover transition to university (including school-leaver and non school-leaver students), transition during university and transition from university.  Whilst to date there has been some acknowledgement of further sub-divisions of students into categories such as local, international, regional/rural, distance (and disability) which could be linked any of the aforementioned, more intensive attention will be focused on these cohorts in the future.  For graduate and higher degree by research students the full or part-time status of students will be one of the determinants their transition needs as will be time lapsed between completion of undergraduate studies and commencement of graduate studies.

Administration of the Monash Transition Program 

The operation of a university-wide program such as this across a large multi-campus university means by necessity that the administrative structure will be, to some degree, hierarchical.  Three levels of management are functional within the program, a small cross-sectional committee that oversees the Monash Transition Program, a university-wide large committee that is a network of the third tier, the local transition committees within faculties, administrative areas and student bodies.  The Transition Steering Group, chaired by Professor Merran Evans, is responsible for strategic planning.  The Monash Transition Committee, chaired by Dr Mark Peel, spearheads cross-committee information dissemination and utilises its membership (representatives of significant constituencies and/or local transition committees) to implement initiatives and participate in activities at the local level.  Committees at all levels within the program are comprised of both university staff and students.  Progress reports of the Monash Transition Program’s activities are forwarded through the Committee of Associate Deans – Teaching (CADeT) to Professor Alan Lindsay, Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Academic and Planning), whose portfolio includes the Monash Transition Program.

The stakeholders

The stakeholders: students, university staff, secondary school teachers and students’ families – parents and partners – and meeting their needs in relation to transition is the core business of the Monash Transition Program.  To this end the program is involved in delivering a broad range of services on and off-campus.  Many commencing school-leaver students would have been familiarised with the notion of transition via the two videos, ‘Race Around Monash’ and ‘Making the Move’ that the Monash Transition Program has produced in conjunction with the Centre for Learning and Teaching Support (CeLTS). In addition, school-leaver students may have been exposed to transition issues through: a school visit by a Monash University academic accompanied by university student ‘transition volunteers’, experienced life on-campus as part of a residential VCE camp, visited the university as a part of a school group, etc.  Furthermore, the Monash Transition Program, through the research and transition expertise of its Coordinator, Dr Mark Peel, has received substantial media coverage, particularly in the education supplements of Victorian and local newspapers.

Current students have been introduced to initiatives of the Monash Transition Program through the Vice-Chancellor, Professor David Robinson’s, letter of welcome to commencing students contained as part of the ‘Enrolment Package’.  In the main, students at Monash University experience the outcomes of Monash Transition Program initiatives that have been implemented at the local level. Heightened transition awareness among university staff and their participation in professional development activities as well as familiarity with the materials on the program’s web site have assisted them to improve ‘academic orientation’ for students and ‘network’ tutorials/demonstrations/laboratory practicals, etc. to enhance students’ rapid socialisation.  Furthermore, systemic practices, for example, mentoring, interviews and follow-up with ‘at-risk’ students, and student advisers with particular knowledge of, and sensitivity to, transition issues all function to produce improved adjustment outcomes for students in transition.

There has been a slow but perceptible change in the attitudes of university staff to transition.  Movement has been away from the view that acknowledgement of issues of adjustment as part of the first-year experience was accommodating to students who were academically weak and toward an acceptance that transition difficulties are genuine, and do cause students considerable concern.  (By way of observation, this trend appears to be more widespread among university staff of an age where their own children would be commencing university.)  The Monash Transition Program has gained credibility especially with those university staff committed to ‘best practice’ teaching because it resonates with their values in being student-focused.  With the support of the Associate Dean – Teaching, Associate Professor David Garrioch, the Faculty of Arts nominated ‘transition’ as its lead site activity for 2000.  This move, and the use of staff associated with the Monash Transition Program as ‘experts in the field’ to ascertain issues of transition as they affect first-year students has raised the profile of the program considerably within the university community.  Recognition has been made at the highest levels of the work of the Monash Transition Program and the value of transition in general through the inclusion of involvement, management and leadership in transition now being used as supporting evidence in applications for promotion.  

Due to the long and well-established relationship and the culture of partnership that has been fostered between secondary schools and Monash University, secondary school teachers value the work of the Monash Transition Program.  Monash University also valued the work of teachers as was evident through the Monash Teaching Fellowship scheme. Selection for fellowships was highly competitive, however, successful applicants had the opportunity to teach and undertake research at the university for periods of up to one year before returning to their respective schools to share the experiences students faced during their transition to university.  This reinforced the perception that Monash University was a teacher-friendly institution of higher education.  The Monash Transition Program works in a collaborative manner with schools, including in more recent times joint, on research projects that are seen to be of mutual benefit.

Traditionally, students’ families, especially parents and partners, have not been considered as stakeholders in the process of transition because the university treats all students as adults.  Two related issues have become, in more recent times, increasingly apparent.  Students’ families want and need to be informed about the culture and practices of the university to gain an appreciation of the first-year experience (especially in instances where the student is a ‘pioneer’ to higher education). Moreover, this group, is an unutilised resource when it comes to supporting commencing students.  For the past two years the Monash Transition Program has run ‘Parents and Partners’ Transition Information’ evenings.  The response this year well and truly exceeded the program’s expectations.  This initiative has clearly struck a chord with students’ families there is both a need and a desire to understand the educational environment into which students have come as well as understanding how to assist and encourage and when to let go.

Communication between the Monash Transition Program and its stakeholders

From the outset the Monash Transition Program identified ease of communication as one of its objectives in relating not only to the Monash community but also to secondary school teachers.  With this in mind, it established and continues to add to the two main e-mail distribution lists of university staff and school teachers (including various discrete interest group lists within these). This has been an invaluable means of immediate and widespread interactive communication between the program and these stakeholders.

The videos that The Monash Transition Program in conjunction with CeLTS has produced and distributed free of charge to all Victorian secondary schools has been a means of making the connection with another group of stakeholders – prospective university students.  ‘Race Around Monash’ (1998), used the same concept as the ‘Race’ series on the ABC of providing students with a video camera to film student life – ‘warts and all’; perspectives typical of the first-year experience.  Although too gritty for some adults – school teachers and parents – senior school students identify very strongly with the this video.

‘Making the Move’ (1999), is a visual documentation of Dr Mark Peel’s research.  The video spans a four-year period, although the focus is on three of those years.  In 1996 Dr Peel interviewed 37 Year 12 students from seven Victorian secondary colleges.  The discussion led by Dr Peel seeks to explore their expectations of the first-year experience at university.  What is revealed besides anxiety is naivety about what lies ahead.  The following year the same students were re-interviewed.  The sentiment most clearly expressed was that the challenges that they had faced were not insurmountable, and most were in the process of making the transition.  It is not until 1999, during the course of the forum discussion, one student can confidently say that her transition was coming to the realisation that university was not for her and there were other interests she wished to pursue. In as much as for many a successful transition to university is one where adjustment is relatively seamless and enculturation is speedy, for others a successful transition can be confirmation that university is not where they want to be and tertiary study is not what they want to do.

Each video in its own way is a powerful reinforcement of the need to do more.

Another, more direct means of communication is through the program of School Visits.  In conjunction with the Prospective Students’ Office, the Monash Transition Program has been responsible for the training of committed student and staff volunteers to undertake school visits on request.  Information to support the face-to-face training is available on the Monash Transition Program’s web-site.  Despite the heaviest scheduling for these visits falling in the middle of second semester, as schools try to provide as much valuable information to Year 12 students prior to swot vac, and university students are overloaded with their own assessment commitments, volunteers are always plentiful.  Students and staff speak to student-only, parent-only and student and parent groups on school visits.  Often using the videos as visual stimulus, audiences cannot help but be impressed with the candour of the sentiments expressed and identify with the students they see before them

On a broader canvas, its open web site is for many the first and most public face of the Monash Transition Program.  It began as a project to keep the Monash community – staff and students – informed of the Monash Transition Program’s activities and initiatives and grown to reflect the diversity of, and directions in which, the program is heading.  The Monash Transition Program is cognisant of the need for the provision of flexible delivery across subjects and programs (‘Leading the Way – Monash 2020’ – Monash University: 1999) in an increasingly internationalised world.  Moreover, as stakeholders, especially prospective students and school teachers, are geographically widespread the Web helps to provide them with access to the Monash Transition Program at a time and place convenient to them.

In operation since 1999, this year the site is undergoing major redevelopment to deliver information that is current, useful and interesting and which caters for a diverse clientele; improved accessibility and ease of navigation are key goals.  Chat rooms for stakeholders, availability of the Monash Transition Program videos on-line, mechanisms for feedback and submission of materials will be features of the restructured web site.

Research

The Monash Transition Program has a strong research base; both Professor Merran Evans and Dr Mark Peel have established research reputations.  Their most recent DETYA publication, ‘Transition from Secondary to Tertiary: A Performance Study’ (Pargetter, R., Evans, M., Peel, M., McInnis, C., James, R. and Dobson, I.: 1999) is evidence of this.  From this position the program supports researchers – experienced and emerging – in the pursuit of research interests by providing financial assistance to ‘seed’ new projects.  A ‘research register’ is being maintained which identifies individuals’ key transition-related research interests to assist ‘transition’ researchers to network with colleagues in other faculties given that this is an inter-disciplinary area.  The research register is complemented by a growing bibliography.  Further to this, opportunity is given to researchers within the Monash community to present their findings at regularly scheduled research seminars.  The research seminar series this year has been extended to include participation from teachers (this move is viewed as being particularly important in keeping university researchers abreast through a first-hand perspective of the changes to the Victorian Certificate of Education (VCE).

One of the most significant studies to be conducted in recent times and have its findings released late last year was the commissioning work of Professor Merran Evans and Dr Robert Pargetter (now principal of Haileybury), commonly referred to as the Monash Transition Index. (Medley, N.: 1999, ‘From School to Monash – the First-Year’)  This pilot study was able to make some generalised claims about adjustment according to the type of school students had attended prior to university commencement.  In each of the years 1997/1998 schools that had provided Monash University with 20 or more students had their students’ results analysed to determine the emergence of particular patterns as measured through academic achievement in the first-year of university study.  The results of individual schools’ results were distributed in confidence due to the sensitivity of the subject matter.  One direct outcome of this pilot study was the request by one of the participating schools to undertake a joint research project with the Monash Transition Program to investigate further the initial findings of the study.  This project will professionally develop teachers as researchers by utilising the expertise that the university has to offer.  Ventures such as this that are collaborative and which will have mutually beneficial outcomes are a good example of shared commitment leading to partnership in action.

Conferences and summits

Partnership is also evident in conferences and summits.  The Monash Transition Program is a willing participant at, as well as organiser of, large-scale (and smaller) events of information dissemination and exchange and networking.  Two conferences, ‘Making the Transition’ (1995) and ‘Tackling the Transition’ (1998) that have focused on school to university transition were well received by university staff and secondary school teachers alike.  Although school-leavers are the biggest cohort of intake students, attention for future planning will need to be given to other categories of students.  With the Coordinator of the Monash Transition Program embarking upon a new project this year on rural and regional students this could become a future focus.  Consideration will also need to be given to the selection of presenters.  Especially in view of up coming joint projects with schools, teachers should be offered the opportunity to have a voice at such gatherings.  To date, the emphasis has been on having university staff as the presenters; university staff should be prepared to learn as well as to teach.  This would be a positive move in terms of public relations.

The Monash Transition Program held two summits in 1999: ‘Orientation’ – subsequent to Dr Peel’s appointment as Director of Orientation, and the ‘Struggling Student’ – with a focus on failure and withdrawal.  In 2000 another two summits are planned. The intention of ‘Transition – What Next?’ is twofold: to receive feedback on past activities and initiatives and to seek input regarding the future direction of the Monash Transition Program from those who ‘live’ the experience.  The ‘Student Progress’ summit will provide an opportunity for participants to report on initiatives and schemes developed and trialed as a result of last year’s ‘Struggling Student’ summit. In this forum the Faculty of Arts will be given the opportunity to report on the success of its Student Progress and Equity Committee (especially in terms of reducing the numbers of students liable for exclusion) and its mentoring schemes.  The first results of a major study of student deferral and withdrawal will also be available.  Moreover, other initiatives including plans for student-to-student support, a student drop-in centre and other strategies being developed to support student transition in first year and beyond will be topics for discussion.

Transition-related professional development for university staff

In addition to the very public activities outlined above, the Monash Transition Program has developed a suite of ‘Faculty Packages’ to be made available from 2000.  ‘Faculty Packages’ are an initiative of the Monash Transition Program to provide professional development for university staff interfacing most directly with students – academic teaching staff.  Deans of faculties will be encouraged to support this initiative.  A ‘main menu’ of offerings will be made available to faculties comprising suggested topics, personnel to run sessions, presentation styles and formats. With this as a basic template, ‘Faculty Packages’ will be individually tailored to meet the specific needs as identified by the staff of each faculty.  By encouraging teaching staff to identify areas/topics, etc. that are relevant to them they will be, engaging in reflective practice and taking to some degree, ownership of the aspects identified as requiring attention.

Another initiative in the professional development of staff has been to pilot training workshops for sessional teaching staff in 2000.  The Coordinator of the Monash Transition Program led two such training workshops in the Faculty of Arts and Faculty of Business and Economics.Training of sessional teaching staff is often overlooked. Due to their transient nature and irregular hours training has either been considered an inappropriate use of scant resources or simply slipped through the cracks.  The Monash Transition Program has attempted, in as much as possible, to encourage sessional teaching staff to utilise opportunities to gain training and professional development, including through attendance at teaching seminars that are topic-specific, for example, small group teaching and seeking to be mentored by more experienced staff.

Transition-related training of students

In addition to the professional development of university staff, the Monash Transition Program is responsible for the training of student mentors in a number of faculties.  Training sessions focus on mentors’ role and responsibilities towards students in their charge.  Given the great diversity of mentor programs available and the unique needs of each faculty, the Monash Transition Program will draw upon materials from a range of sources making them available on the web site and using the Monash Transition Program office as a repository for hard-copy materials.

In conjunction with the Prospective Students’ Office the Monash Transition Program trains the many university students who volunteer to be involved in a range of transition activities but most importantly, the School Visits program which is enthusiastically received.

The possible introduction of a ‘transition’ subject that can be undertaken for credit as part of any course structure has been mooted for some time in direct response to a perceived need both within the secondary and tertiary educational settings.  Planning is currently underway to develop such a subject.  The aim of a ‘transition’ subject would be to normalise the process of transition and simultaneously generate a greater appreciation of, and more widespread dissemination for, the challenges that face students in the transition to university. It is anticipated that the subject would involve research as well as fieldwork components.

Conclusion

Dr Mark Peel’s appointment as Director of Orientation from 2000 (in addition to his responsibility as Coordinator of the Monash Transition Program) is significant in that it facilitates the ‘dove-tailing’ of the initial induction to university – through Orientation – with transition, which by necessity is experiential and thus more protracted. With the ‘twinning’ of these roles, a more cohesive, coherent and comprehensive approach to the first year experience is the anticipated outcome.

The Monash Transition Program continues to provide leadership in the transition to university from which all stakeholders may benefit.  The initiatives and activities planned for 2000 and beyond and the direction that the program is taking will continue to produce improved adjustment outcomes for commencing students in their transition to university.
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