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ABSTRACT

The Diploma of Foundation Studies (DoFS) is an established regional equity and access program with a three year record of enabling students with low ENTER scores to undertake full time tertiary study in a range of disciplinary areas. Preliminary analysis indicates this program has been successful with three-quarters of these students subsequently being offered places in Monash University degree programs. Of these students, just under half gained entry into their first choice of degree in a wide range of disciplinary areas. The incorporation of a range of teaching and learning initiatives into the program enables students who would normally be considered “ineligible” or “at risk” to successfully negotiate tertiary study. Indications from this program confirm recent Australian research that ENTER scores do not necessarily serve as an accurate indicator of student performance. When students are provided with an appropriately supportive transitional program and environment, retention rates and academic performance are comparable with the mainstream student body.
Overview

The Diploma of Foundation Studies (DoFS) began in 1999 as a one year full-time course that served as a regional equity and access initiative through the Gippsland Campus of Monash University. It was intended for local recent school leavers and TAFE
 students whose ENTER scores
 did not qualify them for mainstream entry into a Monash Degree. As a consequence, all students enrolled in the foundation program have low ENTER scores and would be considered academically “at risk” in a mainstream program. Despite this, the evidence to date indicates these students can become successful at a tertiary level when provided with an appropriately supportive transitional program and environment.

The objective of this program is to equip students with the necessary academic skills and tertiary literacy to progress to studying full degrees. These skills include: effective use of lectures and tutorials; conducting research and developing research strategies; effective engagement with the university’s on-line student interface; essay writing; referencing ideas; exam preparation; thinking critically; problem solving; project development; and effective communication. The focus of the skills aspect of the program is to better prepare students practically and personally for ongoing study in whatever discipline they choose. Time and effort is also devoted to the pastoral care of these students. This takes the form of assistance to overcome the loss of confidence that may accompany disappointing secondary school results; assistance to overcome the well-documented range of transition issues confronted by all first year students (Evans, 2000; Kantanis, 2000); and assistance to become confident independent learners.

The Diploma of Foundation Studies has been successful in preparing students, who have been classified as low achievers, for successful tertiary study. This has been achieved through the incorporation of a range of teaching initiatives that include:

· an examination by the students of transition issues as a means of confronting and learning from their introduction to tertiary study,

· the integration of the Languages and Learning Service Unit (LLS) into subject delivery and learning skills support,  

· the use of smaller tutorials and an increase in contact time for the core subject GSC1611 Understanding University Learning,

· an increased emphasis on collaborative group work for the development of peer support and learning community networks, and the establishment of effective communication skills,

· the active establishment of a sense of a shared student community identity,

· the provision of a supported study program through the fostering of closer ties between staff and students.  

Whilst these initiatives are new in themselves, their combination within an integrated package has proven successful in assisting classically defined “at risk” students in making the transition to tertiary study.

Structure of the Diploma

Despite initial misgivings in some quarters of the university community, DoFS has become an established alternative entry pathway unique to HUMCASS, Monash University, Gippsland Campus. It has a three year record of successfully facilitating the transition of students with low ENTER scores to full time tertiary study.
 Demand has been over double that of places available each year and a steady expansion of the program from 28 students in 1999 to 82 students in 2002 has not eroded the student profile of either HUMCASS or the DoFS program. Table 1 illustrates no significant decline in either the mean ENTER scores for the various degree programs offered by HUMCASS or the DoFS program. It should be noted also that despite steady expansion the ENTER score median for the DoFS program has remained remarkably constant. This indicates the increased intake of students has been uniformly spread across the range of ENTER scores. The bottom end of the range dipped significantly between the 2000 and 2001 cohorts but the outcomes between these intakes did not reflect a decline in student standards. 

Table 1: Profile of DoFS students

	Year
	2000
	2001
	2002

	DoFS Enrolment
	40
	51
	82

	HUMCASS Mean ENTER score
	75.3
	74.5
	73.6

	DoFS Mean ENTER score
	55.1
	53.9
	53.7

	DoFS Median ENTER score
	54.4
	54.6
	54.3

	DoFS ENTER Score Range
	42.9 – 67.4
	32.5 – 71.7
	29.6 – 70


Admission to DoFS is not solely determined by ENTER score. All applicants are ranked on the basis of a short interview with staff representing the Faculties in which the students ultimately wish to study, a school report, ENTER scores, and applicable special consideration according to university guidelines. Acceptance into the program does not guarantee, or indicate, automatic subsequent entry into a Monash degree. Students are required to apply for admission on the basis of their performance in the DoFS program. They receive advance standing (credits) for between four and six subjects depending upon the degree for which they apply. Faculties ultimately determine admission and advance standing.

Students are required to undertake four core subjects and four electives drawn from a select range of subjects from the field in which they would ultimately like to enrol in a degree. Two core subjects and two electives are undertaken each semester providing continuity within the student cohort by ensuring that at any given time there is an identifiable DoFS presence in half of their subjects. In six of these eight subjects DoFS students are enrolled and assessed alongside degree students; only two of the subjects, both offered in second semester, are exclusively for DoFS students. Diploma students are in no way shielded from the reality and rigours of full time tertiary study and are required to interact with their colleagues enrolled in degree programs. Therefore, any inference that the Diploma is constituted from “soft” subjects that ensure satisfactory student completion can be refuted. All subjects have passed through the full university approval procedure and meet Monash University requirements for undergraduate subjects. 

Teaching initiatives

The core subject GSC1611 Understanding University Learning includes a study during the first three weeks on transition issues as a means for students to confront and learn from their introduction to tertiary study. This entails an investigation of why students choose to come to university, the study skills they are expected to develop, and the range of transition issues that face all new students. As part of their learning, students are invited to reflect on their own reasons for studying and experiences during the transition process. The intent here is to ensure they appreciate the normality of their personal responses and to become familiar with strategies for overcoming the difficulties they encounter. The program explicitly integrates the learning processes and study skills necessary for academic success. Five weeks are devoted to the study of learning skills considered necessary for tertiary study, including reading and note-taking, various aspects of essay writing, and examination preparation and techniques. This segment is team taught, integrating LLS and subject lecturer expertise in lectures and tutorials. The remainder of the subject concerns itself with the idea of universities: what they are supposed to do; what students expect from them; how they shape our appreciation of knowledge; and what it means to be a university graduate. The idea of tertiary literacy (Ballard and Clanchy, 1988) is developed to emphasise an awareness of different disciplinary cultures and their impact on the transferability of student skills. Interpreted in this way, tertiary literacy becomes an important aspect of the students’ development as independent learners.

The program provides students with a supported study environment through a range of initiatives intended to help mediate student transition to tertiary study. Among these are efforts to foster closer ties between staff and students. This is achieved through the use of a select pool of staff to collaboratively teach three of the four core subjects, with a commitment to pastoral/personalised care and learning support. Peel (2000) notes learning communities and peer support are only useful if they are augmented with the development of a sense of identity that includes university and administrative university staff. The use of smaller tutorials and increased class time for the core subject Understanding University Learning has proved an effective means of assisting these students to make the transition to university study. It provides students with a non-threatening environment in which to experiment with the learning skills and strategies expected at a tertiary level. The University Counselling service is also introduced and within the tutorial framework, workshops are conducted to assist students in forming peer support groups as a means of alleviating the isolation that some new students experience (Peel, 2000).

The program has been successful is the establishment of a shared learning community identity through the use of linked courses and cluster learning strategies (Tinto, 2000). Subject evaluations (MonQueST, Monash university, 2001) revealed 88% of students felt a sense of participation in a learning community. During University Orientation, special sessions are provided for the DoFS students with the intent of assisting them to develop a sense of student community identity. An increased emphasis on group work for the development of peer support and learning community networks is also built into the structure of the program through the second semester core subject, Foundation Project, in addition to the development of communication skills. This subject requires students to form groups that identify a project topic, distribute group tasks and roles, and collectively and collaboratively produce a single integrated report that evenly incorporates the individual contribution of each member. Assistance in this endeavour is provided through the provision to each group of a post-graduate student mentor. 

Student and program outcomes

Since the commencement of the 2000 academic year 91 students have undertaken the Diploma of Foundation Studies. Whilst this number remains small the results have been most pleasing. Based on aggregate enrolments, 47% have graduated from the program; over 70% have been offered the opportunity to continue their studies at Monash University; and 47% have continued to study in the degree program of their first choice (see Table 3).

Table 2 shows the number of students commencing the Diploma and subsequent entry into a degree program by year, on a group by group basis. Aggregate retention for completing the first year of tertiary study has been 85.7%, with an average credit subject result. Of these students, 84.6% were subsequently offered places in a variety of Faculties within Monash University, a figure that translates to 72.5% of the original DoFS enrolments (see Table 3). Students who were offered Monash University places but did not take them up may have declined in preference for enrolment at another tertiary institution. Some students have also indicated that, while appreciative of the opportunity to experience tertiary study, they declined the opportunity to continue after a reassessment of their life plans and ambitions. Of those who completed their first year, aggregate retention into the second year has been 73%. Of the 40 students who undertook the DoFS program in 2000, 25 have returned in 2002 to undertake their third year of study, a retention rate of 100% from the previous year.

Table 2: Student retention 2000 to 2002

	
	2000
	
	2001
	
	Aggregate
	
	2002

	Commenced Year 1
	40
	
	51
	
	91
	
	82

	Completed Year 1
	34
	85%
	44
	88%
	78
	85.7%
	N/A

	Offered a degree place
	28
	82%
	38
	86.4%
	66
	84.6%
	

	Entered Year 2
	25
	73.5%
	32
	72.7%
	57
	73%
	

	Enrolled in preferred degree
	18
	53%
	25
	56.8%
	43
	55%
	

	Entered Year 3
	25
	100%
	N/A
	
	25
	100%
	


Diploma students have a broad range of interests in terms of the courses of study they would like to enter. Of those students who complete the Diploma 8 in 10 are offered degree places in a variety of Faculties. Subsequent student placement has occurred mainly in Education, Arts and Business, as well as Music, Science, and Computing. Almost half those who enrol in DoFS gain entry into their preferred degree. The success of the program in facilitating the performance of such a diverse range of interests could be attributed to the effective integration of transition strategies into the teaching and learning environment. It also points to the importance of factors other than ENTER scores in determining academic success.

An analysis of students’ subsequent performance by ENTER scores (Table 3) indicates the majority of students (in aggregate) entering the program had scores in the 50 to 59 range. Those students who completed the program tended to scores above 40. Those who had no ENTER score are mature aged students whose performance has been such that they have been offered degree places at a level comparable to that of students with scores above 40.

Table 3: Analysis of subsequent performance by ENTER score: aggregate 2000/2001

	ENTER score
	Enrolment

 No.              Percentage
	Completed

Program
	Graduated Program
	Offered Degree Place
	Study in Preferred Course

	60+
	14
	15.4%
	100%
	78.6%
	78.6%
	64.3%

	50-59
	55
	60.4%
	87.3%
	41.8%
	74.5%
	43.6%

	40-49
	14
	15.4%
	92.9%
	50%
	71.4%
	42.9%

	30-39
	3
	3.3%
	33.3%
	-
	33.3%
	33.3%

	None recorded
	5
	5.5%
	40%
	40%
	60%
	60%

	Overall
	91
	100%
	85.7%
	47.3%
	72.5%
	47.3%


Research on VCE performance (Calderon, Dobson and Wentworth, 2000) indicates that those with a science/ maths (and LOTE) background are more likely to enter higher education than students with other backgrounds. Maths, for example, tended to generate highest ENTER scores, and therefore this capacity by these particular students to succeed leads to a greater choice at university. ENTER scores determine which courses students will gain entry to, and previous research (Evans’, 2000; McKenzie and Schweitzer, 2001; Tchen, Carter, Gibbons and McLaughlin, 2001) has concluded that academic performance at university is correlated with a student’s entrance score. It is interesting, however, that these studies, in the main, have been based on students in the maths/ science and economics areas. It may be that such students can more quickly make the adjustment to university demands because they are more academically prepared (Tchen et al., 2001). Arguably, those students with higher entrance scores are a more homogenous group who are more likely to have the skills needed to “achieve the time consuming and nebulous osmosis necessary to close the gap between their secondary-level skills and those of the tertiary setting” (Skillen, Merton, Trivett and Percy, 1998). The students enrolled in the Diploma are far more diverse. A learning environment relying on this process of academic osmosis may be insufficient to facilitate their transition to tertiary study.

Recent research at RMIT (Murphy, Papanicolaou and McDowell, 2001) indicates, too, a relationship between academic performance and entrance scores (and, as it happens, study in Engineering and Sciences). Murphy et al. (2001) also concluded, however, that there are benefits to be gained from participation in higher education by those students who would have been excluded from participation on grounds of academic performance. They found no correlation between entrance scores and subsequent academic performance for ENTER scores between 40 and 80, and a variable relationship between entrance score and performance for students with scores below 40. For a more diverse student population there may be more factors involved in a successful transition than ENTER scores. McKenzie and Schweitzer (2001), for example, found that entrance scores explained only 39% of variation in science and computing students’ subsequent academic performance. When self-efficacy and the extent of integration into the academic environment were factored into the analysis, they found that predicted academic performance increased to 51%. This lends credence to the importance of catering for the needs of a more heterogeneous population of students in terms of academic diversity, as those of the Diploma are, through the provision of a program such as the Diploma of Foundation Studies.

In aggregate, 86% (see Table 2) of students completed the Diploma. Table 4 outlines the pass rate for DoFS alongside mainstream students for both 2000 and 2001, in the core subject GSC1611 Understanding University Learning and in two mainstream electives, GSC 1307 Human Behaviour Across the Lifespan (Arts) and EDF1301 Perspectives on Learning (Education). The pass rate for these subjects has increased steadily for both DoFS and mainstream students, with an improvement for those enrolled in the Diploma in the electives. Average academic results for Diploma students range from mid-credit (60-69%) to distinction level (70-79%) and appear to be similar to those gained by mainstream students, although the difference in average result between DoFS and mainstream is much larger for Education. This might be expected given the quite high ENTER score required to gain entry to this field of study for 2000 and 2001. 

Table 4: Performance of DoFS and mainstream students

	
	
	Year 2000
	Year 2001

	
	
	GSC1611

(core)
	GSC1307

(elective)
	EDF1301

(elective)
	GSC1611

(core)
	GSC1307

(elective)
	EDF1301

(elective)

	Pass Rate
	DoFS
	85%
	80%
	90.9%
	86%
	100%
	96.3%

	
	M/S
	80%
	90.5%
	92.6%
	82.4%
	91.4%
	93.3%

	For those students who passed
	
	
	
	
	

	Mean 
	DoFS
	64.9
	69
	63.8*
	63.5
	72.1
	74.5

	Result
	M/S
	64.9
	71.3
	69.2*
	67
	70.2
	80.5

	SD
	DoFS
	8.95
	3.9
	6.5
	6.98
	6.5
	9.9

	
	M/S
	13.9
	11
	8.5
	9.1
	7.2
	9


*for a small number of students, where a numerical result was missing, a mid-point of the range of scores for that grade was used in the mean calculation.

The pass rate can also be looked at in terms of the percentage that fail. In aggregate, 14% of the original enrolment withdrew from the course. Of those that completed the Diploma 11% declined the offer of a position in a degree program, whereas 14% either did not meet the entrance requirements for entry to degree programs, or there were no positions made available for them. Gaining entry to a particular field of study was found to motivate the choices school-leavers made about a particular course of study and university, and that personal interest was a strong influence in that decision for the majority (James, 2000). The study also indicates that an adequate match between students’ expectations and their preferred course is a significant determinant of successful transition. Those students entering the Diploma program have not gained entry to their preferred fields of study, and arguably, do not have a match between their interests and their course. It would appear that their motivation to enter a degree program in their field of interest has had some part in explaining the rate of success for the Diploma program (and would also account for the disappointment of some). However, this motivation has been insufficient for some students to either complete or succeed at the Diploma. 

Full time students with no work and full time workers with part time studies have significantly higher grade point averages than full time students with part time work (McKenzie and Schweitzer, 2001). Diploma students are characterised by the extent of their work commitments in addition to their full time study. This could therefore partially account for the rate of incompletion, and the relatively low number of students meeting the entry requirements of their preferred degree. Although exit surveys were not conducted with those who left the program, results of surveys
 taken of students who completed the Diploma indicate frustration with their time management skills as these caused undue stress or concern for half of the respondents. Another aspect of the program acknowledged as a source of concern was the nature of the program as a “second chance”. Results of the survey for 2001 provide support for the observation that students entering the Diploma do so with a self-esteem already demoralised by an ENTER score deemed too low to qualify them for university entry. Among the respondents who completed the program, 34% admitted to having considered leaving at some stage during first semester. A further 48% indicated that feeling they were of a different status to mainstream students was one facet of the course causing undue stress or concern. The pressure students feel to succeed without failing even one subject (out of eight) in the program in order to gain entry to their preferred course of study has also been highlighted as a source of undue concern. These concerns acknowledged by students who complete the program, arguably, must be magnified for those who do not.

The Diploma of Foundation Studies has been successful in preparing students, who have been classified as low achievers, for successful tertiary study, achieved through the incorporation of a range of teaching initiatives into a single coherent program. The importance of a consistently supportive program is illustrated by the fact that while 8 in 10 students complete the Diploma (see Table 2), in aggregate 47% have actually graduated (see Table 3). Table 5 outlines the pass rate for DoFS compared with mainstream students for one of the core subjects of the Diploma, GCO1063 Human Communication, a subject from the field of Computing. Diploma students have a much higher failure rate compared with mainstream students in this subject, and their average result is a Pass (50-59%). There are, however, fewer failures in their electives, and they achieve better grades in their other subjects (see Table 4, for example), therefore this situation cannot be solely attributable to low ENTER scores. Instead, students have consistently identified concerns with this subject in terms of being the source of problems. 56% of students identified this subject as being the most problematic aspect of the Diploma, and indicated their dissatisfaction with the subject, the teaching strategies and staff. The impact of a learning environment relying on academic osmosis can be seen in the potential increase in aggregate graduation if this subject were to be removed. Currently 47% of students pass all subjects, and a further 18% pass 7 out of 8 subjects. This highlights the need for continual improvement in the performance of this program, and the provision of a uniformly supportive learning environment. 

Table 5: Performance of DoFS and mainstream students.

	
	
	GSO1063  (core)

	
	
	2000
	2001

	Pass rate
	DoFS
	70%
	78%

	
	Mainstream
	88%
	86%

	For those students who passed
	
	

	Mean Result
	DoFS
	62.4
	59.9

	
	Mainstream
	66.6*
	66.2

	SD
	DoFS
	7.9
	6.45

	
	Mainstream
	8.4
	8.65


*for a small number of students, where a numerical result was missing, a mid-point of the range of scores for that grade was used in the mean calculation.

In a bid to maximise student learning in an environment characterised by the sometimes competing demands of teaching and researching, by increased diversity, and decreased funding, a somewhat rationalised response to learning and teaching can arise (Bruck, Hallett, Hood, MacDonald and Moore, 2001). This is perhaps a response that does not account for the reality of more diverse learning needs. In a study regarding student satisfaction it was found that personalisation was important to students’ perceptions of a positive tertiary learning environment, which is both the opportunity to interact with the teacher, and the level of expressed concern for students’ welfare (Bruck et al., 2001). Peel (2000) also found the result of increased contact for “at risk” students were positive in terms of encouraging students’ commitment and persistence. Peel (2000) advocates, as do the aims of this program, student-staff contact which “includes enthusiasm, approachability, interest, and, most especially, being known” (p. 29). One of the greatest successes of the Diploma is the tutorials, which are uniformly appreciated as a valuable asset for study, feedback, for research, and for assignments. In response to subject evaluations 82% of students described their tutors as mostly or always enthusiastic, and 83% felt that tutors were mostly or always available for individual consultation.

Through the inculcation of a Diploma identity in first semester students are encouraged to support each other. This draws upon the work and findings of Tinto (2000) and has proven remarkably effective. Rarely do students approach staff alone when confronted with problems and these groups have been observed operating into the second and third year of students’ study; although it must be admitted some students have experienced a delayed form of transition anxiety in their subsequent years of study. The apparent reason for this stems from the breakdown of some support groups formed during the DoFS year as students go their separate ways into different courses. These anxieties, however, do not appear to have been significant in so far as they have not translated into reduced retention levels or grades.

Overall, qualitative data (for example, 31% of students volunteered responses indicating that the Diploma was a beneficial introduction and foundation to university study; 79% rated the course as very good to excellent), and quantitative results indicate the success of the program at facilitating the transition of a diverse range of students into tertiary study. Continual improvement is nevertheless sought, such as on-going collaboration in terms of defining, clarifying, and achieving good teaching practice (Bruck et al., 2001). The Diploma includes the integration of learning support within the teaching of a subject, those “learning processes and study skills necessary, and often unjustifiably assumed” to already be there (George and O’Regan, 1998). To further address this aspect of the program, it is intended to further develop the area of on-line support, and associated skills. 

Anecdotal evidence from teaching staff across a range of discipline areas suggests the DoFS students and graduates are confident, enthusiastic and well performing whose results have subsequently gained them places in almost every school on the Gippsland Campus. Their successes need to be more widely and effectively communicated through, for example, the publication of research, which would go some way to dispelling an attitude that DoFS students are somehow inferior.

Conclusion

The success of the DoFS program in assisting “at risk” students to become successful tertiary students suggests two things. First, ENTER scores do not serve as a reliable guide to subsequent student performance. Universities should reconsider how they select new students as it appears a large and untapped market exists of students who, with the appropriate support, are more than capable of adequate performance at a tertiary level. The benefits of doing this are manifold (Ferrier and Heagney, 2001). Regional campuses and smaller universities would benefit from increased student intakes through alternative entry mechanisms, the drop-off in regional student participation in the tertiary sector could be addressed, a wider range of students would benefit from a tertiary education, and universities would be closer to playing a central role in the life-long learning of individuals. Monash University is a leader in this with the Monash University Gippsland Academic Plan noting that the DoFS “program is seen as a crucial element in widening access to University programs for disadvantaged groups, and for groups in Gippsland who are underrepresented (sic) in higher education” (Monash University, 2001a). Second, the teaching initiatives built into the DoFS program are an effective means of assisting vulnerable students through the first year transition to tertiary study. As a consequence ways of incorporating these initiatives into the general degree programs should be considered. 

This paper suggests the Diploma of Foundation Studies is a credible alternative entry program  intended for students whose previous results would not ordinarily qualify them for university entry. Analysis of the student’s results indicate many things, not least among them that the Gippsland Campus of Monash University has a viable program that permits students the opportunity to pursue tertiary studies which would ordinarily normally be closed to them.
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� 	TAFE, Technical And Further Education.


� 	ENTER (Equivalent National Tertiary Entrance Rank) scores are an overall ranked measure of how well secondary students perform (Calderon, Dobson & Wentworth, 2000).


� 	Student data in this article has been restricted to an examination of the 2000, 2001, and 2002 intakes because the original pilot program in 1999 operated without a fully developed set of core subjects.


� 	The correlation of 47% of students graduating from the Diploma and 47% gaining entry into their preferred course of study is purely coincidental. Some students gained places in their preferred degree without having passed all subjects in the Diploma, whilst some others were unsuccessful in gaining a place in their preferred degree despite having passed all eight subjects. In the case of this second group of students their results were not uniformly high enough to attain entry into degrees in which places were fiercely contested.


� 	Students were asked to respond to a series of questions in their own words; results were collated in terms of issues/responses.
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