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ABSTRACT

This study sought to determine factors that facilitate transition to university. The sample comprised 125 first year male and female students ranging in age from 17 to 55 years, studying primary teacher education at a large metropolitan university in 2002. Of that sample, 68% were the first in their immediate family to attend university. Findings suggest the type of support required by students who are the first in their family to enrol at university differs from that required by students who come from families with university experience. Students from families without university experience articulated that they experienced adjustment difficulties in several domains including family relationships, time management, understanding university expectations, and, creating conditions conducive to study in the home.  It was concluded that transition could be made easier for students if information about the nature and requirements of university study was designed and delivered to their families prior to enrolment.

Background

Transitions may be defined as life changes, adjustments, and cumulative experiences that occur throughout an individual’s educational pathway. Successful transition sees an increase in competency, confidence and achievement (Wehman, 1992). Wolery, Bailey & Sugai (1998) categorise transition into three dimensions: instructional, social and environmental. Transition can be assisted within these dimensions by services that facilitate movement from school to post-school activities (Venn, 2000). The emphasis on assisted transition is a recent development, having gained momentum in the United States in the 1980’s. The literature has reflected the view that transition occurs at particular stages in a child’s life, and has focussed almost exclusively on the needs of students with disabilities (Ashman & Elkins, 2002). In Australia assisted transition is a relatively recent initiative (Dempsey, 2001) and is slowly evolving from special to regular settings, working from early childhood education upwards through the grades.

There is a need to recognise that just as learning is a life-long activity, so too is transition (Szymanski, 1994). In his “compromise with reality theory”, Ginzberg (1988) proposed that a vocational choice such as enrolling in university can be a developmental process that occurs not at a single moment, but over a long period of time (Rice & Dolgin, 2002). Family involvement in transitions is acknowledged as vital to the success of the student in the new educational environment (O’Shea, O’Shea & Algozzine, 1998). Parents can provide role models for their children to follow  (Castellino, Lerner, Lerner & Von Eye, 1998) and their enthusiasm can support the transitional period. Parents with low educational and vocational expectations can limit their children’s vocational choices and adversely affect successful transition (Galambos & Silbereisen, 1987). 

The profile of the student cohorts at university is diverse (Ramsey, 2000), and the range of transitional support should reflect this diversity. In a survey of commencing students at a large metropolitan university, transitional problems identified for tertiary pre-service teachers included difficult work assignments, unclear expectations, inadequate resources, isolation and reality shock (Conway, 2002). Much of the extant literature on transitions to tertiary studies focuses on mentoring and coaching programs (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2000; Mullins, 2000; Podsen & Denmark, 2002). Barrie (1999) has published a demographic profile of education students commencing study at an Australian university, and while it contains the university qualifications of the students’ parents, it does not include the rest of the immediate family. What is more, its focus is on graduates and not on new entrants. Generally, the transition experiences and needs of students entering university are not well-documented, particularly the experiences of those students who are the first in their family to do so. 

It can be surmised that although issues relating to transition to university are not debated widely in Australia, there is sufficient evidence to suggest that supported, successful transitions which include family involvement are likely to improve student performance. The purpose of this study was to gather data from a first year cohort of pre-service teachers that might identify issues germane to transition to university study.

Method

The sample comprised 125 first year male and female students of a population of 160 enrolments in a primary teacher education course at a large metropolitan university. 68% of students were the first in their immediate family to attend a university. (Immediate family included partner, siblings, parents, and children.) The data generated by this cohort of 73 students were compared with data from the other 52 students who came from families with university educated members. For the sake of this report those students who were the first in their immediate family to attend university are referred to as Group 1 and those who are not the first in their immediate family to attend university are referred to as Group 2.

Semi-structured focus group interviews and questionnaires were used to gather data. Three focus group interviews were conducted, (two before the questionnaire and one following it). Each interview group comprised seven students chosen randomly from the population of students enrolled in a core, first-year education unit. Six questions pertaining to transition issues were asked in a semi-structured interview lasting 30 minutes. The items in the interviews elicited information about demographic details; methods in which information about the university courses were gained prior to enrolment; transitional difficulties and on-going problems as a result of transitional experiences.

The first of the three focus group interviews was conducted to identify the salient factors relating to transition to university, and their interrelationships. Data from the interview were recorded manually, analysed for content trends and used to inform the design and content of the questionnaire that contained both closed and open-ended items. A post-questionnaire focus group interview was conducted to investigate the perceptions underpinning some responses. The questionnaire was completed and interviews conducted in the sixth and seventh weeks of the students’ first semester at university.

132 students (those present at a core primary education lecture) were invited to complete the questionnaire. They were given 30 minutes for the task, and 125 students handed in their responses at the end of the allotted time. Using Wolery, Bailey and Sugai’s (1998) model, 15 items were clustered into the following domains: pre-enrolment learning experiences; the amount of information sought about the university prior to enrolment by both the students and their families; ease of access to aspects of university life; perceived adjustments both the university and family could make to support transition; employment details, and, career goals. Data were collated manually and a simple analysis of trends was made to determine the relationship between two sets of important relationships, viz., family support and transitional ease, and, university support and transitional ease.

In the second part of the questionnaire those students who were the first in their immediate families to attend a university were asked to identify the particular challenges and rewards they had experienced since enrolment. The two items were: a)“If you are the first member of your immediate family to attend university what would you say are the five (5) most difficult challenges you have encountered this semester?” b)“If you are the first member of your immediate family to attend university what would you say are the five (5) most rewarding aspects you have encountered this semester

Results

Demographic details

The commonly found gap between the proportion of males and females entering primary teacher education is evident in this study. In total, the number of males enrolled in the sample was 24, or 19.2%. Although there was a wide range of participant ages (17years to 55years,) the average age of both male and female entrants was 18 years.  The proportion of each group from non-English speaking backgrounds varied quite widely. In Group 1 this was 10%, and in Group 2, it was 23%. 

As it was stated earlier, the most salient data from these demographics was that 68% of commencing students in the pre-service primary education course were the first in their immediate family to attend university.

The students were asked to indicate their prior learning experiences with the item; “Did you enrol directly from school into university? Yes/No. a) How many years is it since you last studied at school, or, b) at TAFE or some other institution?” Students who were first in their families to attend university were less likely to have participated in study in recent times, 52% as opposed to 57%. The responses indicated that it was up to 30 years since some students had been previously engaged in study. 

Table 1:
Sample Age by Gender

	
	Students who are the first in family to attend university
	Students who have family experience in university

	
	Male N = 12
	Female N = 16
	Mail N = 12
	Female N = 40

	Percentage of Group

Average Age

Medium Age

Mode Age

Older than 20 years


	16.4%

24.0

19

18

6 (50%)


	83.5%

23

18

18

25 (41%)


	23%

20.75

19

18

5 (41.6%)


	77%

20-25

18

18

12 (30%)




Table 2:
Demographic Details

	
	Students who are the first in family to attend university
	Students who have family experience in university

	Resident of Greater Western Sydney

Non English Speaking Background

Direct Enrolment from School
	72 (98.6%)

8 (10%)

38 (52%)
	49 (94.23%)

12 (23%)

30 (57.6%)




Transition difficulties

Participants were asked to rate on a 5-point Likert Scale of difficulty, problems they had experienced during transition. Students from Group 1 expressed more difficulties than those from Group 2 did in response to several items. These included “finding a quiet place at home to study” (Group 1= 24.6%; Group 2 =13.4%); “convincing family that study is a priority” (Group 1= 20.5%; Group 2  = 13.4%); and, “sharing household tasks equally” (Group 1 =19.7%; Group 2 = 7.6%). The only areas in which Group 1 experienced fewer difficulties than Group 2 were in finding part-time work, acquiring textbooks and meeting with their lecturers to discuss issues. Other items on the scale included access to timetables, textbooks, web-sites, lecture rooms, lecturers, and finance.

Information Sources

The focus group interviews held prior to designing the questionnaire revealed a list of activities to inform the students about university life, held both prior to enrolment and, in the case of orientation day, after enrolment. In open-ended items of the questionnaire students were asked to list the sources from which they obtained information about university and then to identify the one that they had found most useful. 

Student involvement and evaluation of information sessions 

Participants were asked in the questionnaire, “Did you seek information or attend any kind of information session before enrolling at [the named] University? They were then given a list of seven different sessions that the interview groups identified and the Campus Service centre confirmed as being the major types of information sessions offered in 2002. (Education/careers expo; visits to the university; careers advice from schools; books/leaflets; orientation day; contacting university staff directly; and, others.) Group 1 nominated orientation day (54.2%) and preparatory study courses in the ‘others” category, (40%) as the most useful. Group 2 nominated career expos (37.5%), orientation day (38.2%) and other sources such as talking to family and friends (60.5%) as the most useful sources of information.

Family involvement in information sessions

Participants were asked “Did any member of your immediate family seek information or attend any type of information sessions before you enrolled?” 17.8% of Group 1 had families who participated in some information activity, 33.3% of Group 2 had families who attended some pre-enrolment activity. 12 students from Group 2 reported that their families had found open days, direct contact with the university and written information the most useful way of receiving information about tertiary study. The responses from Group 1 contained little consensus as to the benefits of information sessions.

Post-questionnaire focus groups interviews postulated reasons for why 82% of the families of those students who were the first in their family to attend university, took no part in activities which may have assisted transition to university. These responses included apathy, the feeling from both students and their families that enrolment at university was something that adults did independently of family support. There was also a suggestion that university staff saw family involvement as family interference. 

University adjustments to aid transition

Students were asked in the questionnaire “What are some of the adjustments you would like the university to make to assist your transition to tertiary studies?” This open-ended item elicited a wide variety of responses, with a marked difference between the type of response from the two groups. Group 2 was much more specific in their responses, listing timetabling, referencing, assessment, unit outlines and major and minors within courses. But the majority (63%) of them stated that they did not require any adjustments. 22 members of group 1 listed mentoring as the most useful adjustment that could be made. No one from Group 2 mentioned this. The post-questionnaire focus group commented on value of mentoring. According to their information, in other tertiary second year students act as mentors, and help the commencing student in successful transition to university.

Family adjustments to aid transition

When asked, “What are some of the adjustments you would like your family to make to assist your transition to tertiary studies?” the nature of the responses between the two groups varied widely. 23 members of group 1 wanted space to study, peace and quiet and an understanding by their families that university was “not just a bludge”. The pre and post questionnaire focus group interviews supported this. 14 students with children added another dimension to the comments indicating that managing study and families was difficult. 9 students from Group 2 identified the need for financial support from their families as their most pressing concern. 
Living arrangements

A higher proportion of students from Group 2 lived at home with their parents than students from Group 1, (82.6% as against 67.1%). These figures reflect the fact that a greater percentage of students in the Group 1 are living with their own partners and children (13.6% as opposed to 9.6%). This could be explained by the average age of both males and females in Group 1 being higher than their counterparts in Group 2, and having left the parental home and established their own.

Hours in part-time employment

The results indicate that the majority of students (68%) work at least ten hours a week with approximately 26% working more than 15 hours a week. Overall, a greater proportion of students from Group 2 was in paid part-time employment than students from Group 1, 61% as opposed to 86%.

Questions specific to Group 1

Group 1 was asked, “If you are the first member of your immediate family to attend university what would be the five (5) most difficult challenges you have encountered this semester?” Responses to this were specific – only two students claimed that their biggest challenges were “stress.” Challenging aspects that were identified by ten or more students included those of time management. “Finding time for myself”; “working and uni at the same time”; “finding time to study”; “family and study balance”; and, “overwhelmed by the amount of work”. Another commonly cited (N=9/73) category was that of work habits. Comments included: “thinking, getting back into study”; “the difference between school and uni”; and, “motivating self to work at home”. The third most commonly cited category (N=8/73) was that of family understanding. Remarks included: “making my family understand”; “helping my family understand the changes I have made”; “convincing my family that uni is not a bludge”; and, “explaining to my family that 12 hours of lectures is not all there is to university.” The other area of greatest challenge related to university requirements such as referencing, assessments, timetables, deadlines and group work. 

Group 1 was also asked, “If you are the first member of your immediate family to attend university what would you say are the five (5) most rewarding aspects you have experienced this semester?” 37 students recorded that their rewards were study and the chance to achieve their career goals. Comments such as “I know where I am going”; “a chance to fulfil my dreams”; and, “learning!” were typical of this group. The most frequently cited reward of this transition period was the opportunity to meet new friends. (54 students gave this response.) 11 expressed pride in being the first in their immediate family to attend university as a reward within itself. 22 focussed on academic outcomes such as “handing in quality assessments on time.”

The post – questionnaire focus group interview suggested that orientation day was the most popular information activity for “first in the family” students because it was organised by the university, widely advertised both at enrolment and on-line, and, was held on-site. Other information sessions would have been less well advertised, not immediately accessible for those students who were no longer attending school, and, held at times that may have been less convenient. Data from the interview suggest it would have been more difficult for potential students who lacked knowledge and support to have attended those sessions.

Discussion
The most salient finding is that the high proportion (68%) of commencing students in the pre-service primary education course who are the first to represent their immediate family at university have more difficulties in adjusting to universities than students who comes from families with university experience.  Administrators and academics should be aware of this, as findings suggest these students, (Group 1), are likely to experience greater transitional difficulties than their peers who are not the first from their immediate family to enter university, (Group 2). Overall, this study indicates that families with university experience are more likely to disseminate information to their enrolling students, are more likely to attend pre and post enrolment information sessions with their family member; and, are more likely to facilitate enhancement of conditions for study at home. 

The results demonstrate that commencing students who are the first in their family to attend university would like to take part in a mentoring program. This is an indication that students from Group 1 are looking for social, affective and academic support but want the university to recruit supportive role models and to initiate the program. Not only would a mentoring program help the transition process, but also it would give both mentors and mentees useful career and life skills.

The large number of students who have not been involved in formal study programs for some time before enrolling are currently offered bridging programs but perhaps this could become a mandatory requirement for students who have been out of any educational program for a particular period of time.

A significant number of students who were “first in the family” reported that they had difficulties which could be ascribed to families’ lack of experience in providing suitable conditions for study. The gaps between the two groups in matters pertaining to quiet study time, understanding university expectations and the priority of household chores was quite substantial. Does the provision of study conditions conducive to successful academic outcomes become a matter of individual assertiveness within the home, or, is it a broader issue that universities can assist with by directly supporting families through information sessions?

Desired family adjustments to support transitions varied clearly across the groups. Those who were “first in the family” wanted support within their home setting in terms of time, conditions conducive to study, and understanding. The comparison group (Group 2) generally stated that they were well supported or that they had no problems. An interesting difference between the groups was that the most commonly cited problem from this latter group related to financing their study. Is it possible that this was mentioned because there was an absence of other problems, such as those that Group 1 cited?

The majority of both groups spent a considerable amount of time in paid part-time employment. A topic for future research might be the impact of work on learning outcomes. In the meantime, academics need to be aware that in 2002 paid part-time employment is a priority for students.

Finally those who were the “first in their family” articulated challenges and rewards encountered during the first six weeks of university which reflected the challenges addressed earlier in the survey - time management, understanding from families, and adjusting to study demands. Focus groups reinforced the immediacy of these problems to those students who are the first in their family to study at the tertiary level. It appears that the university cannot assume that students arrive being able to manage time, changes to family life and, study. 

The aspects that “first in the family” students found rewarding included having a career goal, being proud of being the first in their family to attend university, meeting new friends and acquiring new information. The first and third of these findings are supported by a minor item in the questionnaire that sought to determine why students had enrolled in university. Almost all students stated that their reasons for attending university were career driven. Is the university meeting such integrity with its programs and procedures for transition?

Conclusion 

The study provides evidence that in 2002 at the university in question, the majority of students commencing a pre-service primary teacher education course at a large metropolitan university were the first in their immediate family to enter university. Like the total population entering university they have diverse and complex needs, particularly in relation to the transitional process. 

The findings indicate that many commencing students experience difficulties during the transition to tertiary studies because there is a lack of family involvement in the process. Moreover, there is little recognition by the university of the needs of students who are the first in their family to enrol in tertiary studies.

A major recommendation arising from this study is that the university initiates transition processes targeting prior to, and, during the enrolment process, those students whose families lack university experience and encouraging both student and family to take part in orientation activities. This would presuppose that activities had been designed to cater specifically for families, with supporting literature, hotline and on-line facilities. During these sessions, university and family expectations could be identified and discussed with transitional problems being resolved collaboratively. A goal of these meetings would be to encourage families to become advocates for their emerging scholars. 

It appears that the university cannot assume that students arrive being able to manage time, changes to family life and, study. These problems are not insurmountable and strategies in addressing them should be offered on enrolment and throughout the year as workshops or hotline supports.

To summarise, the majority of the students enrolling in a pre-service primary education course at a large metropolitan university in 2002, are the first members of their immediate family to attend a university. A survey of their transition experiences articulates the need for support from both their families and the university. The university should develop programs for students and families to ensure successful transitions and the concomitant increases in student confidence, competency and learning outcomes.
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