‘A Jump Start…’

A series of programs to assist entering students progress successfully through their first year of study 
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This paper outlines a pilot project entitiled  ‘A Jump Start…’, which has been the catalyst for a University-wide approach to development of programs aimed at increasing the success rate of first year students.  ‘A Jump Start…’ was based on research highlighting a wide range of interrelated issues, which impact on students’ ability to successfully navigate their way through the first year of study.  A multi-disciplinary project team coordinated the Project, with broad representation from the student association and all faculties and divisions represented on a regional campus of Deakin University.  The Project Team established three working parties: Transition/orientation, Teaching and Learning and Residential Life. Research undertaken indicates that the programs have had a positive effect on students’ perception of their first year experience, and correspondingly students’ academic results have improved.  The Project is currently being used to inform a University-wide Deakin First Year Initiative.

Introduction

An increased awareness within Australian Universities of the importance of students’ first year experience has resulted in the introduction of a wide range of innovative strategies. While early initiatives were frequently seen as the responsibility of support services, the increasing use of quality measures, which focus on student progress and completion rates, has meant a move towards a University-wide approach with the onus on all stakeholders.  This collaborative approach confirms the importance of the first year of study as a stepping stone in the achievement of a degree, and recognises that a wide range of interrelated experiences,  personal, social and academic, impact on students’ first year experience.  A number of studies have confirmed that students who report positive experiences when first commencing University are more likely to persist with higher education (Clarke and Ramsay, 1990; McInnis and James, 1995). Conversely negative experiences during first year, often during the first six weeks of first semester, have been described as contributing to the liklihood of academic failure or withdrawal in later years (McInnis 1996; Tinto 1995).  It is therefore appropriate for Universities to adopt a strategic direction, which places emphasis on shared responsibility for the enhancement of the first year of study.

First year initiatives are more likely to be successful, and to have a sustained affect on student success if they are supported by those who provide leadership at the highest levels of the University (Hunter, 1996). As various ‘experiments in the margin’ become part of mainstream practice, first year initiatives, which have been trialed, evaluated and redeveloped can assist in formulating a clearly articulated University Strategic Plan.  This paper describes a First Year Strategies Project, which has assisted in informing University-wide policy direction in the establishment of the Deakin First Year Initiative. (DFYI)  The DFYI is an integral part of the University’s Teaching and Learning Management Plan. (Deakin University, 2000). 

The First Year Strategies Project

The First Year Strategies Project was borne out of a small campus-based committee, which met in second semester of 1998, to discuss possible reasons for what appeared to be an increase in failure rate of students in a number of core first year units. Warrnambool is a regional campus of Deakin University, where historically some faculties have had difficulty in attracting students.  Therefore, encouraging success, retaining current students and reducing transfers is of comparatively greater importance than at urban based campuses, with access to larger potential student populations. A small research project was undertaken to collate students’ first semester academic results, and to identify issues, which may have had an impact on success or failure of this particular student cohort.

Previous research in the field has attempted to identify a number of criteria, which are important in predicting the success or failure of first year students.  (West et al., 1986; Tinto, 1993; Yorke, 1999)  A number of other researchers have focused on students’ satisfaction with their University experience, and have thus identified a number of interrelated issues which effect students’ perception of the first year experience (Benjamin and Hollings, 1997). When constructing the survey instrument to be used in this study, the variables identified by previous researchers were used as a guide.  The expertise of the staff in Student Services was also utilised, and a long process of consultation with various University staff undertaken before the survey was finalised.  (Appendix 1)

The research provided the project team with an insight into the student profile, and potential impact of certain variables on persistence. The results of the survey gave a clear indication of the socio economic background of Warrnambool students.  The majority of students were from an English speaking background, received Austudy or the Youth Allowance, attended a government school and had parents who have not had the benefit of a University degree. More than half the students undertook paid work, with the average number of hours worked being 10. Overall it was found that students who had a higher TER score, were older and attended class regularly were more likely to pass all subjects.  Students who lived in University residences, relied on Austudy or the Youth Allowance, attended a private school or had health problems were more likely to fail one or more subjects. The survey also uncovered a number of positives regarding the students’ perception of their University experience thus far. Students expressed a high degree of satisfaction with their courses, quality of teaching, the University environment and the lifestyle in a small regional city.  The small size of the campus was mentioned by many students as a positive in terms of greater interaction with academic staff. (Volders, et al.,1998) 

The survey provided the information for a research report (Volders et al., 1998). This report recommended the establishment of a pilot project on the Warrnambool campus, which would serve to inform a University-wide initiative.  The challenge for the Project Team was to further develop existing programs and introduce new initiatives which would address some of the issues identified as having a negative impact on student success, and to exploit and build-on the positive perceptions that students’ had of their first year experience. The Report also recommended a collaborative and multi-disciplinary approach with each faculty and division on the campus and the Student Association being required to contribute to the Project. The Project focused on transition and orientation to University study as an on-going process, from the pre enrolment period to the end of the first year of study.

Summary of the First Year Strategies Project Report

The First Year Strategies Project was jointly coordinated by Student Services and a Project Team.  The broad representation on the Project Team facilitated a communication process, which was essential for the successful co-ordination, planning and implementation of campus-wide programs. The programs or specific initiatives were undertaken by three Working Parties: Transition/orientation, Teaching and Learning and Residential Life.

The aims of the First Year Strategies Project were:

· To plan and implement faculty specific and campus-wide transition/orientation programs for first year students that enhance student integration into the culture of the University, and promote the development of academic skills required for success.

· To promote excellent pastoral care and academic support programs for students in the University Residences.

· To facilitate the dissemination of information to students, campus, University, secondary school staff and the wider community regarding the First Year Strategies Project and more generally the importance of the first year of University study.

· To develop a student centred integrated model that incorporates the acquisition of academic skills in the content and/or delivery of units taught at the first year level and encourages students to become effective learners.

· To develop resources and staff development initiatives for staff working at the first year level.

· To evaluate the success of strategies which target first year students.

· To coordinate continued research to further inform the future planning the First Year initiatives.  

Transition/orientation Working Party

This working party had as a major aim the need to raise awareness of the particular issues students face when moving from a familiar environment, such as secondary school, to a new and different University setting.  In particular, students are being required to adapt quickly to a new cultural environment, where they will have to develop new support networks, become more independent, learn new lexicons, and adopt different learning styles (Carnell and Funnell, 1998, Cross, 1998). Clearly an understanding of students’ expectations can inform the planning of innovative strategies to assist students in this process.

One finding of the research project was that for 66% of students, enrolment day was their first contact with the campus  (Volders, et.al.,1998).  The Transition/orientation working party wanted to ensure that the day was not seen merely as an administrative exercise, but that students saw ‘the human face’ of the University. On enrolment day Student Services and/or Faculty staff made contact with all newly enrolling students and accompanying parents. This was accomplished through either informal conversation or timetabled sessions.  Also, all newly enrolling students received a copy of the ‘jump start …’ brochure, which focused on the key issues for students when making the transition to University, and outlined the series of programs being offered as part of the First Year Strategies Project.

In planning changes to Orientation Week the working party attempted to respond to students’ comments that they often ‘switched off’ during O Week, because of information overload. One of the key strategies was to identify other forums during the first four to six weeks of the semester to serve as information sessions. Changes also included providing more sessions which would promote a sense of ‘belonging’ to a specific School or Faculty, such as Faculty BBQs, and a ‘Race Around the Campus’ video competition. An introduction to ‘Jump Start…’ session dealt with transition issues, such as the possible mismatch between students’ expectation of University life and the reality. Workshops to promote academic skills development such as library research, ‘Writing at University’, ‘Returning to Study’, and IT classes were also scheduled during O Week and the first two weeks of semester.

Staff and student mentoring programs were seen as important in assisting students to quickly become part of the academic community. All faculties introduced a staff mentoring program, and, although they differed in format and delivery, all programs matched a group of first year students with a staff member.  Two faculties, Business and Law and Health and Human Behaviour included a series of workshops aimed at further addressing transition issues, and fostering the development of generic academic skills, as part of staff mentoring.  Student Leaders (OWLs) attended a training program during the weekend prior to Orientation Week. On day one of orientation week they were allocated a small group of students from the same faculty, with the expectation that they would assist new students with orientation to the campus, and provide support during O Week, as well as assisting students in development of their initial support networks.  They were also encouraged to maintain contact with their student group throughout the year.

Teaching and Learning Working Party

The two specific initiatives addressed by this working party were the need for a uniform and campus-wide approach to providing support to first year students, who were being identified as ‘at risk’, and the planning of staff development.  Students were identified as being at risk if they failed two or more units of study during first semester. A letter was sent to these students prior to the commencement of semester two, informing them that there was concern that they may be at risk of failing, and that they were encouraged to meet with their staff mentor or signatory of the letter. It was recommended that the tone of the letter should reflect a pastoral approach. The Working Party compiled a resource kit for use by staff members who would meet with students, and a questionnaire, which aimed at having students reflect on how they might plan an approach to their study in semester two. 

This group also planned and presented ‘A Forum on the First Year of Study’.  Although this was mainly directed at staff of Deakin University, teacher and student representatives from the local secondary schools also attended. The major aim of the Forum was to inform staff on other campuses of Deakin of the details of the First Year Strategies Project, and to have a panel of first year students give their individual perspectives of the first year experience. The final session of the Forum established three discussion groups focusing on teaching and learning, orientation/transition and residential life. These groups presented to a final plenary session and issues raised will assist in providing direction for the Deakin First Year Initiative.

Residential Life Working Party

This Working Party was established in response to the finding (Volders, et al., 1998) that a large percentage of students identified as being in the ‘at risk’ group were those living in University residences.  One strategy introduced to address these concerns was a refinement of the Resident Assistants (RAs) program, which included an extended training program and increased support for RAs.  Students who were identified as ‘at risk’ on the basis of their first semester results were encouraged to meet with the Residence Manager, and an additional staff member was appointed with pastoral care duties.

Evaluation

Evaluation of the Project included another research component, which carried on from the previous study (Volders, et.al., 1998).  The principle aims were to provide a broad overview of the demographic background of students, examine the experience of the First Year cohort at Warrnambool, test the reliability of the previous study and measure the effectiveness of programs implemented as part of the First Year Strategies Project. The survey instrument and sample selection is described in Appendix 2.  The students who responded to the survey were classified on the basis of their academic transcript into ‘not at risk’ (passed all subjects) or ‘at risk’ (failed one or more subjects).  Throughout the report various relevant comparisons were made between ‘not at risk’ and ‘at risk’ students and the results of the ‘98 study.  The study generated a considerable amount of data, some of which is included in this summary of the report.

The profile of the 1999 first year student cohort was found to be similar to that of the 1998 cohort.  However, a comparison of academic results of the two cohorts confirmed a significant improvement in the performance of  ’99 students in eight of nine core units of study, and overall a marked decrease in the number of students receiving failing grades. Also, student responses to survey questions illustrated a more positive perception of their first semester experience (Thies, et al., 2000). The unit in which students failed to demonstrate improved academic performance has traditionally been difficult for first year students. It has been suggested that this unit requires a more targeted approach, such as student facilitated learning groups.

Question 17 of the survey asked students to indicate whether they agreed or disagreed with a variety of statements regarding their courses and academic preparedness. The results are summarised in Table 1. The majority of students found the course interesting, was satisfied with the quality of teaching, did not find the course too difficult and thought the course was what it appeared to be in the pre course information. There was a significant reduction in ’99 (two per cent and 18 percent) compared to ’98 (18 per cent and 34 percent) in the number of students who recorded that they found the transition from VCE to University difficult.

Table 1  Student impressions of the course and their academic preparedness


Strongly Agree
Agree
Neutral
Disagree
Strongly Disagree
Total

So far I have found the course interesting
29%
60%
6%
5%
-
100%

The quality of teaching in my course is generally good
22%
63%
13%
2%
-
100%

I worked consistently through first semester
9%
49%
26%
14%
2%
100%

I found the course too difficult
2%
9%
29%
53%
7%
100%

The course was not what it appeared in to be in the pre- course information
2%
4%
34%
48%
13%
100%

Teaching staff usually give helpful feedback on my progress
2%
51%
33%
12%
2%
100%

I found the transition from VCE to University difficult
2%
18%
30%
37%
12%
100%

Previous study had made me well prepared for the course
9%
35%
32%
18%
5%
100%

My high level of motivation has helped me to do well in first semester
10%
31%
31%
23%
6%
100%

Lack of organisation and time management skills have negatively impacted on my results
8%
36%
24%
21%
11%
100%

I am just doing this course while I decide my future
3%
5%
9%
38%
46%
100%

In 1998 only 6 percent of students strongly agreed with the statement  “Orientation Week helped prepare me for study in semester 1”, while in 1999 14 percent of students strongly agreed with the statement. 
Table 3  Student responses to orientation week questions


Strongly Agree
Agree
Neutral
Disagree
Strongly Disagree
Total

Orientation Week helped me to get to know other students


28%
46%
13%
10%
3%
100%

Orientation Week helped prepare me for study in semester one


14%
30%
27%
23%
6%
100%

As found in the ’98 study the most common form of accommodation for students enrolled at the Warrnambool Campus was University provided accommodation. In 1999 a higher proportion of students reported living with their family than in the previous year. Students who are renting with others are most likely to be classified as at risk. Those who indicated that they lived alone or with their family were more likely to have passed all subjects. The results of students living in University provided accommodation had improved between the two survey years. In 1998 of the 27 students living in University provided accommodation surveyed 17 were classified as at risk (63%). Table 11 shows that in 1999 of the 36 students surveyed who lived in University provided accommodation 18 were considered as at risk (50%). Table 12 shows that the percentage of students who thought that there was a lack of quietness for study or tension between people they lived with has significantly declined. 

Table 4 Student accommodation and student classification

Not At Risk
At Risk


Count
Column %
Count
Column %

University Residence
18
29
18
39

Private Board
5
8
3
7

Family
17
28
9
20

Renting with Others
7
11
11
24

Living Alone
4
7
0
-

Own House/Unit/Flat
8
13
5
11

Other
2
3
0
-

Total
61
100
46
100

Table 5  Student ratings of accommodation (Bracketed figures are 1998 percentages)


Response

Question
Strongly Agree
Agree
Neutral
Disagree
Strongly Disagree

There was a lack of quietness for study
5% (13)
20% (21)
18%(23)
36%(28)
21%(14)

There was too much loneliness
2% (5)
5%(7)
19%(17)
38%(39)
36%(32)

There was tension with or amongst people that I shared with
8% (14)
16%(27)
25%(22)
21%(17)
31%(20)

Conclusion

Tinto (1993) argues that successful first year programs should be planned on the basis of knowledge of the particular student group and their learning environment.  The programs initiated as part of the first Year Strategies Project had as a starting point a profile of the 1998 first year student cohort (Volders, et al.,1998). The initial study also highlighted some of the issues found to contribute to students’ success or failure, and provided some understanding of students’ perception of their first year experience at Deakin, Warrnambool. The wide consultation process that informed the gathering of data for this study, and the broad representation on the Project team contributed to a feeling of ownership by a large number of individual staff members and student groups.  The First Year Strategies project team coordinated a suite of programs entitled ‘A Jump Start…’; further developing those that had existed previously, and introducing new initiatives.  Thus, a high degree of collaboration was required as programs were planned, and in many instances delivered, by a multi-disciplinary team. As program development progressed initiatives piloted by one faculty were frequently adapted to suit the needs of students from another faculty. This had the effect of reducing workloads and encouraging change through synergy. Co-ordination, ‘broad ownership’ and ready acceptance of change were vital for the success of the Project at the campus level.

The draft recommendations from the Project fed directly into a University-wide consultation process that was set up to assist in the creation of Deakin’s Teaching and Learning Management Plan 2000-2002. Also representatives from the Project Team were on the steering committee which had responsibility for formulating the University’s policy direction for programs/initiatives directed towards the first year of study.  Thus the process of policy development that has been described represents both a ‘bottom up’ and ‘top down’ approach.

The First Year Strategies Project, although driven by the enthusiasm of a campus-based project team, was recognised as being relevant in informing University-wide practice.  The Project was unique in that it adopted a multi-disciplinary approach, and was based on a model, which attempted to co-ordinate a wide range of activities all directed toward enhancement of students’ first year experience.

The recommendations endorsed by the Joint committee on Teaching and Learning included: 

The continuation of the First Year Strategies Project (campus based ) in order to refine/develop programs and strategies such as:

· student/staff mentoring programs and concurrent academic support. 

· enrolment process which allows parents and students to see the ‘human face of the University.

· orientation with increased academic content, and greater opportunities for interaction between fellow students and staff.

The implementation of the Deakin First Year Initiative (DFYI), which would provide a coordinated cohesive and multi-disciplinary approach to:

· the distribution and analysis of data, and on-going research which informs the University of the nature of particular first year student cohorts.

· the evaluation DFYI project to inform University-wide program development and aid continuous improvement.

· the implementation of a range of successful strategies/program development which cater for the needs of diverse student groups and which (where appropriate) provide equal access across campuses and student cohorts.

· closer liaison and cooperation with student associations
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Appendix 1

Sample Selection and Survey (1998 Study)

The sample used in this study was obtained by examining the academic transcripts of 504 students who were enrolled at the Warrnambool campus of Deakin University.  From this initial student population those who were first year full time student, who had received no advance standing and enrolled for the first time in 1998 were selected.  A total of 217 students conformed to these parameters.  

The academic transcripts of the selected 217 students were further analysed and dived into two distinct groups, those who had achieved a pass level or better in all subjects and those who had failed one of more subject. 121 of the 217 students had passed all subjects while the remaining 96 had failed a least one subject.  40 students were selected at random from each of the two groups. Respondents were approached initially at prescribed classes, and if not present contacted by telephone. A 78 percent response rate was achieved.  30 students who passed all subjects were contacted and are referred to in the report as Group 1, while 32 who were contacted failed one or more subjects and are referred to as Group 2.

Appendix 2

Sample Selection and Survey (1999)

The 1999 sample was selected by attending generic first year subjects and asking students to complete the survey. Cost, time constraints and the desire to achieve a larger sampling frame were the major reason for the change in sample selection.  A total of 131 surveys were completed and returned for analysis. Students were asked to indicate their name on the survey form, and data from their academic transcript was used to determine whether they were classified as not at risk (passed all subjects) or at risk (failed one or more subjects). 107 of the students indicated their name, while 24 did not. Of the 107 students who were able to be classified 61 were considered not at risk, while 46 were at considered at risk. 
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