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ABSTRACT

Provision of appropriate academic support is an important aspect of student transition to university studies. Academic support programs must meet the needs of students from increasingly diverse backgrounds, with different learning styles and at different stages of learning development. Pressures to improve efficiency have led to new models for academic support. As more systemic and integrated support programs are adopted, it is likely that a larger proportion of first year students will receive discipline-specific academic support. However, these programs might not meet all students’ learning needs, in which case supplementary academic support activities could be appropriate.

A developing awareness of the need to address attrition and improve the first year experience has prompted academic institutions to do more to ease the transition to university study. Provision of appropriate academic support is an important aspect of this transition. Concurrently, pressures to improve efficiency have led to new models for academic support. Programs of academic support must meet the needs of students from increasingly diverse backgrounds, with different learning styles and at different stages of learning development. As strategies for academic support change from the provision of individual assistance and generic learning skills teaching to more centralised, systemic and integrated programs, it is likely that a larger proportion of first year students will receive discipline-specific academic support that will assist their transition. In this case, academic support programs are likely to be very efficient. However, it is possible that these programs might not meet all students’ learning needs, in which case the criterion of effectiveness may not be adequately met. If a centrally coordinated approach does not cater for all learning styles, or for students from all backgrounds, supplementary academic support activities could be appropriate.

From LSU to FEU

From January 2002, the University of Tasmania has adopted a new model of academic support for students. The former Learning Skills Unit has moved from Student Services (a provider of counselling, careers, disability, equity and academic support for students) into a newly formed Flexible Education Unit within the Office of the Pro-Vice-Chancellor for Teaching and Learning. The LSU is no longer a distinct unit, but has become the Learning Development ‘stream’ within the new unit. The former Learning Skills Advisers have become Learning Development Lecturers.

The Flexible Education Unit has a central coordinating role for flexible teaching and learning. It combines teaching and learning support for staff and students, with an emphasis on flexible teaching and learning approaches that are less time and place dependent. It aims to:

· Increase access to the University’s programs through flexible teaching and learning approaches that are less time and place dependent;
· Provide a comprehensive range of staff development opportunities to enhance work-related skills, and improve job satisfaction and career prospects for all staff, with a continuing focus on equal opportunity target groups; 

· Establish strategic alliances with other educational providers to access high quality course offerings and wider choices for students, while minimising University course development costs; 

· Ensure that University of Tasmania graduates have well-developed generic skills as well as learning outcomes directly related to their discipline or professional area of study;
·  Develop and coordinate enabling programs.

The Flexible Education Unit comprises five streams:
· Staff Development (provides a program of teaching and learning activities and advice for academic and general staff); 

· Educational Development (offers pedagogical advice and support for staff developing flexible teaching and for faculty teaching and learning projects); 

· Technical Support (supports and advises staff developing online teaching);

· Training and Support, (Information Technology training and support for staff and students);

· Learning Development (supports and advises staff and students to improve learning outcomes). 

Although the mission of Learning Development remains virtually unchanged – to work with staff and students to improve student learning outcomes - Learning Development staff are now members of a team devoted to increasing the flexibility of the University’s teaching and learning programs. While there is a strong current focus in this team on improving online teaching, the Unit’s role is much broader than this - its combination of a wide range of skills and expertise has the potential to make a difference in many of the University’s teaching and learning activities. Along with the structural move comes a more systemic model for academic support, wherein individual learning skills assistance to students is largely replaced by group teaching, efforts to integrate generic skills teaching into curricula and more flexible delivery. 

What has been gained?

In the case of academic support for students, the new structure reflects the reality that it is impossible for a small unit (2.5 staff) to meet the learning skills needs of 12000 students through the provision of enabling programs, generic skills teaching (discipline based and general) and individual consultations. A more efficient model is required if academic support is to be available more widely across the student population. 

A substantial literature supports the idea of a systemic approach to the delivery of learning support. For example, Keimig (1984) argues that learning improvement programs that actually improve student performance and reduce attrition are those that are institutionalised into the academic mainstream. She categorises learning improvement programs thus:

Most common and least effective are the Level I type, isolated remedial skills courses. In ascending order (for impact on GPA and retention) are programs that combine each of these additional elements with the basic skills courses:

Level II, learning assistance to individual students

Level III, course-related supplementary learning activities for some objectives

Level IV, comprehensive learning systems in academic courses.

(Keimig, 1984)

A more integrated, collaborative, discipline-specific approach to developing academic skills has been widely advocated in recent years. For example, Skillen, Merten, Trivett & Percy (1998) suggest a “systemic, curriculum-based and collaborative approach” to assist all students in a course to acquire the academic and learning skills necessary for success in that course. This approach is based on a recognition that “most students, not just disadvantaged students or less capable students, are entering new disciplines as well as a higher level of education and need to acquire generic and discipline-specific skills suitable for these new contexts” (Skillen, Percy, Trivett & James, 2001). Older models of individual support are criticised as too generic, too remedial and generally inequitable (Skillen et al 1998). 

The value of teaching generic skills in context within disciplines is widely recognised. For example, in arguing for an embedded generic academic skills program for first-year students in a Bachelor of Education course, Buckland (1999) notes that this approach facilitates the teaching of an “awareness of the specific requirements of academic literacy” and how to construct meaning in a specific disciplinary context. De la Harpe and Radloff (1998) argue that timely study advice should be provided in-context, within a course. Tapper (1999) notes that a climate of strong individual support could encourage academic staff to refer students to support units, rather than accept the need to integrate generic skills teaching into their classes. 

Accordingly, in the new University of Tasmania model, there is greater emphasis on collaboration with academic staff, and on teaching students in classes and in groups. Much less time is spent on advice to individual students. Face-to-face programs are being supplemented by more flexible methods (particularly online delivery). Discipline-specific learning skills workshops in schools continue, but Learning Development Lecturers are expected to work more closely with academic schools and with other staff in the Flexible Education Unit, to embed generic and discipline-specific academic literacy teaching into curricula and to provide learning materials more flexibly.

What might be lost?

While the potential benefits of the new model are considerable, the Learning Development lecturers are concerned to minimise the effects of abandoning the former service model. One obvious advantage of working with individual students is that it informs general teaching strategies and practices. Direct exposure to the problems students are experiencing with particular assignments and other course requirements can provide ideas for the content and design of workshops and learning materials. 

Another benefit of the traditional model is its potential for good relationships with students and staff. The former Learning Skills Unit enjoyed an excellent reputation - a 1998 investigation of student support at the University found the LSU to be the most effective of the University’s services to students (Abbott-Chapman, 1998, 110) - a strong rapport with students, and a close working relationship with student services in the areas of counselling, careers and employment, equity and disability support. 

Students appreciate the value of individual advice. In a 2001 evaluation of the Learning Skills Unit, when asked an open question about the Unit’s most useful services, the most frequent response was ‘individual assistance with essays’. In the same survey, students reported a high level of satisfaction with most aspects of Unit’s services (see Appendix 1). Students consistently reported that Learning Skills Unit support had empowered them, improved their self-esteem and their confidence to pursue a university course. Of course, respondents in a survey of this kind can only react to the services they have experienced, and it may be that given a different model, respondents would be equally positive. Nevertheless, student satisfaction of this kind does at least indicate an effective academic support strategy. Further, if this strategy leads to students determining to pursue their studies rather than to abandon them, it is efficient as well. Hoffman (1998) comments:

While individual advisory work is not the most cost efficient method of study support, it is an effective procedure for helping students. An individual advisory session allows the tutor to build a relationship with the student and identify any underlying problems that need attention. An individual session allows students to receive advice in a safe, non-threatening and confidential environment. 

In her discussion of the overlap between counselling and academic skills teaching, Chanock (1995) notes the potential of person-centred skills teaching to help students feel better as they are assisted to learn. Chanock argues that the shame some students feel about their writing inadequacies is very much a personal matter and for these students one-to-one teaching is very effective, as “for some students a particular kind of working relationship [with the academic skills teacher] is necessary to launch them as independent learners”. 

Flexible delivery means making appropriate learning resources available - online and otherwise. Chanock (2000) questions the appropriateness of the term ‘delivery’ when we are trying to develop student abilities: “Information can, perhaps, be delivered; the ability to express ideas cannot.” Chanock goes on to suggest that simply making independent learning materials available requires students to know what they need, without the diagnostic function that individual dialogue can provide:

It is the diagnostic function of one-to-one consultations that enables us to tackle with each student only what s/he needs, and all of what s/he needs…it is difficult to imagine a more flexible or more efficient system…

Possible strategies

Clearly, the older models of academic support, while insufficiently systemic, are not all bad. In particular, continued provision of some level of individual and/or informal assistance, as a supplement to more systemic programs, seems a reasonable ideal. The question is, in the light of limited resources, how to achieve it. Possible strategies include peer support, student initiated workshops, follow-up during and after enabling programs, and student ‘drop-in’ facilities. 

Peer support - Study groups

Promoting and supporting study groups is one way of providing academic support outside the formal program. Supportive peer study groups can help to counteract the isolation students often feel in their early learning experiences of the first year (McInnis and James, 1995; Peat, Dalziel and Grant, 2001). Students may derive a number of social, academic and personal benefits from participation in a well-supported study group, including: the development of friendships; clarification of course content and vocabulary; improved listening and questioning skills; recognition of the possibilities of collaborative learning (Willment, 1999). 

At the University of Tasmania, students are encouraged and supported to form study groups. Promotion of study groups is included in orientation and enabling programs, and in-class workshops. Other strategies include presentations in residential colleges, and liaison with mentor programs. Support for study groups includes the opportunity to register as a group, a pamphlet and web pages outlining strategies for successful group work, and provision of student initiated workshops.

Student initiated workshops

As indicated above, study groups are invited to request workshops on specific assessment items and other learning issues. These student initiated workshops are taking the place of former programs of generic study skills workshops. They also have replaced the generic skills workshops we once offered as part of the general orientation program. Workshop request forms are available at distribution points, such as the Library Reference Desk, IT Help Desk and Student Services reception. The forms are also distributed at in-class workshops. While we are working with groups rather than individual students, the specific focus on an assignment, the small size and the informality of the groups allows for a good deal of personal interaction. 

Follow up during and after enabling programs 

The timetabling of informal drop-in sessions is now a standard feature of the Flexible Education Unit’s enabling program (UniStart). This program is designed around a practice assignment, and students have opportunities during the program to seek individual advice on the assignment. Scheduled laboratory drop-in times in the program’s information literacy and computer literacy modules allow students to seek individual help from a tutor, or to practice their developing skills. A series of informal evening workshops through the semester following the enabling program provides students with more opportunities for informal interaction with other students and with the Learning Development Lecturers.

Student‘drop-in’

The provision of a resource room within the Learning Development area on each campus facilitates small group and individual academic support. The resource rooms are designed for small group discussion and equipped with printed resources (relevant books and handouts) as well as computer workstations for online access to learning resources. Drop-in times are advertised each week, and individuals and groups of students in any course and at any level, are invited to call in at these times for help with specific learning issues. Typically, it is the first-year students who make greatest use of these facilities. Often, when students with similar issues or the same assignment attend the session, an informal group is formed. Students can be referred to printed or online resources while the facilitator works with another individual or group.

The strategies outlined above comprise an initial attempt to supplement systemic academic support programs. The approach is to increase effectiveness by providing at least some informal and individual support and advice for students whose learning styles are not suited by the main programs. While the primary strategy is to improve the generic skills of all first year students through centrally coordinated, discipline-specific teaching in first year units, the supplementary activities aim to support students whose needs are not met fully by these programs. Although it is too early to know whether the supplementary activities are effective, informal feedback indicates that students generally appreciate the informal groups and individual support. Formal evaluation (through the University’s Student Evaluation of Teaching and Learning program) of the enabling program has indicated high levels of student satisfaction with most aspects of this program, and the informal aspects are often mentioned as a contributor to this satisfaction. Eventually, we hope that evaluation of the various elements of the academic support program will indicate that it is both efficient and effective.
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Appendix 1: Learning Skills Client Survey 2001

Responses to Learning Skills services 

Students were asked to respond to nine statements about their experience of LSU services in 2001, by circling a number on a 5-point scale (the lower the score the better): 

1 = Strongly Agree; 2 = Agree; 3 = N/A; 4 = Disagree; 5 = Strongly Disagree.

Results

Overall means for each question were:

I have been able to get Learning Skills help when I needed it
1.9
I felt that the Learning Skills lecturer was interested in my concerns. 
1.7
I felt able to discuss my learning/study issues with the Learning Skills lecturer.
1.7
The Learning Skills lecturer helped to clarify my learning/study issues.
1.7
The Learning Skills lecturer gave me strategies or ideas to assist my learning/studies.
1.6
I have been able to apply the advice I received from the Learning Skills Unit.
1.8
It was helpful to discuss learning issues with other students.
2.0
I believe the assistance I received from the Learning Skills Unit has improved my performance at University.
1.8
I would recommend the Learning Skills Unit service to other students.
1.4

