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The objectives of this paper are firstly to describe the background to the introduction of an Integrated First Year Experience programme to address the academic needs of under-prepared students entering the institution.  The paper further reports on a 1999 research investigation into the success of the programme.  The methodology consisted of qualitative research using focus groups.  Thirdly the paper describes the results of the investigation from the perspectives of staff and students.  The findings reveal that while staff does not seem to be making extensive use of the programme, students identified the contents as essentially what they required, however their primary concern was improved teaching.  Finally some suggestions are offered about why programmes of this nature are not always successful.  The thrust of the argument is to suggest that the imperative for programmes of this sort should arise from demands for improved teaching.

Background to the Integrated First Year Experience (IFYE) and the origin of the evaluation

Over the last decade the composition of the student population in higher education institutions in South Africa has changed dramatically.  This has been at least in part due to the changes in admissions policies that have impacted significantly on student demographics.  These major changes are reflected in an analysis of institutional plans for 1998 produced by the Department of National Education:

· Enrolment has increased by 46% from 1993 to 1997.

· African enrolment has increased from 1993 to 1997 by 172%

· First-time entering undergraduates have increased from 1993 to 1997 by 50%.

· At Historically White Technikons the percentage of African, Coloured and Indian students has grown from 33% in 1993 to 67% in 1997.

Since the majority of the growth in student numbers has taken place from historically disadvantaged population groups, this has resulted in a higher percentage of under-prepared students who have come through an inadequate and under-resourced secondary education system.  Not only do these students not have the necessary educational background to prepare them for higher education, many of them do not have the relational and financial resources to support them while studying.  

Coupled with the changes in the student body have come significant changes in the way in which higher education is funded and resourced which have affected technikons particularly adversely.  The last few years has seen a dramatic increase in class size and a similar increase in the staff-to-student ratio.  This has not been the only significant change.  Technikons have for the first time been expected to engage in applied research, which in turn has demanded of staff in terms of time that previously would have been invested in teaching and learning support.

The Cape Technikon, as a historically white institution, has been particularly impacted by the changes outlined above.  The student headcount doubled from 1985 to 1998, with much of this increase coming from historically disadvantaged communities.  This is indicated by the increase in the number of Black students enrolled in first year programmes; from 6% in 1987 to 48% in 1998, the third highest growth rate for African students of all South African technikons.  At the same time enrolment of white students dropped from 86% in 1993 to 52% in 1998.

The change in student demographics is reflected in areas such as student pass rates.  In 1994 the overall pass rate for the Cape Technikon was 75.8%.  In 1997 this had dropped to 69.8%.  Whereas there was a doubling in student enrolment from 1985 to 1997, the number of full-time staff increased by only 27% in the period 1987 to 1998.  This had the effect that the staff/student ratio increased from 17:1 in 1987 to 24:1 in 1998.  So academic staff were having to deal not only with more and more students but these students were not as academically well-prepared as in previous years.  Added to this burden was the research output required of teaching staff.  In 1986 there were only 38 registered research projects at the Technikon; in 1997 there were 168.

Funding changes impacted on the resources available for teaching and learning support.  In 1987 government subsidies amounted to 79% of the income required to run the Technikon; in 1997 this had dwindled to 63%

It was against this background that in 1995 the Teaching Committee of the Cape Technikon Senate (then the Academic Board) responded to these changes by commissioning a working group to propose solutions to the problems of particularly first year students.  This working group tabled a report in August 1995, which was subsequently accepted by the Senate and the Technikon Council, which committed the Technikon to the implementation of The Integrated First Year Experience in an attempt to provide one strategy to address some of the academic problems experienced by first year students.  

The IFYE programme was introduced in pilot form in 1997 and subsequently introduced in a growing number of Schools in 1998 and 1999.  In substance it consisted of a number of modules of generic academic skills such as note-taking, academic writing and problem solving.  It was produced in the form of colour overhead transparencies combined together in a file and made available to about 120 lecturers of first year students.  

Training was offered to all lecturers in the use of these modules.  As the name intimates it was intended that the modules should be integrated by the lecturers into their normal curriculum.

In order to ascertain the value of the integrated approach and the usefulness of the materials and training provided, it was decided to conduct a phased evaluation of the IFYE programme, extending over the course of 1999. 

The primary purpose of the first phase, which took place during the first semester of 1999, was to establish the perceptions of staff about the aims of the programme and the proposed implementation methodology.   This phase would concentrate on staff members’ understanding of the IFYE programme, the activities that they had actually employed in delivering the programme to their students and any difficulties they had experienced or additional support that they might have required.

The second phase, which was commenced in the first semester of 1999 and completed by September, was to ascertain the degree of students’ awareness of the programme and the extent to which these students thought that the programme addressed their academic needs. 

In October of 1999 a formal, written report on the process and the findings was produced by this writer.

Methodology of the study

Since the primary aims of this early phase of the evaluation were to develop a better understanding of the perceptions of staff and students and to learn how the IFYE programme was being implemented in the Technikon, it was decided that a qualitative approach would be appropriate

In addition, it was decided that focus group interviews - which resemble structures conversations guided by the focus group leader - would be useful in developing a relaxed and free atmosphere where participants could share and discuss their experience and opinions of the IFYE programme.  The evaluation committee prepared two sets of questions to guide the discussions and received guidance as how best to identify participants and facilitate the sessions.

The questions for the staff discussions addressed the following:

· their understanding of the IFYE programme, its origins and aims

· their familiarity with the modules including any training received

· their feelings about the programme - both initially and more recently

· the benefits they believe it has for students

· ways in which they have made use of the modules

· their ideas for improvements and changes

The questions for the student discussions addressed the following:

· their expectations when registering at the Technikon

· their study methods and strategies and how these may have changed since school

· academic difficulties experienced

· skills that they feel they lack

· their lecturers’ responses to their difficulties

· perceived needs of lecturers

· knowledge of the IFYE programme

· further help required

Summary of findings

The primary findings among the staff were that:

· the programme was a good idea in principle but the staff had not adopted it extensively

· most staff were quite clear about the purpose of the programme

· many lecturers did not regard the implementation as their responsibility

· there was uncertainty about who should be taking responsibility for the programme

· there were uncertainties about how the modules should be presented

· they felt that some students, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds, would benefit from the programme but it might be better to integrate some of the elements into special courses or even bridging periods

· very few of the modules had been used extensively and the programme could not be regarded as a success

· attention should be given to improving the delivery of the programme,  the revision of existing modules, and to the development of new modules.

The primary findings from the student focus groups were that:

· there was little awareness of the formal elements of the programme as such

· students articulated a number of perceived difficulties and needs that correspond with many of those being addressed by the IFYE 

· students had adopted various learning strategies of their own in order to cope

· students suggested a number of problem areas which needed to be addressed.  Many of these are covered in the IFYE but others (such as improved lecturing techniques and computer capacity) were also identified.

· improved teaching and better classroom conditions were seen as one of the priorities

What is striking about these findings is firstly that, although the programme had been specifically designed for use by lecturers, most of them did not believe that it was their responsibility to implement it, nor had they really made use of it.  Secondly the suggestions made by staff directly contradict the express intention that the programme should be integrated into the normal curriculum.

It is also interesting that although the students had not been widely exposed to the programme they correctly identified the elements of the IFYE as what they required to be more academically successful.

Finally it is significant, in terms of the study and more broadly, that while the students emphasised improved teaching as a crucial element this plays no part in the findings from the focus groups involving lecturers.

Future strategies suggested by focus groups

The focus groups were also asked to make suggestions about ways in which the IFYE programme could be used in the future.  In this process the dichotomies between student and staff views became more apparent.

The strategies suggested by the staff showed two marked tendencies.  On the one hand some staff suggested that the programme could be more effective with a more innovative and concerted approach.  Some further modules were suggested and a call was made for a more definite assumption of responsibility by lecturers.

However the majority of the lecturing staff tended once more to distance themselves from the programme.  The more prominent proposals were that:

· an outside specialist should evaluate the programme 

· it should only form part of a bridging programme

· it was not suitable for all students

· the programme would not be necessary if students were more carefully selected (this in the light of the radically changed historical realities in the country)

Student focus groups also made suggestions about new modules but it is interesting to note that their proposals concentrated on skills centred round better study methods and classroom learning.  However, a significant number of students felt that lecturers should demonstrate better lecturing techniques and skills, including the improved use of visual aids.  They also commented that lecturers needed to improve their ability to explain and allow more time for thinking.  More feedback was required about progress and assignments.  To compound this students also requested more personal attention and positive reinforcement from lecturers.

Recommendations about the future of the IFYE

In summary then the findings of the study were that the staff were generally aware of the IFYE programme and did acknowledge that most of the modules are potentially useful for first year students.  However they were not making extensive use of the programme.

The students on the other hand focussed extensively on improved teaching although they did recognise that many of the elements of the programme were what they needed.

It seemed logical at the time that the recommendations should centre round ways in which the programme could be made more successful and even be extended.

For the sake of the argument the recommendations of the original are given in full.

Specific Recommendations (of the original study)

1.
Continuation of programme

That it is clear that the IFYE should continue as it has the potential to meet the student needs identified in this study.

2.
Integration

a.
Methods of integrating the IFYE into the formal curriculum should be investigated and promoted in the faculties.


b.
In addition, efforts should be made to ensure regular, repeated, sessions on some of the more easily transferable elements of the programme.


3.
Re-launching and promoting the programme

a.
A thorough investigation should be carried out about ways to market and re-launch the IFYE in the new faculties.  A phased plan of action should be drawn up.  This might include using the SRC to aid in promoting the programme.  Other possibilities might include the development of promotional material in the form of leaflets and posters directed at students and staff.  The fact that the students have clearly indicated that they are in need of this type of programme could be used as a promotional tool.


b.
The Academic Development Department (ADD) should take the lead in producing a booklet for students, which would list all the ancillary and support services available to them, the locations of these services, the contact persons and contact details.  The IFYE should be promoted in this booklet as a service that the students have a right to.  The booklet should also specifically provide the names of lecturers in particular faculties who have responsibility for the IFYE.

c.
The ADD should capitalise on the opportunity presented by the new faculty structure to ensure, with the support of the Academic Vice Rector through the new Deans, that a champion for the IFYE is specified in each faculty.  This person would have the responsibility of liaising with the ADD, distributing the promotional literature, organising that the programme is both taught and integrated into the formal classes, and attending meetings about the IFYE.

d.
The ADD and TDU should plan together with interested lecturers to find ways in which to use the restructuring of the Technikon as an opportunity to promote, revive and entrench the IFYE.

4.
Improving the Programme

That the programme should be re-examined with a view to:

· Ensuring that the language is suitable for a wide range of students

· Upgrading the contents in conjunction with the reported findings of student needs

· Developing, as a matter of urgency, new modules identified from the same source and in response to demands from lecturers.


5.
Monitoring

a.
The ADD should take a more active role in monitoring the real use of the programme in the faculties and reporting this to the Academic Vice-Rector and the Deans.


b.
The ADD and TDU should encourage lecturers to monitor more carefully the students’ use of the support services such as the writing centre.


6.
Using students

a.
Greater use should be made of tutors and senior students to disseminate, formally and informally, the essential principles of some of the IFYE modules.  This would apply particularly to modules related to study skills.


b.
The ADD should take the lead in organising training for these tutors and students in some elements of the IFYE.

7.
Teaching Practices

As many of the problems articulated by the students relate to teaching it is suggested that the Teaching Development Unit should actively promote among the lecturing staff the link between good teaching and the elements of the IFYE.


8.
Bridging

The issue of offering bridging courses is repeatedly raised at a number of forums.  The economic and practical feasibility of offering bridging courses should be formally investigated by a small task team and a report compiled.  Should bridging courses prove to be practicable, the task team should suggest the contents of such a course and mechanisms to identify students who would benefit from such courses.

Comments and conclusions

If we ignore the suggestions which deal with other issues such as bridging courses and writing centre use it is remarkable how many of the recommendations concentrate on strategies to re-launch, re-enforce, promote and even police the IFYE.

While these are perhaps legitimate actions given the fact that the students themselves had given tacit approval to the programme, it is surprising that at no stage was there any attempt to question the programme itself or to interrogate the fact that despite the efforts already put into the programme it had not been adopted by the lecturers.

It seemed that so much time and money had already been invested in the development and production of the programme that some way had to be found to make it a success.

One of the inherent ironies with this sort of programme is that it attracts funding because it produces a tangible product, in this case the manual of IFYE modules, and this in turn results in more funding.  This in turn produces a greater commitment to ensuring that the product itself must succeed.  In this way it becomes easier to satisfy the funders that something concrete is happening.

The same might be said of other support initiatives such as writing centres.  The fact that they physically exist and the number of users can be measured often means that they are used as evidence of achievement and this becomes conflated with success.

A further outcome of the development of these kinds of programmes is that they have a tendency to set up an oppositional dyad between academics and academic development practitioners.  The existence of the product creates an expectation from both sides that it should be successfully used.   Although the contents may be intrinsically sound and even though training in using the material may have been offered, lecturers have never internalised the essential principles behind the programme.  They are thus unable to effectively use programmes of this sort.  The situation is further compounded as lecturers are increasingly faced with under-prepared students.  The academics voice their need for assistance and the academic development point them to the “products” which have been developed and provided.  The result is a spiral of tension between the two groups.

The tension around this particular issue can become part of a larger friction between the two groups.  Historically academic development was seen as an “add-on” function where academic lecturing staff  could send students who seemed to lack academic skills.  Academic development practitioners have attempted to free themselves from this restrictive and inaccurately perceived role – declaring that academic development is a field of work rather than a particular function.  It could be argued, though, that the development and existence of these products/programmes relegates academic development to its former role in that, if the material or programme does not have the desired effect, lecturers turn to the academic development practitioners for the solution.  This process thus constructs them once again in their former role.

In other words the creation of products constructs the academic development practitioner in a specific role – as a provider of material to solve academic problems.  When the product proves to be unsuccessful, for whatever reason, the failure is laid at the door of the academic developer; teaching practices are not at issue.

What the introduction of this IFYE programme exemplifies and the subsequent study illustrates further is that the whole arena of debate around improving academic quality and improving retention rates can easily shift from that of teaching practices to that of academic development.

It seems that if we can produce concrete evidence of the number of students who have attended a writing centre or attended a session on note-taking then the assumption is that development has taken place.  In the more contentious and far less measurable context of improving of improving the quality of teaching we are comparatively silent. 

The over –riding imperative here seems to be that programmes should not be developed or defended because of the existence of donor funds.  The primary thrust of the effort of academic practitioners should be to develop good teaching practice first and foremost.  If one of the outcomes of this much more tenuous process is a demand for specific learning material then the onus for the implementation of this material would naturally fall where it belongs – on the lecturing staff.
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