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Changes in the nature of higher education include expanding student numbers, shifting standards for entry to university and consequential increasing diversity of students’ educational backgrounds. More flexible learning processes are required to provide more consistent and effective educational experiences for all students. In the School of Social Work and Social Policy at the university of south Australia a number of processes have been trialled. These include a project aimed at improving the consistency of grading of students' work and encouraging students to see themselves as partners in the learning experience by engaging them in providing feedback on educational processes. An additional focus is on the stronger support of sessional tutors, who are increasingly the educational mainstay within universities. Preliminary work in all these areas is reported on in this paper. We examine the implications of further strengthening these processes for developing more effective strategies in providing effective learning with diverse groups of first year students. 

Introduction

McInnis & James (1995) and McInnis & Krause (2002) expose the complexity of the issues surrounding students' introduction to the university context. The experience of commencing university students is made more complex when they lack a family background of university study, or when they must work, sometimes full-time, to support themselves whilst studying. In particular those from educationally disadvantaged backgrounds are in need of well targeted support to make their first year at university a successful and satisfying one.  This paper reports on initiatives in teaching and learning processes for first year students in two undergraduate programs in the School of Social work and Social Policy in the University of South Australia and suggests some ways to support better learning processes for those from diverse backgrounds. 

Concern for the changing university population
Before 1960, very few secondary students were able to go to university, or even to complete more than the equivalent of the present year eleven in Australian schools.  Those entering universities were predominantly male and from families where the father was from the professional, managerial or white-collar occupations. This was the case at a rate of almost 70% until 1970 (Harman & Selby Smith 1972:123).  In 1963 a total of 69,074 students were enrolled in Australian universities, with only 17,180 of these being female - around 25% of total participation, according to the Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics, (Wheelwright, 1965:329). By 1994, female commencement rates were over 50% (Dobson, Sharma & Haydon 1997:9). By 1987 the total enrolment was 393,734 with a broader demographic participation pattern (DEET/HED 1993). Marginson (1997:191) referred to a further doubling of this figure by 1995 and in 2003 current Australian university enrolments had reached 829,499 (DEST 2003).
Marginson (1997:202) describes the rhetoric of the clever country, where all have a place in this increasingly credentialed world. A vision of a national training platform, intended to create a seamless education and training web from the student's perspective (Praetz 1999 p.2) was put forward. However this push for greater access to higher education and university level study in particular, has brought into the tutorial rooms groups of students with backgrounds less supportive of their success in higher study. Dobson et al (1996) and Maslen & Slattery (1994) suggest those from socio-economically advantaged backgrounds succeed at higher rates than their socially disadvantaged classmates. Some students are clearly better prepared both culturally and scholastically for university study, whereas others begin with a burden of disadvantage, evidencing itself in their poorer academic results and difficulties in adjusting to university life. Beginning university is a stressful process anyway but is especially so for students with diverse backgrounds such as those from TAFE and from less advantaged schools settings.  TAFE graduates entering university are also eligible for varying amounts of credit in their chosen courses at university. This can impose additional demands in coping with higher level courses very early, and sometimes immediately, in their academic programs. In terms of success patterns, the combination of non-traditional educational background and accelerated standing in their courses may set up overwhelming challenges for them. A study of TAFE students entering university (Cameron, Kennedy & O'Brien 2000) revealed the inconsistency between educational processes and standards at TAFE, and the more academic approach demanded at university. Some participants in this study expressed quite overt concerns about standards at TAFE, and saw themselves as badly prepared for university as a result.  
Another study was undertaken with undergraduate first year students in this Social Work & Social Policy School’s two major undergraduate programs (Cameron & Tesoriero 2003).  The most numerous group in this study entered university as a result of previous TAFE study (29.7%), with 27.5% of these doing so receiving credit in their current degree. Another 25% completed the South Australian Tertiary Admittance Test (STAT), a university entrance test for adults lacking year 12 or other basis of entry. In total, 54.7% of 2003 first year students in this study had academic backgrounds posing challenges, especially for those concerned with supporting academic success. Those students entering university from TAFE backgrounds, especially when they take credit on the basis of their TAFE study, are at increased risk of failing according to several Australian studies (Cameron 1999 pp.16-17, Dobson et al 1996 p.23). Likewise, it has been noted that the STAT group display higher risks of failing or withdrawing prematurely (Cameron 1999 pp.15-16).

Improving the student experience in first year for those from diverse backgrounds requires a multifactorial approach which we describe in this paper.  McInnis et al (2000) note a trend of less attachment and lessening commitment to study and more general aspects of university life by students who work longer hours in paid employment. McInnis and Krause (2002) maintain that the student identity is now, more than ever, a negotiated one and it seems clear that students’ engagement with the university needs to be carefully cultured. Lawrence (2002 p.9) makes the point however, that a shift in the philosophy and policy of the learning institutions is required as diversity of student background has to be accepted as the norm and not as a justification for unsuccessful institutional teaching and learning practices. Successfully negotiating this student identity is made more complex by the high number of sessional staff teaching “at the coalface” in tutorials, unless managed effectively. Kift (2002 p.1) notes the rapidly growing dependence on sessional tutors in universities in the USA, UK and Australia, but makes the point that Australia is well behind in acculturating and supporting sessional teaching staff. In particular, carefully crafted processes of learning in the tutorial room are required to address the needs of these diversely prepared students.  This paper now moves on to report on several approaches aimed at supporting teaching and learning for both students and staff. These include a focus on greater consistency in grading, stronger support for sessional staff teaching first year students and encouraging a sense of learning partnerships between student and teaching staff from the first year of university.  
Strategies for supporting students with diverse educational backgrounds
The literature identifies a number of strategies that may increase the effectiveness of learning processes in the first year of higher education. Emmitt et al (2002) advocate the importance of the partnership between support staff and academic staff.  Waters (2002 p.3) acknowledges the need to complement general, institution-wide services, with particular programs and services for diverse student cohorts. McInnis and Krause (2002) emphasise the need to utilise a range of points of intervention to successfully induct students into the tertiary education experience. Zeegers and Smith (2002) assert that experiential opportunities build identity in first year and Plath (2002) writes of the merit of issue-based learning in first year. Other strategies include the use of study groups (Calder, 2002), learning communities and mentoring programs, with staff or senior students as mentors (O’Shea, 2002; Grove, 2002) and networking strategies (Kantanis, 2001a). In a more general sense, Lawrence (2002), challenges the traditional construction of teaching and learning and Eijkman (2002) supports this view in his paper on negotiating divergent discourses.  
The literature suggests a wide range of initiatives and the very breadth of these indicates the need for multi-strategy approaches – to intervene at many points in the teaching and learning system: in the classroom; at the interface of academic and support staff; in relationships between staff and students; and at different points in students’ academic courses.  Informed by this literature and by the experiences of the teaching staff in our School as shared during discussions, we have embarked on planning and implementing a number of strategies intended to more effectively support our diverse student cohort.
Before planning particular strategies, it was essential to create space to collectively engage in dialogue about the teaching and learning issues confronting us as we engaged with students from diverse backgrounds.  Although this may appear to be basic, it is not uncommon for academic work situations, with their increasing demands, to be devoid of such opportunities. A monthly ‘curriculum forum’ was established, where, over lunch provided by the School, we identified and discussed teaching and learning issues. Many of the issues raised by staff correlated with data from other sources, including course and program evaluations and student feedback.  
The discussions have been important in developing an agenda to address the issues requiring the School's attention.  But the creation of the space has been of equal importance.  Academic staff have both acknowledged and celebrated the opportunity to strengthen teaching identities and a sense of collegiality. This has been amidst an otherwise harried work environment which tends to isolate and erode a collective culture.
The identified list of issues is long, however most centre on the need for more explicit policies and practice on a number of key issues. One focuses on the need for school-wide agreement on our approaches to teaching and learning in reference to a range of aspects. A second concerns some lack of consistency within and between courses and course teaching teams in the assessment and grading process. The increasing dependence on sessional staff creates particular challenges, as noted earlier. So the third area for focus is on the capacity of continuing staff to provide consistency and leadership to sessional members of teaching teams appears - a critical factor in ensuring effective delivery of programs.  In this paper then, we will report on three strategies embarked on in the School: building a supportive infrastructure for sessional staff; encouraging a partnership relationship between teachers and students; and informing ourselves about the profile of our grading practices with a view to increasing consistency in grading.
Supporting sessional tutors

The movement towards more sessional teaching staff has resulted in some shifts in focus for continuing staff members - away from direct teaching and towards the management of teaching teams. Individual staff members have developed a range of approaches to manage teaching teams, but there has been limited structural support developed, at an organisational level, to support established staff to manage effectively and little institutional acknowledgment of the needs of sessional staff.  Recently, however, the University and its units have begun the process of addressing issues relating to sessional staff.  This has enabled our School to engage in more systematic approaches to supporting sessional staff.  A current example of this is the “Teaching Development Seminars”.
The School’s Teaching and Learning Committee instituted “Teaching Development Seminars” for sessional staff, and at the time of writing this paper, the first of these seminars had been held.  The seminar was co-facilitated by School academic staff and a campus student support staff member. Sessional staff members are paid for their attendance at these sessions.  The seminars are designed to meet several agenda: to provide a forum for sessional staff collectively to raise, discuss and address issues of concern to them in their teaching; to provide the means for sessional staff to move from a marginalised position to a more central position by engaging in and contributing to the major teaching and learning debates in the School; to encourage sessional staff to participate with continuing staff in the curriculum fora; and to build amongst sessional staff a strong commitment to good teaching and so enable them to help shape, in their particular teaching teams, processes which will ensure good teaching, including consistency of approaches towards such issues as assessment.   In other words, it is intended that intervention with our sessional staff will be one of several purposive, key strategies towards a whole-School approach to working effectively with our diverse student population. 
The evaluation of the first seminar suggests that its purpose is clearly being met. The participants reported that a key value of the seminar for them was the opportunity it provided to identify and discuss key issues with their colleagues.  An exercise of grading and giving feedback on a student assignment was run during the seminar and participants valued this as a means of raising issues about the complexity of assessment and exposing some of the assumptions that underpin inconsistencies in grading.  Participants were alerted to the need for this type of discussion in teaching teams to better support consistency in the assessment of assignments. Comment was made about the seminar indicating a valuing of sessional tutors by the School; and implicit in this is the apparent lack of value felt by sessional staff as they quietly come and go to their tutorials whilst juggling a range of other imperatives. 

Feedback to students is important and the lack of it has been a focus of student complaint. The amount, quality and timing of feedback remains a key area of further work with establishment staff and sessional tutors. The Teaching Development Seminar identified eight characteristics of good feedback to students as a basis for the Curriculum Forum to develop School guidelines on feedback. This will be the basis for further work within the Forum. In this way, we are attempting to build wider, collegial connections inclusive of both continuing and sessional staff – relationships that reach beyond particular teams, beyond the immediacy of teaching and towards a broader engagement in developing good teaching practices. 
Encouraging students as partners in learning 

Efforts to respond to the challenges posed by a diverse student population and the emerging range of learning needs are driven by a commitment to quality teaching. However, through student feedback about aspects of teaching, we know that their learning experiences are unsatisfactory at times. Acknowledging student expectations, some of which may be unrealistic, is an essential aspect of good teaching in a complex and diverse context.  However, many traditional teaching and learning methods provide a poor foundation for staff-student relations. This is particularly important in educating students for the human services, where the value base of the teaching and learning process needs to be one of empowerment. We attempt to instil values of partnership, building through example a wider respect for the indigenous knowledge and wisdom of those with whom our graduates will work. An implication of this for us has been to develop and build mechanisms by which the student/staff relationship can be a learning partnership. Whilst modelling what we aspire of our graduates, it also moves our relationship with our students beyond one of reacting to them and their needs, to collaborative problem solving and teaching development. 

Problems will always arise in the teaching endeavour and simply reacting to these reminds one of the metaphor of the ambulance at the bottom of the cliff.  Engaging students in the process of managing contingencies is more preventive than fixing problems after they occur.  But this engagement is more than preventive; it is a positive strategy that promotes and develops the very qualities we are wanting from our human service graduates. We hope that our students will see partnerships as normal practice and respect the differential knowledge, wisdom, resources and experience that each party brings to any particular endeavour. It also presents an opportunity for students to take some ownership of the ongoing and day-to-day realities of learning and to better appreciate the tensions and competing demands implicit in the university context. 

Currently two established models of partnership with students have been utilised. The first is where, on a weekly basis, students offer their written feedback; and this is used to modify and adjust aspects of teaching in a very immediate sense. Students can see the impact of communicating their experiences at their very next class.  The purposes of the teaching and learning context are made explicit, and students become are aware that the intention of their engagement is to contribute to shaping this. The second established model is a system of student representative meetings, where each tutorial elects a representative and these representatives meet on a regular basis with members of the teaching team.  Time in tutorials, in the absence of the tutor, is allocated to the students and their representatives to identify issues to take to the meetings. Tutorial representative agree on the agenda issues and work collaboratively towards solutions to these. The outcomes of the meetings are reported back to students at lectures by the course coordinator, at tutorials by the representative and also on course homepage noticeboards. What is noteworthy about these processes is that course evaluations contain a significant number of student comments about the nature of the student-staff relationship and the power of participation, such that complaints no longer dominate evaluations, but take their place alongside commentary about empowerment and partnership.  
Until now, these participatory mechanisms have been implemented in a small number of courses in the undergraduate programs of the School. Students’ comments indicate that while they appreciate these mechanisms, they view them as atypical and somewhat sporadic practices within their programs. The current move is to build student engagement in the teaching process as a normal part of good teaching practice, across all courses. These will be included in the written detailed course outlines as part of the contract between teachers and students.  If this is achieved, it represents a transformation of the relationships within the School that we believe will have sustainable outcomes in terms of meeting the continually changing, and sometimes unpredictable learning needs of our diverse student population. 
Grade profiling study 

In 2003 a study of grade distributions within the courses in our two undergraduate programs was instituted to provide a basis for comparison. Inconsistency in grading has been voiced in student complaints in CEQ scores and other internal feedback mechanisms. We were aware that different philosophies amongst our staff underpinned numerical assessments – e.g. whether students start with 100 and then lose marks for what is wrong/done badly, or whether they begin with nothing and gain marks for what is right/done well. There is not a School position on this. As well, there are varying processes for monitoring and managing tutors' marks/grades/levels and the School has no clear documentation of the different processes in place. Consequently we employed a research assistant to collate the grade profiles of all courses over a two year period (2001-2002) and to compare these. The report from this study indicated considerable variation in grade distribution from year to year within the same course and especially between courses. We are not alone in these regards, as according to James, McInnis and Devlin (2002) there is currently a lack of precision in assessing the standards of work in Australian university degrees. Nonetheless, the results indicated a need for closer monitoring of grades to limit the more marked variations on grade distribution. For example the grade profiles of some courses indicated 70% of students were awarded a credit or above, whereas other courses showed a rate of 30% or less. In two courses over 25% of students were awarded a Distinction (marks of 75% or above) whereas on several others this figure was between 2% and 6%. These variations appear to be related to both expected standards of students' work and the internal monitoring of these with the tutorial staff involved – usually a team of sessional tutors.   
Discussions are still ongoing on these issues as we are aware this is sensitive turf.  The issues surrounding grade standards and consistency between courses require contextual discussion rather than intrusive or strict policy. There is no intention to move to norm referencing where the same percentage of distinctions, credits, passes and fails for example, are awarded according to the ubiquitous bell-shaped curve. Criterion referencing is the process followed in our school, according to current university policy, where the student's work is compared against stated criteria for performance.  However there is a need for clearer processes even within the criterion referenced paradigm. At the recent “Teaching Development Seminar” for sessional staff, participants also noted inconsistency between the various courses in which they have marking experience. They noted that establishment staff members have differing requirements about grading processes as well as in terms of grade standards.  This further emphasises the importance of a more consistent school approach and the location of collegiate processes to support greater grade consistency. 
Conclusion

In many ways, the supports provided by our school to first year students are consistent with what the literature promotes as good practice. There is a degree of collaboration between support and academic staff and reasonable levels of support for sessional tutors. Grade consistency is a work in progress however and provides us with sources of challenge for the future. This suggests that ongoing evaluations of these processes are required so that the experience of staff and students can inform their improved delivery. Students’ positive experiences of their first year at university contribute significantly to the effective transition of first year students to the learning culture of the university. 
While we have been committed to practices that ensure that students’ experiences are positive, we support a move from more individualistic strategies implemented by different academic staff, to a more holistic, systemic approach of culture building and change. We know, however, that practices need to be collegially and collectively discussed if they are to be accepted and supported at the "coal-face". As well, innovations need to be evaluated for effectiveness, with information shared and placed into the public arena for the whole School to consider. All this suggests a transformation of relationships between continuing staff and sessional staff and between staff and students, so that effective responses to diverse student needs, occurring within a context of rapid change, become embedded in the organisational culture as normal teaching and learning practice. 
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