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The ‘First year at UTAS’ project at the University of Tasmania has brought together a range of stakeholders with the aims of better coordinating efforts to improve the first-year student experience and establishing an ongoing University-wide consultative mechanism for monitoring and evaluating these activities.  A pilot first-year student attrition survey has provided preliminary data to inform the work of the project team.  The data from this survey indicates that for more than half of the respondents, University factors did not contribute to their decision to withdraw.  While this early data is limited it is nevertheless helpful for designing new strategies to improve communication with students, improve identification and targeting of students who are potentially at risk and provide better support for first-year coordinators and sessional staff.  

There have been several efforts to improve the first-year experience at the University of Tasmania since the mid-nineties. These have included staff development colloquia and the introduction of several new bridging and enabling programs. In 2002, a ‘First-year on Campus’ project examined the range of activities directed towards the support of first-year students and identified a need for central coordination of the planning and delivery of services and support, the responsibility for which had been distributed across administrative sections and schools.  This paper describes a current project at the University of Tasmania aimed at coordinating university-wide activities targeting the first-year experience.  It outlines progress of the project to date, with particular attention to a pilot attrition survey undertaken in order to guide the direction of the project.  

 ‘First year at UTAS’

The ‘First year at UTAS’ project aims to develop ways of centrally coordinating the delivery and development of University services, resources and associated planning in support of student first-year experience.  The intention is to establish a sustainable management model for provision of the range of activities designed to support first-year students.  This should enhance coordination across administrative sections, schools and faculties and improve service delivery in learning support, personal support, accommodation services and provision of social, cultural and recreational services and facilities.  The Project has a Sponsor (the Pro Vice Chancellor, Teaching and Learning), a Steering Committee, a Reference Group, a Project Team and a number of Working Parties for specific project activities.  

Planned outcomes

Expected key outcomes for students include better planned and integrated services, leading to: eased transition; an improved sense of belonging; a more enjoyable university experience; improved capacity for independent learning and problem solving; and a better chance of academic success.  Integration of service delivery and support also implies potential benefits for staff, including: improved staff development opportunities; more support for first-year coordinators and sessional staff; and greater recognition of staff who provide services.  Faculties and schools should also benefit from improved coordination and from involvement in evaluating first-year experience activities, while the institution at large should benefit through administrative efficiencies, reduced duplication of effort and reductions in attrition.

Project activities

The project encompasses the following activities.

1. Conduct a pilot study of attrition and reasons for staying at university

2. Develop a university wide consultative mechanism for the regular evaluation of FYE services and support

3. Develop strategies for more systemic support for casual teachers

4. Develop strategies for targeting students at risk

5. Review and update resources for first-year students, in print and on the web

6. Develop strategies to support and recognise staff involved in FYE, institutionally and at school level

7. Establish a network of first-year coordinators

8. During first semester, work with first-year coordinators and students to develop a systemic policy and processes for providing early diagnostic feedback to students (within the first six weeks)

9. Develop procedures for embedding generic and discipline attributes into first-year teaching

10. Develop an enabling program for international students, using UniStart as a basis

11. Develop a set of priorities for ongoing improvement of the first-year experience, based on the evaluation of the 2004 experience

At this stage of the project, the various working parties have made substantial progress on most of these activities.  The university-wide consultative mechanism is likely to consist of a high-level committee with representation from the first-year coordinators.  A network of first-year coordinators has been established and a more systemic support program for casual teachers is under development.  The Teaching and Learning team (part of the University’s Flexible Education Unit) is investigating strategic partnerships with schools to improve the embedding of generic and discipline-specific attributes into first-year teaching.  The UniStart enabling program has been modified in order to include international students.  Strategies for targeting students at risk are being tried out and the pilot study of attrition has been completed.  As noted above, the findings from the pilot attrition survey are intended to inform and guide the activities of the various working groups.

Pilot first-year attrition survey

While there is a very substantial literature on attrition, the circumstances of particular institutions and of their student populations vary.  Accordingly, it is important to determine local reasons for attrition, or factors that may put students at risk, and to assess what factors might be within the power of the University to influence.  The project working party was interested to find out why first-year students withdraw, how the views of continuing students compare with those who have withdrawn and whether students and staff agree on the problems first-year students face.  Academic staff perceptions of the needs of first-year students were studied in 2002 (Waters, 2003).  The aim of the pilot attrition survey was to complement this data by looking at the perceptions of students who withdrew from three first-year units in 2003. A survey instrument was designed to enable comparison with academic staff responses on relevant issues.  The instrument was sent to 233 students and 68 responses were received (a response rate of 29%).  Further complementary data was obtained from focus group discussions with students who continued in the units in question.  

Students continually make decisions about whether or not to continue with their courses, and the reasons for their decisions usually are complex, multiple and rational (Martinez, 2001).  Students who do withdraw may not consider themselves to have dropped out, but simply to be taking a break.  Mature-age students, in particular, often interrupt their studies for periods of a year or more (Palmer, 2003).  White and Mosely (1995) see the ‘stop-out’ (as opposed to drop-out) phenomenon as particularly relevant to non-residential universities, where commuting, as well as home and financial problems are the main reasons for attrition and for breaks in enrolment.  Student withdrawal generally should not be seen as a failure on the part of the university but the result of students’ rational economic decisions (DesJardins, Ahlburg & McCall, 2002).  

DesJardins et al (2002) point to U.S. studies indicating that only 15% of students withdraw as a result of academic problems.  In an English study of Further Education student withdrawals, Palmer (2003) found that external factors were considerably more influential than college factors in decisions to withdraw.  Elliott (2002) suggests that non-traditional students in a first-year teacher education course often face a complex mix of family, financial and logistical issues that can finally lead to withdrawal.  Most Australian tertiary students do not reside on campus and travel time is an important attrition factor, even when students are succeeding academically (Catterall, Gill, Martins & Simeoni, 2003).  These authors also suggest that many students are disengaged because they are enrolled in courses that are not their first choice.  Students who are not strongly committed to their course of study, or who are at university because of parental or peer pressure are perhaps more likely to be disengaged.  McInnis and James with McNaught (1995) suggest that a clear sense of purpose is an important factor for student success.  Their research indicates that most students do have a strong sense of purpose, but the minority who do not may well be at risk.
Abbott-Chapman examined student support at the University of Tasmania in 1997/98 “in the light of the changing characteristics of the student population and their associated study needs” (Abbott-Chapman, 1998). This study found that the University generally is a happy place where students enjoy study and being students, are able to make friends, are respected by their teachers (these findings are supported by student comments in the focus groups held in September 2003 to supplement the FYE Project attrition survey) and attrition rates are low.  These are encouraging findings, as a number of studies indicate that foremost in the factors that influence student persistence in higher education are things like a positive sense of their place at university and thinking of one’s self as a university student (McInnis et al, 1995), feeling connected to the institution, rather than isolated (Darlaston-Jones, Cohen, Drew, Haunold, Pike & Young, 2001), feeling socially and academically involved and part of a learning community (Tinto, 2000).
Reasons for withdrawal

The majority of respondents to this survey (about 54%) stated they had withdrawn for non university-related reasons (Table 1).  This, together with the stated intention of about 60% of respondents to re-enrol in the near future, is congruent with the findings in the literature cited above.  For about 40% of the students in this study, the nature of their experience at the University was not a factor in their decisions to withdraw – in fact, 22% of the respondents actually transferred their enrolment to other units.  A further 33% of the respondents did not attend any classes and, presumably, did not have a first-year university experience of any kind.  

For the 30 respondents (46%) who said that university-related factors had contributed to their decisions to withdraw, ‘not knowing what was expected’ of them was the most often cited factor (Table 2).  This is consistent with the opinions of 75% of respondents in the 2002 survey of academic staff in the Faculty of Arts who reported that students often do not seem to know what is expected of them when they begin university studies (Waters, 2003).  While small numbers of respondents felt the university had not provided sufficient pre-enrolment information, was unfriendly, unwelcoming or uncaring, or that teaching methods were unhelpful, the overall message from this survey, supported by focus group interviews of continuing students, appears to be that the first year experience, though challenging, is neither intimidating nor unpleasant.  

Unit-related and student learning factors

The 9 respondents who mentioned teaching methods as a contributing factor to their decision to withdraw (Table 2) painted a picture, in their open-ended comments, of a few teachers who go too fast, do not allow for beginners, explain little and do not encourage questions.  Very few students found units uninteresting, or excessively difficult or demanding.  A larger group (about 28%) felt that personal learning issues were a factor. Most of their comments suggested they lacked appropriate tertiary literacy skills or sufficient motivation.  

Importance of and satisfaction with factors affecting the first-year experience

Opinions about the relative importance of factors affecting the first-year experience (Table 3) were very similar to the opinions of the Arts Faculty academics surveyed in the preceding year. For both groups, the two most important items were ‘Constructive feedback’ and ‘Informative unit outlines’.  Respondents generally indicated that in-school orientation was satisfactory and that the unit outlines were informative.  Some students felt it was difficult to get advice from lecturers and tutors and that they had not been given constructive early feedback on their assignments.  In the 2002 survey of academic staff, early diagnostic feedback and effective communication with students were seen as the second and third (respectively) most important issues.  However, a minority of staff in that survey felt that nothing special needed to be done to support first-year students and it could be that this minority contributes to the less than satisfactory experiences of some students

The most encouraging result was the relatively high satisfaction with unit outlines; as noted above, students and staff both rate these as very important.  Other items on the list that scored relatively high satisfaction ratings included preparation programs, in-school orientation and mentor programs.  Respondents were less satisfied with the availability of lecturers and teachers – an item that most students see as very important.

Student perceptions of problems and their solutions

Of all the issues mentioned by respondents when asked about the biggest problems facing first-year students, most were concerned with the need to learn independently and to cope, both academically and personally, with the various demands of tertiary study and of fitting it into their lives (Table 4).  Very few respondents mentioned that they found the University culture to be unwelcoming or intimidating – a view supported by comments from continuing students in focus group discussions.  A number of unit or course-related items were mentioned, including the lack of coordination of deadlines, unavailability of academic staff, IT issues and difficulty in obtaining library materials.

Respondents’ views on how to improve the first-year experience focused mainly on a desire for more academic orientation and support, both at the institutional and at the school level.  This is congruent with the views of Arts academics surveyed in 2002 who also focused on the need to assist students to learn independently and to offer them more academic support.  However, of all the suggestions for helping students to cope (both in the survey and in the focus groups) the one most mentioned was coordination of assignment deadlines so that students do not face the highly stressful situation of having several assignments due at almost the same time.  Unfortunately, this issue is both perennial and intractable, especially in courses such as the BA in which a very extensive range of available units means systematic staggering of due dates of assignments for all students is virtually impossible.

The main findings from the attrition survey are that the majority of students who withdrew from the units included in the study did so for a mix of reasons – particularly personal reasons - and many of them expect to re-enrol at a later date.  For just under half of the respondents, university factors played a part in their decision.  The most important of these were in the area of communication and there is considerable agreement between students and staff on this.  Information issues (either too much or too little) and difficulties adjusting to the University culture also were cited, along with a small group of unit-related factors such as excessive workloads, units they did not find interesting and teaching methods that did not suit them.  

The fact that focus group participants raised many of the same issues as the survey respondents does indicate a need for attention to some aspects of the first-year experience - especially constructive feedback on assignments.  But, on the whole, most respondents were satisfied with most aspects of their brief experiences of university study.  Very few had found the University to be unwelcoming or unfriendly and focus group participants suggested that students generally like the University culture and enjoy being students.  

Attrition survey respondents, focus group interviewees and Arts Faculty academics all appear to agree that many students do not know what is expected of them when they begin university studies.  While this is not a problem for many students who manage to ‘learn the ropes’ from informative unit outlines, online materials, lecturers and tutors and other students, some students tend to flounder, especially when the first round of assignment deadlines arrives.  

Finally, both the students and staff surveyed commonly suggested there is a need for increased academic support for students.  While staff are most likely to see this as a need for more centralised support, students appear to want more support from academics in specific units.

Systemic responses to attrition data
Responses to the attrition survey suggest that employment, financial, family, personal and health issues - things generally beyond the University’s control - are the most common reasons for withdrawal.  However, Abbott-Chapman (1998) suggests that while decisions to withdraw are based on multiple factors, the underlying but hidden reasons tend to be loss of motivation or being tired of study.  To deal with this she advocates “a multi-faceted response…in which the activities of Student Services and academic staff complement one another” (Abbott-Chapman, 1998, p. 6).  Accordingly, the project team sees the attrition survey as just one source of useful information and is working on a number of fronts.

Early findings from this pilot study suggest that:

· Mature-age students are particularly likely to experience family, financial and employment difficulties;

· Female students are more likely than male students to withdraw for family/personal reasons

· Male students are more likely than females to withdraw for financial reasons;

· Distance from campus is a minor factor (68% of respondents in the attrition survey lived within 30 minutes of a campus; only 19% lived an hour or more away);

· 33% of respondents did not attend any lectures (in other words, they did not ‘drop out’ so much as decided not to take up their offers in 2003);

· 82% of respondents indicated that they were likely to re-enrol - 60% within the next year or two.  The latter could be viewed as having temporarily suspended enrolment, rather than as having dropped out.

Such information, while based on a small preliminary sample, is useful for monitoring and managing attrition and has drawn attention to the adequacy and targeting of services such as mature-age student orientation, provision of child-care and emergency financial support.

Further attention is being paid to the quality and consistency of orientation, communication with first-year students and academic support.  Students generally appreciate academic orientation within schools, especially when it is provided in small welcoming groups by academics and experienced students (Pitkethly, 1997) and the survey and focus group responses tended to confirm this.  More attention to in-school orientation is being promoted through the first-year coordinators group and facilitated through the central distribution to School and Faculty staff of "Running an Orientation Program at UTAS", a fact sheet designed to help develop school-based orientation programs that complement central activities.  

'Orientation 2004' integrates virtual, print, and face-to-face services.  The new format 'drips' information to students gradually, providing information on preparation for University, orientation activities, and the skills and knowledge they need to adjust and succeed during their first semester at University.  New initiatives, such as a first-year students web site, email contact list, and a web-based list of frequently asked questions, are helping students access the information they need when they need it.  The new web-site ‘First-year at UTAS’ http://www.firstyear.utas.edu.au/index.html is designed to help students make the transition from prospective to current student at the University of Tasmania. It is continually updated with information for first year students and is designed to be the main source of information for students throughout their preparation for university, orientation, and semester 1. 

Learning support at the University of Tasmania has largely moved away from the individual support model to embedding support into course units through collaborative curriculum development.  While this development, together with the increasing popularity of UniStart and other enabling programs, has greatly extended the reach of learning support services to first-year students, Abbott-Chapman (1998, p. xix) suggests “the four fold streams of foundation, personal and targeted support and consultative services…as a model of delivery”.  Abbott-Chapman argues for foundation support accessible to all commencing students but adds “one-to-one…consultation will always have an important place”.  A multi-layered approach to learning support could include curriculum development, generic workshops, discipline-specific workshops, consultations and Print and Web-based resources (Cargill, Percy & Bartlett, 2003).  Accordingly, a number of alternative complementary learning support approaches are being tried and evaluated in 2004 (drop-in, short consultations, on-line enquiries, group support and student-initiated workshops). 

The First year at UTAS project has brought together the main providers and stakeholders in a concerted effort to identify first-year student issues and to coordinate activities that address these issues.  This coordination should continue through the establishment of an ongoing consultative mechanism.  The pilot survey of first-year attrition has provided some indicators of important factors in student decisions to withdraw.  It has tended to confirm that both students and staff see ‘not knowing what is expected of them’ as a prominent factor affecting the likelihood of a successful first-year student experience.  This information is assisting in: the development of strategies for improving communication with students; formalising and supporting the position of first-year coordinators; better supporting casual teachers, and; targeting and assisting students who are potentially at risk.
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Appendix 1: Tables

Table 1. Main reason for withdrawal 
	
	Number
	%

	Chose other unit(s)
	15
	22

	Family/personal issues
	13
	19.1

	Employment commitments
	10
	14.7

	Financial issues
	7
	10.3

	Health issues
	7
	10.3

	Did not like uni/unit
	3
	4.4

	Other
	12
	17.6


(n=68)

Table 2. University-related factors that contributed to withdrawal (in rank order)

	
	Number
	%

	Did not know what was expected of me
	21
	30.8

	Information overload at start of course
	12
	18.5

	Insufficient pre-enrolment information
	11
	16.9

	University not a welcoming place
	9
	13.8

	Difficult to make friends
	9
	13.8

	Teaching methods did not suit me
	9
	13.8

	Workload excessive
	8
	12.3

	Unit not interesting
	7
	10.8

	Work too difficult
	7
	10.8

	No-one seemed to care about me
	5
	7.7

	Orientation insufficient
	3
	4.6

	Found unit confronting
	2
	3.1


(n=30)

Table 3. Importance of and satisfaction with ten aspects of the first-year experience

(Scales of 1-5 where 1 is ‘low’ and 5 is ‘high’)

	
	Mean score: importance
	Rank
	Mean score: satisfaction
	Rank

	Constructive feedback
	4.69
	1
	2.86
	7

	Informative unit outlines
	4.67
	2
	3.64
	1

	Finding out what is expected of you
	4.65
	3
	3.24
	5

	Availability of lecturers and tutors
	4.56
	4
	2.22
	10

	Preparation programs
	4.38
	5
	3.62
	2

	In-School orientation
	4.32
	6
	3.38
	3

	Mentor programs
	4.07
	7
	3.35
	4

	Informal learning groups
	3.94
	8
	2.80
	8

	School social activities
	3.81
	9
	2.91
	6

	Provision of group learning spaces
	3.5
	10
	2.80
	8


Table 4. What are the biggest problems facing first-year students?

(51 responses)

Being an independent learner/ coping with the culture/ expectations (14)

Difficult for mature age student to fit in (5)

Time management/workload (5)

Essay writing/deadlines (4)

Balancing uni with work (3)

Finances/lack of money (3)

Lack of preparation/school preparation inadequate (3)

Unsure uni is right choice (2)

IT difficulties (2)

Lecturers not available (2)

Distance – lecturers not available at North West Centre 

Distance - not using resources well

Hard to get library materials

Information overload in early weeks

Unwelcoming culture

Difficult to socialise

Too many harsh rules – unsympathetic markers

Disorganised lecturers

1

