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Many universities have web sites designed to assist students through the transition to university study. Typically, these have been developed by university staff members. The University of Adelaide’s “Starting @ University” site is unusual in that it was designed and developed by a team of students working in collaboration with a member of staff. In this session, some of the students involved in the project will provide a guided tour of the site. As well as demonstrating some of its features, they will talk about what they set out to achieve, the process they followed to do this, and how successful they believe this to have been.

In this session we aim to provide a guided tour of the Starting @ University web site by some of the students who developed it. We expect that this will lead into a discussion of issues associated with the development, maintenance and evaluation of such sites.

Many Australian universities have web sites designed to facilitate students’ transition to university. Generally, these have been developed by members of the university staff. The Learning and Teaching Development Unit (LTDU) of Adelaide University undertook to produce such a transition site, the difference with this site being that it was developed by a team of students rather than by staff.

An internal grant was successfully applied for and a team of six students were appointed to work on the task. They were selected on merit and also to represent a diversity of backgrounds including program, year level, discipline area, gender, age, language, culture and place of residence. The team met weekly with LTDU staff member, Kerry O’Regan, over a period of 3 months, to plan and develop the site. The first step in this process was to view and critique corresponding sites on other universities’ web pages. This led to the compilation of a list of effective and detracting features; things to be emulated and things to be avoided.

The next step involved developing the content. The team engaged in brainstorming and discussion and Kerry suggested issues identified in the literature. Informal surveys were carried out through contacts at a couple of secondary schools and these indicated some areas of concern for prospective students. Individual team members then developed various drafts of content outlines which were reviewed and refined until a final structure was agreed on, one of the underlying principles being that the site should meet the needs of a diverse audience.

The various sections were allocated to individual team members who wrote the content and incorporated links to existing sites both within and outside the university. The (by then 4) members of the student team and the staff member undertook DreamWeaver training and so were all involved in the process of actually putting the material online. The LTDU supported the project and hosted a formal launch by the Vice Chancellor to which around 70 key university staff and student representatives were invited.

The site contains information and links which identify the potential target audience, tell the stories of real students and their transition experiences, provide insights into the academic and social aspects of uni life, identify the help available within the university, define some of the common terms students are confronted with, give budgeting information, offer some entertainment. It is designed from a student rather an institutional perspective and has a young and funky look to it.

While there was much more we would have liked to do with the site, we were, as ever, faced with the usual constraints of available resources – time, people and money. However, web sites are, by their nature, organic things and we see the present site as a beginning rather than an end product, with the potential for ongoing development in the future.

Some questions we could discuss are:

· Is such a site worthwhile? For whom? How do we know?

· Who is best suited to develop such a site?

· How do you decide what to include? How it is structured? The ‘look and feel’?

· How do you promote it? Evaluate it?

· How could we improve the Starting @ University site?

