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The traditional University O’Week is portrayed as a time for congratulatory speeches closely followed by pub-crawls, pranks and initiations. But in the culturally diverse context of the modern Australian university, what place do such activities have? What does everyone expect of an Orientation Week? While the importance of social engagement is widely recognized and supported by many activities on campus during O-Week, the academic aspect of orientation can seem overshadowed. In an attempt to accommodate an increasingly diverse range of students and expectations, the University of Melbourne this year expanded its Orientation Program to include a day specifically devoted to academic activities: Academic Orientation Day.

Evaluation of Academic Orientation Day 2004 indicates that students not only attended the day in unexpectedly large numbers, but that they enjoyed and appreciated the sessions provided.

This session will explain the rationale, process, implementation and evaluation of this initiative as well as discussing the difficulties we faced in bringing our plan about. 

The evaluation of Orientation 2003 by new students at the University of Melbourne showed that school leavers are now expecting the University to manage their academic transition in a formal and comprehensive way. Survey results indicated that students would welcome more direction and more specific induction into their academic life, so that they could begin their classes with more confidence in their role as university students. 

At the same time, the mythology of Orientation continues to create expectations of excessive drinking and continuous partying.  But in the culturally diverse context of the modern Australian university, what place do such activities have? What does everyone expect of an Orientation Week?

Feedback on surveys from Orientation 2003 suggested that:

· International students don’t understand Australian students’ preoccupation with alcohol as part of Orientation but their Australian lecturers take it for granted.

· New students who intend to study want to know very specific information, such as what kind of notebook to bring to their first lecture and how to get there.

· Academics may have quite specific expectations of new students but are often resistant to sharing these with them and believe that to do so would be ‘handholding’.

In an attempt to accommodate the spoken and unspoken social and academic expectations of Orientation more effectively, the University of Melbourne expanded its Orientation Program this year to include a day which it has never offered before, specifically devoted to academic activities. Staff from services and faculties created a plan for an Academic Orientation Day. This day was kept free of competing social attractions, allowing faculties/departments to focus on introducing their new students into their academic culture. Evaluation of Academic Orientation Day 2004 indicates that students not only attended the day in unexpectedly large numbers, but that they enjoyed and appreciated the sessions provided. 

This session will explain the rationale, process, implementation and evaluation of this initiative as well as discussing the difficulties we faced in bringing our plan about. 

Session outline:

Questions and comments will be encouraged throughout the session. Copies of the slide presentation and relevant documents will be given as handouts on the day.

1. Outline of the rationale and processes behind promotion and implementation of Academic Orientation Day

a. What are the main aims of Orientation programs? 

b. What sort of feedback have students given us about Orientation in previous years, and what gaps were there to fill?

c. Students indicated that they needed more academic preparation. What are some of the initiatives we used to address this?

2. Evaluation

a. How did students respond to the day? Results from student evaluation.

b. How did staff respond to the day? Discussion of staff feedback.

c. Evaluation from both students and staff will highlight a discussion of strengths and limitations of Academic Orientation Day.

3. Where to from here? Lessons learned from 2004 and improvements for 2005.
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