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ABSTRACT

Most transition and orientation programs are characterised by their focus on the future learning experience that awaits the “unknowing” student. This paper will argue that in making the locus of experience the forthcoming university encounter, without also taking into consideration the self-identity that the student brings to the university situation, an important dimension has been neglected. Some reasons will be postulated as to why we should make the student’s current self-conception as learner the starting point of transition programs and why this has been traditionally ignored. Sociological and phenomenological perspectives will be used to describe the depth of “experience” that needs to be considered. Pedagogical implications will be discussed in the light of outcomes of one-day workshops offered as part of the 2003 orientation for new students in the Division of Economics and Financial Studies at Macquarie University.
Introduction



The significant impact of the initial experience during the first few weeks of university on the attrition and overall performance rates of students has been widely documented and discussed (Tinto 1993, McInnis 2001; McInnes & James 1995; Pitkelthy & Prosser 2001). Attempts have been made to isolate factors that contribute to student withdrawal and how these can be addressed during the first year of study. Universities have responded by offering “transition” or “orientation” programs either before the beginning of the first semester or during the first few weeks. Although some of these programs follow Tinto’s (1993) recommendations that they be student-centred and address students’ needs early, and that they focus not only on academic success but also the students’ well-being (Pitkelthy & Prosser 2001),“the student” is generally situated in the future rather than in a continuum from past to present. Evidence of this stance can be found in instances such as learning strategies being taught in the context of performance on future academic tasks, orientation being directed towards becoming familiar with the new university environment and expectations, past high school experience being referred to only in terms of the differences in approaches to expectations, tasks and environment; and efficacy of transition programs being determined by their value in the future. 

While accepting the research findings that the most significant factors that contribute to student attrition happen after the point of entry into university (Tinto 1993) the consequent focus on the forthcoming university experience often calls for both a physical and phenomenological dissociation of the student from their past. The overall message of most transition and orientation programs is one of an abrupt finish of one phase (that of the past learning situation) that bears little relevance to the new phase. An undercurrent to this message is that the student would not know what they want or need, or how useful a transition program is, because they have not yet encountered the new situation. This paper challenges this position by highlighting the rich and important resource that students offer in terms of what they see is important to themselves as learners. In doing so it takes up McInnis’s  recommendation in his summary of what is necessary in order for research on the first-year experience to gain greater depth and wider relevance: 
“We researchers have not, for example, asked students enough questions about the relative importance of what we have assumed is important in the process of transition from school to university. It might be asked if we are in danger of becoming overly concerned, if not precious about aspects of the first year experience that are of little consequence to the students themselves.” (2001:112)
Why should we start with the student? 
The advent of phenomenographic methodology to study students' approaches to learning (Marton 1981) has given rise to an important shift in perspective where student experience is the research context. How students perceive the academic environment, the demands of their courses and their own learning approaches, is now centrally important. This is a direct contrast to behaviourist methodologies that validate experience from the researcher’s perspective and use quantitative measures such as examination results or retention rates as indicators of success. Perceptions of “good teaching” are now being seen as that which uses students’ knowledge as its starting point rather than teachers’ knowledge (Kember 1997, Hativa 2000). Similar pedagogical insights need to be extended into transition programs.

Sociological perspectives of factors that shape human consciousness are also relevant to the argument that we need to see the student in continuum from past to present. Students of today are, on the whole, able to articulate what is important for them at a deep level of self and need to be able to bring their past reflection and experience into the learning process. Indeed, the age of many university students (17 to 20 years) is a crucial time of self-actualisation, which involves both structure and agency. It is a time when they are trying to “produce” a self that is satisfying to both themselves and society (Hodkinson 1994). Greater impact is also brought to this factor by the ”radical reflexivity”, characteristic of “high modernity”, which  “extends to the core of the self”, where we not only reflect on our actions, but on our own subjective and internal experiences (Giddens 1991). Accompanying the radical reflexivity is a greater intensity in the search for meaning (Tacey 2003, Taylor 1989, 1995) and a “deepening of the self” (Lash & Urry 1994). We can see evidence of this in every aspect of youth culture: the books they read, the words of songs they listen to, the web sites they visit, the issues that are important to them. 

Today’s students are continually confronted with the questions which Giddens says are focal for everyone living in today's modernity: "What to do? How to act? Who to be?" (1991: 70). They are faced with a barrage of choices and dilemmas that call forth such reflection. They are asking these questions in the face of increased complexities, personal problems, family break down, national and international tragedies, threats of terrorism and impending war. They come to the learning situation with a greater need for their inner experiences to be validated, because it is from these experiences that they are continually being called upon to answer existential dilemmas and to make choices that were traditionally made by institutions. If they are entering as mature-aged students, which is often the case, then this need would be magnified.

Unfortunately, much of the orientation to the first year of university education has neglected to take sufficient account of these phenomena. Yet many students who have recently graduated from high school or other feeder institutions such as TAFE, may have been involved in subjects and teaching methodologies which require a sophisticated and reflective response. When translating this into the impact that it may have on their approaches to learning, it is interesting to note that one study has shown that students’ approach may deteriorate from a deep approach at starting point to a surface approach after the first semester (Johnston 2001). Other aspects of student life before entry into university may also call forth deep levels of self-awareness. Many students have assumed leadership positions in their school life and have held part-time jobs. Similarly, mature-aged students would probably have experienced a wide array of situations that demand a high degree of reflective awareness– from parenting to pursuing careers. 

Furthermore, concerns for how students are going to adjust to the new situation at university may be overlooking the valuable resources they have already accumulated in facing “the new” at various times of their lives. More than any other time in human history, the new has been at students’ doorsteps, and often at a very young age. They have confronted the new when they migrated from another country, moved to new neighbourhoods, started a new high school, adjusted to new family situations after divorce, started in new employment contexts, formed new friendships, assumed new parenting roles and met new expectations from society. 

When we talk about “orientation programs”, perhaps we should keep in mind the fact that possibly one of the most disorientating experiences in the first encounter at university may be that both the immense self-awareness that students have of themselves as learners, and their need to articulate it, are silenced. Taylor (1989) discusses disorientation in terms of “identity crisis”, where an individual does not know where they stand in relationship to what is important in their lives. This importance cannot be gathered in isolation from one’s history and the many interactions that have shaped what Taylor calls our strong evaluations of the “good”. If we are separating the student from all the aspects of their past from which they are able to make sense of the present, we may be alienating them on a deep level of self.

Why we do not start with the student?

The obvious reason why we do not start with the learner’s past experience, is that there is a genuine need to assist them to adjust to the different environment and expectations that they are about to encounter, and about which they have very little prior knowledge. However, if we want to seriously consider the student in the way advocated here - in continuum - it is also important to take account of reasons why we may not be asking the student the right questions about what they bring with them to their first year of university and, importantly, why we may not be able to really hear the answers. 

To discuss the “student experience” at the point of entry into university may seem difficult given the growing diversity of socio-economic and cultural backgrounds. Indeed post modernist influences have warned against over-generalising individual experience due to the danger of the enforcement of a sense of mass culture at the expense of exclusivity of minority groups and their different perspectives. It may seem that the only manageable place to start is at the point that all students have in common – the future university experience. Even here there have been legitimate concerns about over-generalising the experience of one university and transferring this to another, or over-generalising the experience of students of one faculty and transferring that to another. (Pitkelthy & Prosser 2001, Tinto 1993)

Another prohibitive factor to considering “student experience” in any broad sense is that most higher education discourse - including that which informs the surface/deep learning distinction - is couched in terms of task orientation. The concept of understanding as performance on a particular task is exemplified by Laurillard’s statement: “One of the most often quoted maxims about learning is the one which includes ‘I do and I understand.’” This perspective manifests in the learning focus of most transition programs being the academic skills needed to perform certain academic tasks (1993:58). However, as Booth (1997) argues, it is only when the task is related to the students’ world or personal experience as distinct from the experience of the task as an end in itself, that high quality learning can occur. Thus “the relevance of the task has to transcend the task in itself and have some personal meaning for the learner.” (1997: 137) Of concern here then is how performance on academic task can be enhanced by relating to the students’ experience and, importantly, to that which has meaning for them. 

It seems that we are only able to reach a significant depth of interpretation of student experience when we are able to admit that wider dimensions of the self have relevance for higher learning. If we are to ask the student what is important to them as learners, we are bound to step into the affective, behavioural, cultural and, in some cases, spiritual domains of self. Most of these dimensions have been largely excluded by traditional higher education, with its long-standing ideal of the objective learner who leaves the self out of the process in order to arrive at the truth. The skills relevant to ‘higher’ education are seen only to include the cognitive, or as Barnett (1990) describes it, “higher states of mind”. While the development of thinking skills that enable a student to ‘take a view from above’ is crucial, little attention is given, in most traditional university settings, to other factors which influence a student’s ability to learn. Moreover, to address the affective or behavioural aspects of the self is not generally seen to fit in with the role of the academic. These have been neatly divided and distributed to the counsellor or the psychologist and are generally considered to be outside the domain of educational concerns. 

However discourse that primarily favours only the cognitive promotes the view of the learner as individualistic, ahistorical and an ‘isolated mind’.  It is a position that has led to the values of ‘disengagement’ and ‘disinterestedness’ as the norms of the modern self in any academic pursuit and has been severely criticised (Jackson 2000; Taylor 1989, 1995; Palmer 1993;Harvey and Knight 1996). Such a stance encourages the students to write a narrative which makes no reference to themselves as people who have a past and future. As Jackson (2000:281) cites Gray (1994) “…to be ‘academic’ is an ‘activity that does not take account of the practical and emotional, that remains cold and unaffected by the complexities of human experiences.’”  However, with the continued exclusion of wider dimensions of self from much traditional higher education, we are unable to really hear what the student may be telling us is relevant to themselves as learners. 

Phenomenological perspectives: situating orientation programs in the locus of self

Phenomenology presents a radical departure from the positivist tradition that sees a clear separation between subject and object and, when applied to learning, gives priority to the objectivist stance. The central tenet of phenomenology is that truth can only be revealed through the interplay of human consciousness and the objective world, a dialectic between subjectivity and objectivity. Student experience, in the phenomenologist framework, includes all that is present to consciousness at the time of learning and goes beyond contextual or environmental influences to include “all kinds of experience, the aesthetic, the emotional, the noetic, the spiritual, dreams, feelings, moods, etc” (Troutner 1974: 152). Husserl called such phenomena “essential phenomena of the human world” and, moreover, they are essential for the “meaning-making capacity” of human consciousness (McPhail 1995). Hence the focus is not that of facts, skills or behaviour, as we find in traditional education, but rather “the basic issues of what meaning these have for the participants and how meanings develop in the continuing reconstruction process of consciousness.” (Chamberlain 1969: 136)  It is the richness of what appears before the consciousness as phenomena, and their corresponding effect on what is seen or learnt, which is the essence of the contribution of phenomenology for how we are to interpret students’ experiences. 

Equally important is the attention given in some forms of phenomenology to the on-going biography of the self that is always in a state of ‘becoming’. The position of phenomenology is that since there is a continuous interplay between consciousness and the phenomenal world, the human self is continuously being created and recreated in every interaction with the world (Greene 1988). Understanding is thus a “self-constituting process”, which has reflexivity of consciousness as its basis. When one becomes conscious of one’s “lived experience” one at the same time establishes one’s self-identity (Burch 1990). Rather than seeing consciousness as fixed and individual, the educative process would involve a consciousness that is continuously impacting on the self-making process. 
Consequently in order to gain insights into the aspects of lived experience that are relevant to the first- year university student, the maxim used in higher education of “I critically think and I understand” or “I logically argue and I understand” would be enhanced by incorporating the wider definition of understanding that is offered by Chamberlain:

“Understanding is an activity of the whole person. Every aspect of one’s background, intelligence, experience, aesthetic sense etc. is involved in understanding anything. It is a person who understands; he understands from within the context of who and where he is; he understands in his own way and from his own location of experience…”(1969:136)

A case study 

This perspective was brought to the investigation of student experience as it was revealed in one-day workshops for students who were about to embark on studies in the Division of Economics and Financial Studies at Macquarie University in 2003. The focus of the workshops was learning principles that are relevant to study of first-year subjects in the Division. These learning principles had been formulated over the past twelve years of teaching learning strategies to university students, but this was the first time they had been taught in this context and in the form of a one-day workshop for new students. In preparation for the workshops, several staff members and second-year students from the Division were interviewed about the perceived problems encountered by first-year students and the learning strategies needed in order to perform well in the subjects. The learning principles were taught under the umbrella of facilitating students to take responsibility for their own learning process and outcomes and to be aware of the choices they had in terms of their approaches to learning, particularly in regard to their own preferred learning style. The principles were grounded in course materials, content and assignment tasks of first-year subjects as well as scenarios of future study in the Division. Importantly, they were also taught in the context of how these principles revealed themselves in the students’ past learning and how this has relevance to their future studies. 

Because students enrolled for the workshop in response to a flier which outlined the aims in terms of them becoming better prepared for studies in the Division of Economics and Financial Studies, it could be presumed that one of their primary incentives was to gain the cutting edge in their forthcoming studies. As many had studied business/economics related subjects for the HSC, it could also be assumed that they had the background to determine the relevance of the contents of the workshop to their particular field of academic interest.

The aims of the workshop were:

· To be oriented towards sound learning principles that can be applied to all your subjects.

· To gain the necessary strategies to learn at a deep and satisfying level.

· To develop an understanding of your own particular learning style and how to apply this to your academic studies.

· To get to know some of the other students.

Even though a program had been devised before commencing the workshops, it was flexible enough to be able to change the emphasis according to the needs expressed by the students. One of the outcomes was that several key themes arose in response to an assessment of students’ perceived needs, and so by the third day, the workshops took the form of being divided into three sections.  References were continuously being made to each of the corresponding learning principles. In the first section the issue of lack of ability to focus or concentrate was attended to by teaching the principles of which go under the banner of “being awake” and include looking for your intention; staying in the present moment; attending to innermost attitude; and choosing gratitude over and above complaint and dissatisfaction. In the second section individual learning styles and preferences were taught, as were the skills needed in each of the core subjects in the division. In the third section the issue of procrastination and time-management were addressed through the principles of becoming more emotionally intelligent and doing the important things before the urgent things.

The non-compulsory one-day workshops were offered over twelve days with a maximum of 25 students in each class. A total of 220 students enrolled for the workshops and 188 attended. Most of these students had gained entry to the university on the basis of high TER scores (90 or above) and had been educated under the Australian high school system. Students came from a variety of different cultural backgrounds and high schools and were entering a range of different majors including Actuarial Studies, Economics, Business Law, Business Administration, Business Studies and Accounting. There was an average of two mature-aged students in each class - who had gained entry through the NSW TAFE system or high GPA from previous studies in their country of origin. 

In the light of the position outlined in this paper, my aim was to investigate the following questions:

i) Which dimensions of learning do students see as relevant to their future studies in the Division of Economics and Financial Studies?

ii) Can this be generalised in any way that may have relevance for other transition programs? 

iii) To what extent do students feel that they are able to determine the utility of a program when they have not yet entered their university studies? 

The method of investigation was a question asked in the first hour of the workshop as part of a “getting to know you” exercise and a course evaluation given to students to answer anonymously at the end of the workshop. The question asked at the beginning of the workshop was “What is the main obstacle to you being an excellent learner?” Students first shared their responses in small groups and then with the whole class, when each reply was noted. Students were encouraged to identify and name only one obstacle. If they nominated more than one, the first one that they mentioned was taken as the source of data. 

This question was not only used as an investigative tool but also to set the tone for the rest of the workshop. It implied the assumption that students have a strong idea of “excellent learner” and the aspects of their past experience that could be eroding or blocking that self-concept. It gave the message that how they see themselves as learners as shaped by past experience has relevance to their future studies. The question also signified interest in them as learners in a wider sense than in how they perform on academic tasks.  Moreover, their reflective self-awareness was highly valued and their responses would form a large basis of the remainder of the workshop. 

The course evaluation asked students to write a response to the following questions: 

Which aspects of the workshop were the most useful?

Which aspects would you like to have explored in greater detail?

Which aspects were not so useful?

What changes do you intend to make as a result of attending this workshop?

Would you recommend this workshop to other students? 

Other comments? 

Some students gave several answers to these questions and these were all recorded in the outcomes.  

Outcomes 

	Number of students registered for the course
	220

	Number of students who attended
	188

	Number of students who answered the question at the beginning of the workshop
	180

	Number of students who completed course evaluations 
	179


1) What is the main obstacle to you being an excellent learner?

	Procrastination
	39

	Inability to concentrate/ focus (gets distracted easily)
	38

	Time-management/ organization skills
	16

	Laziness
	14

	Lack of motivation
	11

	Memory
	10

	Language / communication problems 
	6

	Reading
	5

	Exam anxiety
	4

	Fear of failure/ making mistakes
	4

	Lack of imagination/creativity
	3

	Lack of self-confidence
	2

	Note-taking
	2


Those that just had one response: not listening to instructions; gets stuck on one problem and finds it difficult to move on; worries too much/ has panic attacks; not being able to answer exam questions; learn to listen to other people; lack of commitment; puts in a lot of work with little return; self-discipline; forget what you are going to say next; fear of speaking in groups; dislike of group work; bad study habits; understanding theory; not recognising when I need help; pride; fatigue due to lack of exercise and good eating/ sleeping habits; choosing the best learning strategy; essay writing;; not going into the subject in enough depth; not being able to express on paper what is in your head; study not being high priority; lack of self-discipline; cannot sleep well.  

2) Evaluation of the course

Which aspects of the workshop were the most useful?

	Learning what kind of learner I am/ my personal learning style
	67 students

	Dealing with procrastination/ becoming more emotionally intelligent
	51

	Learning how to be more “awake” –focusing on intention and attention
	49

	The impact of innermost attitude and the importance of gratitude
	36

	Meeting new people from the same division
	23

	Techniques for finding the big picture
	22

	Games and activities
	15

	Understanding how to treat time preciously
	13

	How to look for data which says that you are off course
	12

	Learning skills related to the subjects taught in the division
	11

	How to choose a deep approach
	6

	Learning how to transfer information to long-term memory 
	3

	The importance of looking for interconnectedness
	3

	Being assigned a learning partner
	3

	How to ask questions in tutorials
	1


Which aspects would you like to have explored in greater detail?

	Everything was covered well/ no comment
	25

	Course outlines/ skills and expectations relevant to the particular EFS subjects 
	25

	Treating time preciously – doing the important things before the urgent 
	23

	Emotional Intelligence
	22

	Learning style
	17

	Study techniques
	17

	How to concentrate more /be more awake/focused
	11

	Understanding big picture and details
	9

	Long-term memory skills
	9

	How to stop procrastinating
	8

	Note-taking from lectures 
	8

	Motivation
	6

	Dealing with lectures/tutorials
	5

	Attitude/frame of mind
	5

	How to write essays
	5

	Frame of mind for studying
	5

	Deep approach
	5

	How to make interconnections
	4

	Exam stress
	3

	4 MAT system
	2

	How to give more 
	2


Which aspects were not so useful?

	72 students had no response to this question – indicating that they found all aspects to be useful.

	50 students responded that they found every aspect of the workshop to be very useful.

	That is, 122 students found all aspects to be useful.

	

	Aspects that were nominated for being not so useful were:

	Puzzles and games 

	8

	How to be more awake in class

	8

	Course outlines EFS subjects


	7

	Skills for the EFS subjects 

	7

	Things that they already knew/ common sense 
	6

	Looking for the big picture in course outlines

	6

	Being actively involved/ Asking questions 

	4

	Time 

	4

	Learning partner

	4

	Procrastination

	3

	Interconnectedness of Accounting concepts 

	2

	Others that had one response were: 4 Mat; looking for data that says “I’m off course”; getting to know you exercise; “happy/sad mentality”.

	Two students indicated that they will not know until university starts.


What changes do you intend to make as a result of attending this workshop?

	Attend to my innermost attitude and practise gratitude
	50

	Improve my approach to learning/ apply my preferred learning style
	45

	Stop procrastinating 
	35

	Be more awake/present 
	28

	Be more organised with my time
	21

	Look for the big picture/ details/ interconnectedness
	20

	Communicate more with others about what I am learning 
	17

	Find a deeper intention for why I am studying
	12

	Look for data that says that “I am off course”
	9

	Choose a deep approach
	5

	Read more before the lecture
	2

	Improve my long-term memory
	1

	Have regular study breaks
	1


Would you recommend this workshop to other students? 

	175 out of 179 students answered “yes” and many said “Yes definitely” or “Absolutely”. 

	Three of these students said: “Yes, but it depends on the kind of learner or student” or  “Yes, if they want to improve their study habits.

	One student said “no”. One student said “It depends on the individual – 50/50”. One student said “maybe” and another student responded with “possibly”. 


Discussion

In light of the perspective taken in the paper, this data draws attention to some important phenomena. Students seemed to have a strong image of “excellent student” and were acutely aware of their weaknesses in learning and able to articulate these. The fact that a large number of students reported procrastination and the ability to concentrate as significant blocks to their learning is manifested in both their response to the first question asked at the beginning of the workshop and also in response to the questions at the end in regards to the aspects that they found to be the most useful and the changes that they intended to make as a result of attending. It should be noted that when they were asked to share their obstacles to learning at the beginning of the workshop, many students mentioned either or both as these as their second choice. Moreover, other obstacles mentioned – such as lack of motivation, laziness, time management - relate to these as broader issues. 

Even though these students had scored high university entrance scores, there were obviously some learning difficulties that had been left unattended and which they saw as relevant to the context of learning in university. That is, these factors could be seen as examples of how past learning experiences need to be considered in the future university learning context. Again, it is only with the foundation of the “emerging self” who is in continuum from past to present, that these difficulties could be detected and attended to. 

The fact that over a third of the students had themes in common points to the possibility of being able to generalise some of the difficulties that are common to many students. If this is the case, then issues are raised as to who is to take responsibility for addressing such obstacles and is it the role of orientation programs to do so. Are they factors that arise all the way throughout university education? Do we need to extend our notions of higher education pedagogy in order to address these factors in our classrooms? 

Students clearly came with the intention of gaining skills for studying their academic subjects, and twenty-five students said that they would like to have explored skills related to their academic subjects in more detail. However, the important phenomena that arose from these workshops was that a larger majority of students gave priority to the non-traditional skills which relate more to “ways of being” rather than the more task-based skills that were taught in the middle section and which many other transition programs emphasise. For example, students found aspects such as dealing with procrastination, learning how to be more “awake”, attending to their innermost attitude of gratitude, to be more useful than the skills relating specifically to their future subjects – such as reading or long-term memory or essay writing. This is the case even though they were given equal importance and time in the workshop. It needs to be acknowledged that the learning principles related to the question of “how to be” were taught in terms of their relevance to academic study. Nevertheless, this link has not been made in most of the traditional higher education framework and these outcomes may call into question the need to make more of a connection in future pedagogy. 

In terms of the change that they were wanting to make as a result of attending the workshop, many students mentioned that they wanted to practise gratitude. This, and the emphasis given to other aspects of being, may well be further illustration of the search for meaning and the overt desire to find ways of being in their education that are satisfying on a deep level of self. It may also be an indication that they place high value on the ability to be more engaged - a theme that was addressed from the beginning to  end. The fact that nearly all the students said that they would recommend the workshop to other students and that a large majority found all aspects to be useful, may well indicate that an orientation program that attends to ways of being and draws a connection between these ways of being and academic learning - both past and present - has hit the right key.  But of course we can only take this as a true signifier of such conclusions if we admit that students know what they are looking for in their notion of being a good learner and are able to articulate this, even though they have not yet confronted the new situation. Interestingly, in answer to the questions: “which aspects were the most useful?” and “which aspects were not so useful?” only three students commented that they will have to wait and see.  

Another important phenomenon that arose was that a large number of students found the most useful aspect of the course to be the discovery of their own preferred learning style. Emphasis was placed on recognising that there is often a gap between the learner’s own preferred way of learning and the way in which the information is delivered and that this changes from individual to individual. Rather than perceiving this as a lack of ability, students were empowered by recognising that they can take responsibility for this gap and bridge it by applying the various strategies taught. Again these aspects were taught by asking students to identify how they had arisen in past learning contexts and how they may manifest in future contexts. Importantly, they do not make sense if seen in isolation from the self-in-continuum or if linked entirely to performance on task. For example, one talks about the preferred style of learning of needing to see the big picture, as a general characteristic of the student, not something that they adapt to meet the demands of the task. The high ranking given to this aspect of the workshop may further signify a search for greater self-awareness. 

Conclusion
One of the most important factors that influences student success is their involvement in the classroom and the learning communities of the university. Importantly, the nature of this involvement is signalled from the very first experience of a class (Tinto1993, Light 2001). Hence there is great power in the message sent to students in orientation and transition programs. It is one that sets the tone of the dimensions of self that are valued in university education. However, the durability of this message also depends upon how it is reflected when students are immersed into the curriculum within the context of their particular subject matter. In this paper it has been argued that the message needs to be congruent with the reflective student’s need to link their past experience as a learner with their present learning situation. 

Although the need for greater engagement of the student has been widely acknowledged (Ramsden 1992, Biggs 1999, Chalmers & Fuller 1996, Mann 2001),  the issue of disengagement that has been brought to light by the responses from students in this case study, has not been addressed in any depth by higher education teaching and learning pedagogy. To give attention to the dimensions that students from this case study have nominated as important for them would mean that the current focus on performance on academic task would be enhanced by seeing learning as located in the being of the student. Our willingness to prepare this ‘being’ for university study in transition and orientation programs is going to depend on an acceptance that its inclusion has relevance for university education; that today’s university student is thirsty for attention to the reflective and aware self; and that this self must be seen as in continuum from past to present.

In order to access this continuum it seems that the question asked of students in this case study – “what is the main obstacle to you being an excellent learner?” is potent. It may be used to set the context for other orientation programs after listening to answers from other cohorts of students. Of particular interest would be answers from groups of students who have been educated overseas in countries where there are vast differences in approaches to learning and teaching. 

This case study represents one way in which the prior experience of the student can be attended to in effectively in an orientation program. The data reveals some important characteristics of how learners perceive themselves as they are about to enter the university context. If the obstacles mentioned have been prevalent in the past learning contexts and students have not yet been shown how to overcome them before entering university, there is every chance that they will manifest in their future studies. If our assessment of the value of orientation programs is dominated by students’ performance on future tasks, we may miss the very questions and answers that are needed to assist students to get off to a good start. 
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