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ABSTRACT

The Diploma of Foundation Studies, a program offered at Monash University’s Gippsland Campus, has an established record of successfully easing ‘at risk’ students through their first year of university (Levy and Murray, 2002). This paper identifies the range of initiatives and approaches that have contributed to the success of this program, even in the face of increasing institutional constraints. In a milieu focused on retention, this program confirms the importance of strategies that encourage students’ engagement with tertiary learning practices
The Diploma of Foundation Studies

The Diploma of Foundation Studies (DoFS) program was established in 1999 at Monash University Gippsland as a one year full-time course designed to provide an articulation pathway into a degree program or as a stand-alone qualification. Students enrol in a full-time course load comprised of four compulsory core subjects and four elective subjects from a nominated degree course. Students who complete the program then apply for a degree position. Discretionary advance standing is awarded for those subjects that have been passed with students typically receiving between four and eight subject credits. For successful students who pursue their initially chosen course of study this may equate to the equivalence of a completed first year.

All students enrolled in the program have low university entry scores, with the majority having scores in the 50s, and would be considered academically ‘at risk’ in a mainstream program. It has proven successful in meeting the needs of rural and regional students who need a broader pathway to Monash than that provided by sole reliance on Tertiary Entry Scores (Levy and Murray, 2002). Student persistence in the program has been uniformly high, peaking at 88% in 2001, with an overall average of 84% (see Table 1). Of those students who completed the Diploma, over 86% were subsequently offered places in degree programs at a variety of institutions (see Table 1). Retention beyond the first year, or continuity, has been, in aggregate, 73% with student performance on par with, or exceeding that of students enrolled solely in ‘mainstream’ programs (Levy and Murray, 2002).
These figures clearly establish, over a three year period, that provided students enrol in an appropriately supportive program, university entry scores need not be a determinant of their subsequent performance at university.  Indeed, these results refute the published reports of recent studies at both Deakin and Monash Universities that students with a university entry score of below 70 withdraw from their courses at a significantly greater rate than students with entry scores of 70 and above (Cervini, 2003, p.9; Scott, 2002, p.16). Over the three years for which data is available concerning the DoFS program, students who completed the year passed 84.4% of subjects undertaken (see Table 1). The long-term outcomes of the DoFS program confirm the findings of Schroder (1990, cited in McInnis & James 1995, p.37) that “weaker students who are supported by special programs have more persistence and perform better than students with similar academic profiles who do not.” It would seem fair to suggest that the strategies and initiatives employed in the DoFS program are effective tools for assisting classically defined ‘at risk’ students to successfully make the transition to tertiary education. The counter point “that students’ achievement is to a lesser extent determined by the conditions and provisions on the part of higher education institutions, programs, teaching styles, etc. than by ways the students act during their period of study” (Teichler, 1994, p.12, cited in McInnis and James, 1995, p.37) actually attests to the important role played by transition strategies. It can be argued it is effective transition strategies, incorporating guidance and assisted learning, which supports students to effectively and successfully engage with the learning practices of the tertiary sector. As a consequence, the “ways the students act during their period of study” may be shaped by transition strategies to integrate with the broader objectives of tertiary education rather than leaving it to chance and individual osmosis. As noted by McInnis, James and Hartley (2000, p.4) there is “increasing International recognition that students’ initial experiences [are] pivotal in establishing attitudes, outlooks and approaches to learning.”

Table 1: Student persistence in DoFS

	
	2000
	
	2001
	
	2002
	Aggregate

	Commenced DoFS
	40
	
	51
	
	82
	
	173

	Completed DoFS
	34
	85%
	44
	88%
	67
	81.7%
	145
	83.8%

	Offered a degree place
	28
	82%
	38
	86.4%
	59
	88%
	125
	86.2%

	# subjects undertaken
	263
	352
	527
	1142

	#subjects passed*
	208
	79%
	319
	90.6%
	437
	82.9%
	964
	84.4%


*Data on subject pass rates is based upon students’ numeric results. 

NP (Near Pass) grades awarded by Faculties have not been included.
Program strategies

The success of the students in the DoFS program also points to the fact that academic skills, or literacy, can be taught, and that students’ experience at university is more important than incoming characteristics (Macdonald, 2000). Arguably, DoFS students, with university entry scores in the 50s, have a lot more invested in succeeding given their ‘second chance’, and it is this motivation that contributes to their success. However, the DoFS program provides more than this. Withdrawal studies (Cervini, 2003; Scott, 2003) indicate that retention in the first year is significantly less for those students engaged in the mainstream with university entry scores of less than 70. However, the performance and persistence of the DoFS students demonstrate that in a milieu characterised by ‘massification’ and ‘non-traditional’ students, attention to transition strategies is important and can make a difference.     

The strategies that have contributed to make the DoFS program successful include: 

· an examination of transition issues as a means for students to confront and learn from their introduction to tertiary study;

· an examination of what it means to be a dependent learner as opposed to being an independent learner;

· the integration of the Languages and Learning Service Unit (LLS) into subject delivery and learning skills support; 

· the use of smaller tutorials and an increase in contact time within some of the compulsory core subjects to facilitate the active establishment of a shared student community identity; 

· an increased emphasis on collaborative group work to develop peer support and learning community networks; 

· the provision of a supported study program through the development of a learning community that fosters closer ties between staff and students.

An examination of each of these strategies is worthwhile as the success and growth of the program from 40 students up to 82 (with over 110 enrolled in 2003) has served to underscore the importance and effectiveness of some of these strategies but has also created new and unforeseen difficulties. 

Student examination of transition issues

In order to gain the Diploma, students must complete two compulsory core units and two units taken from their elective area of study in both semesters one and two (a total of eight units). The core subject GSC1611 Understanding University Learning, undertaken in first semester, begins with an examination of what it means to be a university student and related transition issues. This subject adopts a personalised learner-centred and skills oriented approach to assist students in developing the necessary academic skills and tertiary literacy to progress to studying full degrees. The first three weeks of this subject provide students with an opportunity to reflect upon their reasons for attending university, the skills they will be expected to acquire, and the range of transition issues that face all new students. Tertiary literacy (Ballard and Clanchy, 1988) is introduced and developed to emphasise an awareness of different disciplinary cultures and their impact on the transferability of student skills. This supported induction into university learning is intended to confirm for students the normality of their personal responses and to encourage familiarity with strategies for overcoming the difficulties they encounter. Experience has shown that individual responses to this approach can be mixed but are also indicative of the manner in which individuals make the transition to tertiary study.

Examination of dependent learning and independent learning

New students hear of the university ideal of independent learning as a vague reference to an amorphous set of skills and practices that are rarely made explicit. In a busy university calender of academic subjects shoe-horned into 13 week semesters, lecturers grapple with the need to impose minimum bodies of knowledge upon their students with little room remaining to address, formally and systematically, the skills and academic literacies implied by independent learning (Clarke, Clarke and Trigg, 2002). As a consequence, the transition from directed learning, as experienced in secondary schools (Marshall and Rowland, 1998), to independent learning in a tertiary environment, remains largely one of an osmotic learning process.

The DoFs program seeks to address this gulf between directed and independent learning, into which poorer students often disappear with all the attendant negative transition experiences, through the development of an almost middle way characterised as assisted learning. The program attempts to develop student responsibility for independent learning by drawing explicit attention to those skills (Devlin, 2002) necessary for tertiary learning, and the need to develop and apply them. Arguably, students have had little opportunity to develop and practice decision-making skills given their experience of a system where all important decisions are dominated by parents and teachers (Macdonald, 2000). Independent learning is intended to be the outcome of the tertiary experience; it cannot be the expected learning style of students fresh out of secondary schools whose formative educational experiences have been largely in a directed learning environment. 

Literature about transition to tertiary studies, and the attendant student issues, focuses on a range of student centred factors that perpetuate a student-deficit discourse and do not always acknowledge the institutional-deficit (Lawrence, 2002). The reason for this is, perhaps, because our institutions, and increasingly members of their teaching staff, are attempting to resolve the traumatic transition experience of students. However, two points need to be made. First, transition cannot be resolved solely outside of the teaching-learning nexus. Second, transition - like all culture shocks - is disruptive and whilst the goal is to assist students to manage the process to make it as comfortable as possible, there needs to remain some level of discomfit as that is what marks growth and learning (Cartwright and Noone, 2001).

The core subject GSC1612 Knowledge and Context, taught in semester two, introduces students to the idea of all knowledge as something that is challengeable and constructed. This is not a content free subject, but the content of the weekly topics is certainly disposable in so far as students are not required to “learn” a body of knowledge. Rather, it is intended for students to develop the generic skills, attributes and attitudes to be able to critically evaluate knowledge for their own learning purposes (Marshall and Rowland, 1998). Effective teaching/learning requires recognition that the process and students are as central to the endeavour as the actual course content (Lawrence, 2002). Subject evaluation data collected through Monquest surveys (Monash University, 2000, 2001, 2002) confirms the success of this approach. In 2002, out of 67 students enrolled in the subject 50 submitted completed questionnaires. The majority of students (75.5%) reported that most or almost all of the knowledge and skills that they were expected to acquire were made clear; 85.7% believed the subject assisted them to develop relevant knowledge and skills; and 91.4% felt they were encouraged to actively participate in the subject. Most of the students (80.6%) recognised that the subject conveyed to them the dynamic nature of knowledge, although a smaller number (77.6%) believed that their previous studies or background had adequately prepared them for the demands of this subject.

In the questionnaire an opportunity existed for students to record general comments and 21 (42%) of the students did so with responses evenly split between 11 favourable and 10 unfavourable. Amongst the favourable comments, the majority identified the teaching staff (7) as an important part of the positive experience. Other comments included:

“I found the subject to be very useful in the development of my understanding of knowledge.”

“I feel this subject is an essential way to learn about independent learning and open thinking.”

“I found the unit was effective in helping me develop an understanding of knowledge and how it varies throughout disciplines and time frames. Having an understanding of the social construction of knowledge has aided me in my other subjects and … the transition to university studies.”

“The subject … has been a base for me to relate the knowledge I learn in other subjects on, and has helped in many different areas.”

Amongst those responses that were unfavourable, the majority identified the conceptual language as too difficult to grasp (4), too boring (3), and the teaching staff as unapproachable or unhelpful (3). Other comments included:

“This class had nothing to do with anything useful. It did not relate to my other subjects.”

“Did not understand why it was essential for us to complete a subject such as this. What will it help us with in the future.”

“Too hard, confusing and boring.”

As noted by the developers of the TULIP project (Cartwright and Noone, 2001, section 3, para. 1), students do “experience a sense of cognitive dissonance when…confronted with…strategies …different from what they expected tertiary learning to be- that is, finding the ‘right answer’ from a text book”. While the comments expressed above are somewhat ego lacerating for the program coordinators, they are also encouraging. Anecdotally, DoFS students certainly feel they can express themselves, and they are encouraged to do so. While students express doubt and find certain aspects challenging at different times, exit surveys have been overwhelmingly positive. (It could be argued that such a positive result reflects the students’ relief at finishing the program; however, exit surveys are carried out prior to final examinations and collated afterwards. Hence they can be interpreted as retrospectively indicative of students’ appreciation of the outcome of their own efforts.)   

Integration of the Languages and Learning Service Unit (LLS) into subject delivery and learning skills support 

The success of programs integrating tertiary literacy with content delivery has been well documented (for example, the recent edited collections of Crosling and Webb, 2002; and Webb and McLean, 2002; and others i.e. Skillen, Merten, Trivett and Percy, 1998; Cartwright and Noone, 2001; Levin, 2001). Rather than separating skills and content, this program explicitly integrates the learning processes and study skills necessary for academic success. Five weeks are devoted to the study of learning skills considered necessary for tertiary study, including reading and note-taking, various aspects of essay writing, and examination preparation and techniques. This segment is team taught, incorporating a collaboration of expertise between LLS and the subject lecturer in lectures and tutorials. The calculated embeddedness of these skills reflects an interest in moving away from a student-deficit discourse (Lawrence, 2002) to one acknowledging the importance of assisted learning in the acquisition of these skills.

Students in this program have the opportunity to develop their tertiary literacy skills through explicit guidance. Mismatches between student and lecturer expectations can impede the development of both confidence and literacy skills (Levin, 2001; Krause, 2001). The collaboration between LLS and the subject lecturer are aimed at providing to students both an appreciation that literary practices are variable in the institution (Levin, 2001), and the specific requirements of their particular lecturer. Students are provided with a unit book incorporating appropriate readings and guidance through objectives. They are provided with detailed feedback on assignments, aligned with those objectives, along with the clearly delivered idea that if they develop their ideas more broadly, they will receive better marks.

Smaller tutorials and increased contact time

The use of smaller tutorials, 15 – 17 students, and increased class time, two hour tutorials rather than one hour, for the core subject GSC1611 Understanding University Learning, has proven an effective means of assisting students to make the transition to university study. These students, in addition to coping with the demoralising effects of a university entry score deemed inadequate for mainstream university entrance (Levy and Murray, 2002), are also faced with much larger class sizes than those in their previous context. These can be intimidating (Krause, 2001).  Smaller tutorials therefore provide a non-threatening environment in which students may experiment with the learning skills and behaviours expected at a tertiary level and facilitates the active establishment of a shared student community identity. The smaller class size and added duration allows greater opportunity for staff and students to develop a productive learning relationship, allows each individual an opportunity to participate and permits issues of both learning process and content to be better explored. Student feedback from 2001 and 2002 indicated that over 80% appreciated this innovation and indicated they believed the tutorials were a significant contribution to their effective transition to tertiary learning. These results confirm earlier research that indicated personalisation, the opportunity to interact with the tutor and the level of expressed concern for the students’ welfare, was important to students’ perceptions of a positive learning environment (Bruck, Hallett, Hood, MacDonald and Moore, 2001).

Increased contact for ‘at risk’ students is recognised as an effective strategy for encouraging students’ commitment and persistence (Peel, 2000) and may be credited with contributing to the retention and continuation rates of the DoFS program. Budget constraints and the success of the program, leading to its expansion, have for this year seen the abandonment of this particular initiative. As recognised by the literature (i.e. Bruck et al., 2001; Lawrence, 2002), budgetary constraints are increasingly dictating pedagogical decisions and producing rationalised responses to learning and teaching. Tutorial sizes in 2003 have risen above 20 and as high as 24 with what seems to be a recognition that the program can afford to consume some of its own success and still remain both viable and attractive. Rationalised staffing decisions have seen a shift away from the provision of a small core teaching team in place of the re-deployment of existing staff. These changes commenced in 2002 and, whilst long-term effects cannot yet be assessed, somewhat mixed results are already noticeable. Retention rates and subject pass rates in 2002 were down from the 2001 high (the only year in which continuity of a small teaching team existed) but articulation rates from the Diploma into degrees have continued to rise. It may be that the 2001 student cohort was exceptional or that since then the programs ability to retain those students less motivated to pursue a tertiary qualification has been reduced due to a diminished degree of personalisation.

Emphasis on collaborative group work

An increased emphasis on group work for the development of peer support and learning community networks is also built into the structure of the program through the second semester core subject, Foundation Project, in addition to the development of communication skills. Unlike mainstream Arts first year students who do not generally work in this way (McInnis, James and Hartley, 2000), this Arts subject requires students to form groups that identify a project topic, distribute group tasks and roles, and collectively and collaboratively produce a single integrated report that evenly incorporates the individual contribution of each member. Assistance in this endeavour is provided through the provision, to each group, of a post-graduate student mentor although increased enrolments this year (2003) have brought this strategy under review.

A learning community model

The DoFS program provides students with a supported study environment through a range of initiatives intended to help mediate student transition to tertiary study. Chief among these is a commitment to the establishment of an effective learning community among the students, academic staff and administrative support staff (Peel, 2000). This has proven to be an effective means of overcoming the sense of isolation, alienation and other transition issues experienced by new students (Evans, 2000; Kantanis, 2000; Peel, 2000). Importantly, it also counters the closely held belief of some students with low university entry scores that they do not really belong at university. Internal evaluations of the program and student satisfaction, through mid-year and exit surveys, have indicated a high level of success in this endeavour. Evaluations conducted during 2001 indicated that 88% of students felt a sense of participation in a learning community. Higher results were recorded in 2002, with 91% of students reporting they felt encouraged to participate actively in academic programs. Ninety percent found the teaching staff enthusiastic and had sufficient access to them outside of class.  

The learning community strategies identified by Tinto (2000), linked courses and cluster learning strategies, sit comfortably with the structure of the DoFS program with its compulsory core subjects and restricted range of elective subjects. Students find themselves enrolled in common courses and subjects and are thus able, with active staff encouragement, to form peer support networks as a means of alleviating any sense of isolation (Peel, 2000).  However, a learning community is composed of more than just the students. Staff also play a pivotal role, as a sense of “being known” (Peel, 2000), learner-centred pastoral care and expressing concern for students’ welfare (Bruck et al., 2000) are important ingredients in providing students with a sense of belonging, support and participation. The use of a small pool of staff to collaboratively teach three of the four core subjects across the year has previously allowed staff and students the opportunity to build robust teaching/learning relationships for the duration of the program. Administrative staff have been integrated into this community through the designation of specific Student Course Advisers who have been involved with, and are known to the students, through participation in selection, enrolment and course selection. Learning support personnel are also integrated through participation in the delivery of lectures and hosting of tutorials. Indeed, it has become an expectation that, when possible, all staff involved in teaching or supporting aspects of the program should be involved in the selection of students and their induction into university during orientation week. The strength of this initiative lies in the fact that students and staff have the opportunity to begin building learning community relationships from the moment of first contact with the university.

The DoFS course fosters in the students a sense of belonging and a shared identity. This sense of community arises partly because the students work closely together in four core units and select their electives from a reduced pool of offerings. It is also instilled by the elaborate entry procedures for DoFS program. The DoFS interview process, the need to obtain a School reference, and the students’ entry essay all involve a degree of personal investment that is lacking in the routine VTAC entry pathway. 

It is personal investment, by both students and staff, that appears to be the key to the establishment of a successful learning community. During University Orientation, special academic and social sessions are provided for the DoFS students with the intent of assisting them to develop a sense of student community identity. As observed by McInnis, Hartley and James (2000, p.4) “[u]niversities, by themselves, do not ‘make’ the student experience; this requires an active contribution from the students.” Community building takes place in the tutorials and daily interaction between staff and students rather than in constructed social events such as BBQs that are arranged by staff and for which the only commitment made by students is their attendance or absence. Student attendance at such ‘events’ has tended to be relatively poor. In contrast, events that the students have taken upon themselves to organise in conjunction with staff, such as group photographs and social gatherings, have attracted wider participation.

Whilst it is difficult to quantify the social dimension of the DoFS program, this difficulty should not mean that social achievements are ignored or discounted. Research (Kantanis, 2002; Peat, Dalziel and Grant, 2001) has shown that students perform best in their first year at university when they negotiate successfully the social transition between high school and university. Success in the first year is not just about acquiring academic skills; it also involves developing an appropriate level of social maturity and social well being. Anecdotal evidence suggests that the program succeeds because the students establish firm friendship networks, support each other, identify with a personalised university learning environment, and establish a learner identity through which they see themselves as an integral part of the university learning community.

Educational implications

The success of the DoFS program can be attributed to the teaching strategies, university resources and the qualities of the students’ themselves. It is their personal qualities, their enthusiasm and thirst for knowledge, and their effective enculturation into a learning community that ultimately contributes to the success of the program. To be successful, DoFS students, and ‘at risk’ students generally, need to be placed in an educational environment which is conducive to learning. The DoFS program has embedded in it a number of teaching strategies and resources which enable the students to become confident, independent learners, rather than just leaving it to chance. The teaching initiatives that have been most successful include: students studying transition issues; the integration of Language and Learning services into unit delivery; a heavy investment in tutorial work; the introduction of collaborative group work; the encouragement of learning networks; the development of a sense of community; and the introduction of support programs which encourage positive student/staff cooperation. Continual improvement is nevertheless sought through on-going collaboration in defining, clarifying, and achieving good teaching practice (Bruck et al., 2001). These effective transition strategies support the engagement of students with the learning practices of the tertiary sector. Whilst these strategies may make all the difference for students with low university entrance scores, the fact that academic skills can be taught suggests these strategies would be of value to the learning experiences of all students.
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