A map, a bicycle and good weather: The transition to undergraduate study.

Sue Purnell: Massey University College of Education, Wellington, New Zealand
Abstract

The research described in this paper originated in a concern that there is a dearth of published literature that describes the first year experience in New Zealand. Is our experience unique, or does it reflect that of students in Australia or the USA, about whom much has been written?  Nicholson (1990), describing people in transition, suggests that they need: 

A map, a bicycle and good weather: The good weather is a climate of psychological safety and support, and the bicycle is the psychological freedom to explore and pathfind in the new environment; but the maps which organisations are usually able to give people are totally inadequate (1990:94).

The study aimed to answer the question What are students' perceptions of their experience of the first undergraduate year at one university in New Zealand and what are the implications for the university?  This paper uses Nicholson’s (1990) Transition Cycle as a framework for exploring aspects of the student transition experience.
Introduction

Fifteen full-time students from two different degree programmes were interviewed in depth to add student voices to those of the academics.  This desire to enable others to hear the voices of students dictated the quantitative, inductive methodology used, and is supported by Light (2001) 

I am a statistician, but I am impressed with the power of individual's heartfelt stories…These personal interviews paint an entirely different picture from the kind of information that comes from a large scale check-box style of survey questionnaire.  For this particular research, personal interviews offer a special depth and richness that no check-box questionnaire, however well designed, could easily tap (2001:6).

This work can be viewed as a snapshot of a small group of students in their first year. The camera does not lie – but it does not always tell the whole truth of the situation. It cannot give us a picture of those who were 'out of the frame' - the students who had already left before the research was conducted, or those who for whatever reason, chose not to participate.  It could also be argued that any snapshot is true only at the time it is taken, and student perceptions will change as different experiences are encountered on the journey. 

It appears that the experiences of these New Zealand students do reflect in many ways the experiences of students in Australia and to a somewhat lesser extent, the USA.  I expected that I might find some aspects that were quite dissimilar, however, the multiple personal challenges faced by this group closely resemble those of their counterparts in other parts of the world.

Findings from the research covered a wide range of areas, and were described in the study using three propositions:

1. The first year experience is not uniform. It is a personal journey
2. Institutional systems and processes affect the transition journey at all stages of the cycle 
3. The political/economic/social context affects the first year experience
Discussion of Proposition Two:


Institutional systems and processes affect the transition journey at all stages of the cycle 

This paper concentrates on Proposition Two, and builds on the discussion of Nicholson's Transition Cycle that was first raised in Christchurch in 2002 (Purnell 2002).  The cycle is described in detail in The Transition Cycle: Causes, Outcomes, Processes and Forms (Nicholson, 1990) and was originally written for the business environment. 

Although findings from the student interviews indicate that transition is an individual experience, institutional effects can be isolated as an area for investigation, since there is considerable potential for change in the way the university 'does business' and any change will impact on each individual student in different ways.  Astin argues that:

… most effects of institutional type are indirect; that is they are mediated by faculty, peer group and involvement variables.

The institutional structure, as such, is not the key ingredient [to student success] rather it is the kind of peer groups and faculty environments that tend to emerge in these environments. (1993:413).

All four phases of the Cycle (Preparation/Encounter/Adjustment/Stabilisation) are discussed, with examples from student experiences and the literature.  The first two cycles around the model- Tasks & Goals and Pitfalls & Problems - offer a systematic general framework to assist in the interpretation of the findings, and ways of describing the influences at work as the transition unfolds.

Phase One: Preparation 

Expectations and motives, and achieving a state of readiness lie at the core of the tasks and goals for this phase:

If one knows a change is imminent, it is helpful to have clear and realistic expectations about what is to come, to be positively motivated towards the change, and to be aware of one’s feelings about it 

However there are potential pitfalls/problems too:

People may feel fearful, unready and reluctant to change…one is equally ill equipped in the opposite condition: when change is anticipated with exaggerated optimism and starry eyed idealism (Nicholson, 1990:89).
Most of the students in this study made decisions about aspects of their future with insufficient information.  These decisions include the courses they enrol in, the degree options available to them, and the university they attend. This finding echoes comments from McInnis (2000) 

Some students lack enough information or accurate information on which to make informed choices (2000:14).  

and

…are being burnt out by the effort to get into their institution (2000b:20).

The following comments from Bob:B2
 and Ruby:B2 encapsulate the students' concerns in this area

Well, from my point of view, it would have been great to have more advice for older students, not so much about studying, but about making decisions and other helpful things to know (Ruby:B2).

I found it very vague coming here - someone came to school, and it was supposed to be an information session but it was just about filling in the application forms. I found out my information from friends (Bob:B2).

These problems persist despite the university having a substantial body of printed literature available, liaison persons in every area of New Zealand, a colourful and inviting web site, 0800 contact numbers and school liaison visits.  Tinto recognises these problems: 

…but even when individuals do seek out information, it is frequently the case that those data are either inappropriate to the important issues of choice or misleading in character… Often [students are] informed by the least accurate and reliable of information (1993:52).

The unique needs of the mature age student have not been well addressed by the university in relation to enabling access to clear advice, or assisting with the transfer to university. There may be a perception in institutions that those who have been in the workforce, and have ‘life skills’, will know how to navigate systems and discover the information they need. Other aspects may include time constraints, lack of computer literacy, or fear of large institutions Maybe mature students do not explore these aspects prior to enrolling?

Students coming straight to university from secondary school are probably slightly better served regard to information. They receive advice from career advisors, and visits from the various local universities in the months leading up to the end of their school career.  Many, although certainly not all, are computer literate and can access the information available on the Internet. However they still do not always have correct information.

Another issue in relation to the advice (or lack of it) before enrolling, is the amount of prior knowledge and learning in the subject that is assumed - even at first year level.  Bob:B2 reflects the comments of a number of other students, when he says: …what they say is 'the course assumes no prior knowledge' - but it does. 

Often mature students enrol for courses thinking that they will be taught all that they need to know - and then find that this just doesn’t happen. Eagle and McDonald (1998) comment that institutions have a considerable responsibility to assist mature students with advice and guidance to help them navigate their way through the initial critical few weeks of university life. This area of academic advice is critical. Tinto (1993) comments

Poor choices, and the expectations upon which such choices are made, can have immediate and lasting effects on institutional participation… (1993:54).

It is important to acknowledge that the intention to be helpful appears to be relatively consistent throughout the university, however the advice is not always reaching its target. 

Phase Two: Encounter (the first four weeks)

The Encounter, the actual move into the university system, will always bring new and unexpected changes, no matter how well the student believes they have prepared themselves - and as described above, many were not well prepared.  

Nicholson describes the tasks of Encounter as:

…developing a sense of one's competence to cope, and enjoyment in the challenge of sense making and exploration.

However there are always potential problems:

the reality shock of encounter may be hard to handle. The stress of early experience can occasion bitter regret and a variety of defensive-coping strategies. Indeed when transitions are excessively painful in their early stages, quitting is a rational response  (1990:89).

Translated into the university setting, the tasks and goals are settling into new accommodation (for some), feeling familiar with the physical environment of the university, starting to make friends and develop social networks, and coping with first lectures and tutorials.  

Orientation and the first few weeks

In a recent major study in the USA, Light asked graduates about their memories of their university experiences:

It is clear that the first few days and weeks on any campus are for many a 'big deal' 

(Light 2001:206).

Many of the students mentioned the need to 'learn the ropes'. Finding their way physically around campus was also a critical skill to be mastered - the shame of having to look at a map is not to be contemplated!   The first encounter with the university, either at orientation day or at a study skills programme, has left a lasting memory for some. 

Oh my gosh I'm going into it blind - and its quite overwhelming and so huge, so many people everywhere (Sam:S1).


The whole first semester I was an absolute mess- crying and crying (Lee:S1).

It was very confusing at first, I felt lost, but we have a common room here and we go there and chat. That helped. I think Maori students are pretty well supported here (Jane:S1).

These comments reinforce the very personal nature of this process, and how vivid the initial memories are.

Many students experienced difficulties during the transition to tertiary studies because of lack of family involvement [or support] in the process. 

He actually don’t want me to go to university, because its long…and means no more part-time work - for financial problems and all that (Virginia:S2).

People like Virginia:S2 and Christina:B2, mature students with husbands, found the lack of support from home added one more stressor to be dealt with, right from the start of their university experience.

The findings from this study reinforce the literature, much of which clearly supports a focus on ensuring that the first few weeks are positive and useful, and are structured in a way that enables students to look forward with confidence to the rest of their year.

Early study issues

Nicholson's (1990) description of having a  'sense of one's competence to cope' is relevant here. 

Jane:S1 commented 

Not being at school for a very, very long time and having to learn how to write academically, …that was a real challenge to learn to write, to study - it was a barrier for quite a while - in some ways it still is, but it's a learning curve (Jane:S1).

This critical element - the learning of study skills, and the academic expectations of the university, is commented on by Pitkethly & Prosser (2001):

The results showed strong support for the academic orientation process.  Students value explanations of expectations, and explanations of the different teaching and learning methods of the university. They seek purposes and direction for their subjects and courses, valuing clear course aims and objectives.  They emphasise the need for on-going academic skills support throughout their first year (2001: 190).

Satisfaction with what was offered in the courses was mixed, and considering that this is probably the students' first encounter with the academic side of the university, this was a disappointing finding. One comment serves to illustrate this point:

There was a study skills thing in orientation week, but I didn’t find them very helpful for when I actually went to class (Elizabeth:B1).

Tinto’s comments indicate a possible reason for this lack of satisfaction:

Evidence suggests that skills are most effectively learned in a context that gives meaning to those skills as they might be required in a course situation (1993:183).

Expectations also played a part here - a number of the students were unconcerned initially about study issues, and did struggle. Others, who were concerned, found the initial note taking and reading easier than expected. 

Understanding the requirements for first assignments was also a big challenge for some in the first few weeks. There were a variety of experiences:


I wasn’t sure I was confident in the way I was interpreting it (Sam:S1).

They give you pretty good guidelines of what you need to do (Lee:S1).

Eagle & McDonald (2000), reporting on mature students in a Business studies programme, confirm much of what the students in this study experienced:

There appears to be a correlation between students who indicate relatively high levels of dissatisfaction, and those who admit to lacking confidence and being unable to determine clear expectations of what was required for initial assessment.  [This] suggests that teaching/learning and assessment expectations should be made extremely explicit in the first lectures (2000:5) 

The University, and individual lecturers, clearly have work to do in this area

Making friends - the social context

The opportunity to make friends, develop social networks, and feel 'at home' on the campus appears to have been significantly influenced by accommodation issues, reflecting McInnis' findings:

Tinto's notion of social integration and its impact on student persistence has achieved wide spread currency in the literature on student attrition.  It has been found to…operate differently for residential than 'commuter' populations. (Mcinnis et al 2000b:30).

Students like Elizabeth:B1 and Lee:S1, who lived in a university residence, found that the communal living experience gave them 'instant friends' even though at times it was frustrating:

It got to the stage after a couple of weeks that everyone knew everyone, which could be a little bit crowding, but for the first few weeks it was quite good. 

 Later Elizabeth said 

Well, I have just had an argument with them…its very hard especially when they have been drinking…because I'm working and I need my sleep.  Sometime in the weekends I don’t want to know them (Elizabeth:B1).
For the rest of the students, all of whom lived off campus, it was a lonely time. 

I found it lonely the whole year actually…quite hard developing friendships with people (Sam:S1).

It was hard to make friends with Kiwi students - they didn’t really want to know me (Anne:B1). 

The difference in the development of effective social networks between those who live on campus and those who do not, is consistent with comments from Hemmings:

Good personal relationships are required to cope with the process of adjusting to everyday life…on campus students feel more at ease and more confident …when they have made friendships with other students.  In contrast,  off-campus (commuter) students felt it was important to have an outside support network (1995:3). 

When one considers this link between friendship, socialisation, the peer group and academic success, the findings of writers like McInnis (1995, 2000), that there is an increasing lack of engagement with the university, become a matter of major concern.

Phase Three: Adjustment

If things do not go well at the Encounter phase and/or the initial few weeks are too stressful or confusing, the student may not even get to this phase of the cycle.  Nicholson describes the tasks and goals of the Adjustment phase as being personal change, role development, and relationship building.

The central task of the Adjustment Phase is to achieve a consonant relationship between self and environment through self-development (personal change) and effective innovations (role development) which improve the quality of one's work (1990:89).

In a tertiary setting, this translates to adapting to university requirements, developing a new role as a student, learning to cope with living away from home, or in changed financial circumstances, and feeling comfortable in the university environment. The academic tasks of the student in the adjustment phase are to learn new knowledge, to come to terms with the requirements of their particular discipline, and to utilise effective study strategies. The maintenance of social networks is also important.

Unsatisfactory adjustment occurs where the only adaptation the individual is willing or able to make results in person-environment misfitting. (1990:89).

In university transition, this 'misfit' would perhaps result in a student being extremely unhappy, possibly failing courses, or potentially dropping out. A number of factors influence this Phase:
Teaching and Academic Staff Issues. 

All of the students in the study had comments to make about the way they were being taught, the resources available to them, and the interaction they had (or in some cases did not have) with the academic staff  - including both lecturers and tutors. Some were extremely positive, like those students who really enjoyed the opportunity for exploring new ideas, being stretched and challenged to think differently, and who found the lecture situation a good place to learn. Positive comments included:

She gets everyone involved and everyone speaks up…She's got everyone behind her every step of the way…I have really admired her as a teacher…She challenges you to think (Elizabeth:B1).

The good teacher puts it all in perspective - all the examples - this is what they mean, this is how they fit together (Lee:S1).

Sadly, negative or critical comments were more plentiful. The ones below are fairly typical: 

…the course, I don’t think, was very well organised and I don’t think anyone really knew what they were doing…I didn't get much out of the lectures, they just kinda skimmed over the surface ( Kathy:B1).

Kathy had a number of critical comments about the lecturers that she had encountered, but was doing well in her assignments. She commented that she was learning in spite of everything. 

Others said:

Some of the lecturers were good at explaining things, but that was a minority…I think a lot of people were too scared to ask questions…because they didn’t want to feel dumb (Sam:S1).

McInnis (1995). recognises the comments of such students and suggests:

The lack of enthusiasm of staff for teaching perceived by students is not simply a problem of individual academics: it must be countered by institutional policies including staff deployment strategies, programmes for professional development and efforts to raise the status given to leadership of teaching and learning at the first year level (1995: Sec 11:2).

There is ample evidence in the literature that issues such as the quality of teaching, course organisation, access to resources, and the level of difficulty of the course are closely linked to student persistence and perceptions of their initial experience. (Hinton & Tickner, 2000 ; McInnis et al 2001b).

What actually constitutes 'effective' or 'quality' teaching has been the subject of discussion in academic circles for many years, and is not the brief of this study. It is the student's perception of the quality of teaching that is important, and clearly it is not, for the most part, very positive. Analysis of the interview transcripts reveals that an overwhelming majority of the students made specific, critical comments about the quality of the teaching of one or more of their lecturers. 

Learning issues and Assessment

Issues of learning and assessment are closely linked to the previous section.  Jane:S1 and Virginia:S2 also made very positive comments about their learning and new found knowledge.

I was enjoying it. Even though I didn’t do well, I'm glad I got something in my brain.  I learned a lot from the lecturers.  The knowledge you know…its really good the stuff I have learned from all the subjects (Virginia:S2).

It's actually started to open my eyes Just that little door opens up - just a bit - and then you keep going. I sort of see the learning thing as a door being shut on me, and then coming here…has opened it up a little bit, and I think every year its going to open a little wider (Jane:S1).

Most of the students in this study did not talk very much about the learning process, their approaches to learning, or what they had actually learned since they began their university career.  These findings are similar to those of Johnston (2001) who suggests that students in their first year at university are tempted by their new found freedom and the time available to socialise or to work in paid employment. This may result in surface learning - just sufficient to pass, but not to extend them.   

The students did discuss assessment, the impact of grades, the challenges of first assignments and the varying quality of the feedback they received on their assignments. A number of them felt that grades were very important and they were less than satisfied with the message 'C's get degrees' that seemed to be coming from some lecturers.  Others were just interested in passing, rather than failing, and that was enough for them. 

The key message from the students in relation to assessment was that there was insufficient guidance given early in the first semester, about the assignment requirements and expectations from many lecturers.  They talked about learning to play the academic games.   A number bemoaned the fact that so many of the assessment events seemed to come on top of each other, making time management difficult.   

Marking and feedback from the lecturers came in for considerable criticism, mainly in relation to the lack of a clear understanding about how they might have achieved a higher grade for a piece of work. 

These comments from the students echo the findings of Johnston (2001): 

Such uncertainty is indicated in the perceived lack of clear guidelines that students report in relation to the education context.  Care needs to be taken that first year students are given clear guidelines, are informed of expectations, and are provided with detailed information about examination and assessment procedures in the faculty (2001:180).
Use of Support services

In their 1998 article, Lee, Gelonisi, Jolly & Kench found, as McInnis had done in 1995, that students in the first semester of their course have a low usage rate of available support services.  There are two important questions related to this. One, do students know about the available services -are they marketed well enough? Two, if they do know, why are they not using them?

Comments from some of the students in this study give us some clues to the answers. It appears that most of them knew about the availability of services, although this information did not always reach the student in time for it to be useful (as in the case of the pre-semester study skills courses).  Kathy:B1 commented that the students are all adults and if they need information or help, they should have sufficient initiative to find out.

What is of more concern is that some students who did use the services (in particular the health centre and the student learning centre) found them 'unhelpful', 'condescending' and 'not useful'.  Some students however found these same services to be excellent, helpful and worthwhile. Perception of service is a very individual issue, but bad news travels fast, and if some students are not receiving the help they need, the word gets around very quickly. 

Phase Four: Stabilisation

The goals and tasks of this phase in the cycle, as described by Nicholson, are:

…personal and organisational effectiveness, … sustained commitment and effectiveness with tasks and people…to realise the potential in their roles(1990:89).

At this stage the student might be expected to be making plans for the second year - looking for accommodation, enrolling in papers, and securing their employment. Nicholson suggests that under achievement and failure are the most obvious signs of problems at this stage.

It is tempting to argue that in fact reaching the point of stabilisation is unlikely in the first year. Other than the instrumental evidence of reasonable grades, what else might lead us to consider the student has reached the point of effectiveness with tasks and people?  It is possible that there is a Stabilisation phase in first year that has slightly different characteristics from those described by Nicholson.  I suggest students who have managed the transitions most successfully will feel settled and happy in their new environment during this phase, be able to juggle paid work, study and a social life effectively, and pass all of their papers. The comment of one student who had reach this point in the transition is not typical of the group, but is reassuring:

I have enrolled in a  second degree – I did really well this semester.  It feels like the right decision

This is an area of the transition to university study that would benefit from further research. Many of the writers cited in this study have discussed unsuccessful transitions and attrition at some length.  There appears to have been little research regarding the key components of successful transitions. 

Conclusion

This paper has examined the experiences of a number of New Zealand tertiary students, who, despite the setbacks and challenges that many faced during the year were all still attending class in the second semester. It has compared their experiences with the literature from overseas, and has used Nicholson’s Transition Cycle to consider some key aspects of the transition. It has argued that the university needs to examine closely the strategies it employs to assist first year students, both in the support services and the academic arena with a view to making some reasonably major changes. Some recommendations for change can be found in the full thesis report (Purnell, 2003).
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� Students are identified by a pseudonym, and B  for Business Studies, S for Social Sciences, and 1 or 2 denotes the site where they studied.
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