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The University of Auckland Business School accepts first-years into a range of diploma and degree programmes. Many come straight from New Zealand secondary schools. An increasing number are international students and ‘mature’ students. A few have developed effective skills in self-management, academic reading and writing, communication, higher order thinking, problem solving, teamwork and computer literacy which simply require modification for tertiary academic success. Most have yet to develop such skills.

This paper highlights the crucial role of the Student Learning Centre’s faculty-funded and -endorsed Business Communication Skills Programme in enhancing the transition and performance of these students of increasing diversity. The flexible, yet specialised, teaching methods adopted and range of skills covered are discussed. The paper describes how relevance to both course requirements and diverse student needs is maintained. Measures of the success of this support, challenges, possible future developments and potential effective applications to other situations are also outlined.

Introduction

The University of Auckland Business School accepts first-years into a range of diploma and degree programmes, across five campuses. Over time there has been an increase in both the diversity and number of such programmes. Traditionally, first-year students wishing to study business at the University of Auckland had to enrol in the Bachelor of Commerce (BCom) degree on the main campus (some courses have also been offered on a satellite campus since the early 1990s). Since 1989 Executive Programmes (EP) has offered places to full-time professionals as first-years in graduate business diploma programmes taught during the evenings or weekends; some on satellite campuses or on-line. In 2001 the Business School introduced the Bachelor of Business and Information Management (BBIM) on three satellite campuses as an alternative, more specialised option to the BCom. 

Through time there has also been an increase in both the number and diversity of first-years enrolled. This mirrors the trend in many western universities as described by authors such as Biggs (1999). A few have developed effective skills in self-management, academic reading and writing, English communication (speaking and listening), intercultural communication (Cheney, 2001), higher order thinking, problem solving, teamwork and information communication technology which simply require modification for tertiary academic success, leading on to professional success in the business world (see Cheney, 2001; Vice & Carnes, 2001; Wardrope, 2002, and references therein for discussions of the skills business students must master for academic and professional success). As is the case globally (see for example Leamnson, 1999), most have yet to develop such skills. Many also have extremely high expectations in terms of both the University and their own academic abilities.

The majority of students continue to come straight from New Zealand secondary schools where they have been fairly high achievers, and so are familiar with the demands of study at secondary school but not at the tertiary level. These students therefore require assistance to ‘bridge the gaps’ in the different expectations between high school and University.

A growing number are ‘mature’ students who have not studied for many years. These students often have limited study experience at secondary school, let alone at the tertiary and graduate levels. They often balance study with substantial paid employment and/or family commitments. These students typically require help with time management and adjusting to academic reading and writing expectations (see Sewell, 2000, for example).

An increasing proportion is international students, some who have studied at the tertiary level before but not in New Zealand and, for many of whom English is not their first language. These students tend to require substantial assistance to adjust to a new academic culture where independent learning and critical thinking are rewarded, and to develop skills in academic listening, reading and writing (see, for example, Ballard & Clancy, 1997; Abel, 2002; Grey, 2002).

With the increasing cost of gaining a higher education, many students seem to have greater paid employment commitments than ever before. Some have limited time in which to undertake their studies, and may spend little or no time on the University campus. Some undertake their studies solely on satellite campuses, others almost entirely on-line. 

Consequently, even within a single degree or diploma programme, the students typically have extremely diverse academic and cultural backgrounds and needs, especially upon entry. 
This paper highlights the success of the Student Learning Centre’s (SLC) faculty-funded and -endorsed Business Communication Skills Programme in enhancing the transition and performance of these students of increasing diversity. The flexible, yet specialised, teaching methods adopted and range of skills covered are discussed. The paper describes how relevance to both course requirements and diverse student needs is maintained. Measures of the success of this support, challenges, possible future developments and potential effective applications to other situations are also outlined.
The Student Learning Centre (SLC)

The SLC is an academic department that provides assistance to all students enrolled at The University of Auckland to acquire and develop a wide range of academic learning and performance skills. These include time- and self-management, academic writing and referencing, reading and note taking, teamwork, test and exam preparation, computer literacy, mathematics, statistics and data analysis. This support is particularly through individual consultations and skills-based workshops, which are tailored to meet the specific needs of individuals or groups of students in relation to fulfilling their course requirements. Over time the Centre has increasingly employed appropriately ‘qualified’ tutors to provide specialised yet flexible programmes, workshops and individual consultations to better target the needs of specific student groups such as Maori students, Pacific Island students, non-English speaking background (NESB) and international students, ‘mature’ students, undergraduate students, business students, summer school students, students studying mathematics or statistics, students wanting to develop their computer skills, postgraduate students (including PhD candidates), and students studying on satellite campuses. 
Business Communication Skills Programme 

In 1995, the SLC joined forces with the Business School to develop the then Commerce Communication Skills Programme. This programme began with a single orientation and was designed to specifically assist Commerce students with their written communication skills. 

The now Business Communication Skills Programme continues to be funded and strongly endorsed by the Business School. Since its inception the programme has expanded rapidly to a position where it now supports all Commerce, BBIM and EP students. In 2003 the programme has been funded a lump sum to provide orientations, together with the equivalent of a 1.6 full-time senior tutor position to provide ongoing support, to BCom and BBIM students across three campuses. In addition, these students pay a 10-dollar annual registration fee to receive assistance. The Business School pays the registration fee for EP students. 

Aim of the programme

This support programme aims to assist business students to develop effective communication skills; to meet faculty, department and course expectations and requirements; through the acquisition of academic learning and performance skills. These skills include effective self-management, academic reading and writing, oral communication, information communication technology, mathematics, statistics and data analysis, independence, collaboration and networking with other students and academic staff, and the ability to efficiently access other student services and resources. This is in order to ease their transition to University, improve their academic and professional performance, and foster lifelong learning. 
Assistance to first-years

The programme plays a crucial role in providing assistance to first-year business students through flexible, yet specialised intensive academic and social orientation programmes and workshops (which both range from general, to department-specific, to course-specific) and individual consultations. These forms of assistance are provided during normal working hours and in the early mornings, evenings and weekends. Tutors also travel to satellite campuses and other distant locations to provide orientations, workshops and individual assistance to these students. Some individual assistance is provided on-line whereby students access resources from the SLC’s Online Support Centre (www.slc.auckland.ac.nz), or seek assistance from a tutor via e-mail or telephone. SLC staff have co-authored a book titled The business of writing: Written communication skills for business students  (Manalo, Wong-Toi, & Trafford, 2002) that was written specifically to assist students within the Business School with their written communication skills. Manalo and Trafford (2003) have also co-authored a book titled Head start: How to succeed in tertiary studies to assist first-year students in general with the transition to higher education in New Zealand. 

First-year business students also receive assistance through many of the Centre’s other programmes. In 2002 the SLC assisted around 900 BCom, 200 BBIM and 300 EP first-years through orientations, one-off workshops and/or individual consultations. It is estimated that approximately 95 percent of first-year business students were assisted either directly or indirectly by SLC services during 2002. 

Design and development considerations contributing to success

There are a number of design and development considerations that contribute to the ongoing success of these support initiatives. These include:
· fostering a desire for (lifelong) learning and knowledge-construction among students while focusing on their immediate needs to develop academic learning and performance skills;
· determining the diversity of academic learning and performance skills that students have upon entry and those that they need to master to succeed, in order to most effectively ‘bridge the gaps’;
· considering the most effective timing, duration, location and methods of assistance to effectively teach these skills, to achieve academic excellence, given the students’ time limitations and immediacy of needs (see Hattie, Biggs & Purdie,1996, in support of the effectiveness of explicit teaching of learning skills). This includes realising the benefits of briefly introducing the skills at orientation and then following up with more detailed support if and when required throughout the year. This also involves avoiding teaching skills in isolation, so that the students see how the skills are closely related to each other and to course content (as supported by Plutsky & Wilson, 2001, for example);
· providing specialised, yet flexible, support to effectively manage the diverse skills, backgrounds and needs of students to ensure that all students have an equal educational opportunity (in particular, Maori and Pacific Islands students, school leavers, NESB students, mature students and part-time students). This is enhanced by drawing on the specialist resources of other SLC and institutional support programmes;
· delivering distance, after-hours and on-line learning support and written resources so that all students have an equal educational opportunity. Such flexibility is enabled by increased funding from the Business School and careful consideration of the most efficient use of limited resources;
· ensuring that the support is specialised- that is, consistent with, and relevant to, departmental and course objectives and requirements as well as  business world requirements (see Plutsky & Wilson, 2001; and Varner, 2001, for support). For instance, students must be able to apply the theories and concepts learned to their own experiences and to real- business world situations (see Cheney, 2001, for example). This is maintained through regular liaison and co-teaching with appropriate academic staff; and integration of support into courses wherever possible;
· encouraging students to develop deep and active learning approaches while achieving a balance between independent and collaborative learning styles for more effective and enjoyable learning. This involves demonstrating the benefits of interaction and collaboration among students and between students and staff for enhanced knowledge-generation and understanding. This is achieved through the incorporation of practical exercises based on discussion, team building, critical thinking and problem solving (as supported by Rafoth, 1999; and Cheney, 2001, and references therein);

· creating small class sizes so that students have a greater opportunity to participate and a low tutor-student ratio;

· facilitating rather than teaching sessions to encourage students to participate (contribute ideas, think and ask questions), develop their skills and take responsibility for their own learning (see Rafoth, 1999; and Cheney, 2001, in support);
· employing ‘well-qualified’ tutors who use teaching methods and relevant practical exercises based on their experiences both as students and as providers of advice and learning assistance to students, and on the findings of  relevant academic research;
· realising the importance of co- and team- facilitation of sessions involving co-operation among department,  SLC, library and information technology staff to ensure compatibility, consistency and efficiency of information presented to students (as supported by Plutsky & Wilson, 2001);
· recognising how the success of and ongoing demand for such a programme is largely hinged on faculty staff endorsement and recommendation; and above all else
· maintaining as higher degree of specialisation, yet flexibility, as possible in every aspect of the support provided.
Specific support for BCom first-years

Non-compulsory orientations are offered to first-year BCom students in the week prior to the commencement of each semester. In Semester One 2003, students were offered a number of orientation options on the main campus to cater for their diverse needs. There were two one-day options that provided an overview of key expectations and study skills for students who had developed effective independent study habits at secondary school in recent years. A two-day option was offered for students who were re-entering the education system after a break from study or who had lower academic achievements at secondary school. There was a three-day option aimed at NESB students with extra time spent on academic reading, writing and listening. Specific orientations were run for first-year Maori students and Pacific Islands students. There was also an option for all first-years at the satellite campus where some BCom courses are taught.

Throughout the rest of the academic year, this is followed up with a range of workshops and individual consultations offered specifically to assist first-year BCom students. Some workshops are part of specific lecture or tutorial classes. These students are also encouraged to attend any of the workshops offered as part of the SLC’s other programmes and are entitled to see specialised tutors from the Centre in relation to their specific needs.

Specific support for BBIM first-years

In Semester One 2003 first-year BBIM students were invited to attend any of the BCom orientation options. In addition, one-day orientation options were made available to these students at two of the satellite campuses on which the BBIM degree is offered.

Tutors travel to both of these campuses on regular occasions throughout the week during the year to provide workshops and individual assistance to these students. These students can also receive assistance from SLC tutors via telephone or email during other times. They are also entitled to attend workshops and individual consultations on the main campus if they wish.

Specific support for EP first-years

The Executive Programmes’ orientation is offered to first-years on the Saturday (and Sunday if demand requires) immediately prior to the commencement of each trimester. The orientation is designed to be a ‘one-stop-shop’ where students begin to develop the suite of skills required to succeed in their first trimester, in a single day.
Throughout the year, follow-up workshops are offered during the evenings and on Saturdays on a wide range of topics including open-book exam preparation, essay and report writing, and refresher mathematics. Some of these workshops are provided in specific lectures. Individual assistance is provided with self-management, academic reading and writing, referencing, teamwork, open-book exam preparation, and mathematics, often via email and telephone.

Business School orientations as an example of the design considerations in action

All of the Business School orientations are highly interactive and incorporate a shared lunch. They are all facilitated by a combination of SLC and Business School staff. 

The orientations all commence with welcomes and introductions, and Business School expectations from a faculty dean or director. This is followed by a session on teamwork and the benefits of cooperation, where students network, form study support groups and exchange ‘business’ cards with others enrolled in the same course(s). A guest lecturer from the Business School facilitates a session on getting the most out of lectures and tutorials, which incorporates a short mock lecture. This is followed by a practical session on coping with a university reading load and critical reading. A hands-on session on high quality academic writing and referencing gives students the opportunity to practise paraphrasing and other writing. A panel of three or four experienced business students who have completed at least one semester (or trimester) of study share their experiences and advice, and answer questions. Another interactive and practical scenario-based ‘Studying smarter, not harder’ session is provided on self- and time-management, goal setting and motivation. All orientations conclude with a rundown of further assistance available from the SLC and the opportunity for students to ask questions.

Some orientations also encompass interactive and applied sessions on maximising memory and writing under pressure in tests and exams, that both incorporate mock tests. Often, a staff panel is included to allow students the opportunity to meet their lecturers and have course-related queries answered; a business subject librarian facilitates an information technology skills session; and talks from relevant student clubs and a campus tour are provided.
Measures of success 

There are a number of measures of the overall effectiveness of this support. These include the positive feedback received from first-year students, together with the ongoing use of the SLC by these students. The SLC also receives strong support and positive feedback from second and third year students, even though they may no longer require direct SLC assistance (surely another measure of success?). The strong support, ongoing requests to provide workshops and assist students individually, and positive feedback, that the SLC continues to receive from academic staff also demonstrate the success of these support initiatives. 

Those students who receive this assistance also achieve favourable pass rate comparisons, when compared to all students enrolled in a given diploma or degree in the previous year. As an example, the very favourable mean pass rates (mean of the number of courses passed as a percentage of the number of courses completed by each student) of first-year BCom students who attended an orientation between 1997 and 2002 inclusive, compared to a mean pass rate for all first-year BCom students in the previous year, are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Mean pass rate comparisons for first-year BCom students, 1997-2002

	Year
	 Mean pass rate comparisons (%)

	
	Students who attended Semester One Orientation
	Students who attended Semester Two Orientation
	All first-year BCom students in previous year

	1997
	88  (n=152)
	93  (n=17)
	81

	1998
	92  (n=257)
	80  (n=24)
	80

	1999
	90  (n=275)
	97  (n=22)
	74

	2000
	92  (n=285)
	93  (n=15)
	79

	2001
	93  (n=303)
	92  (n=30)
	80

	2002
	92  (n=210)
	91  (n=30)
	78


At the conclusion of each orientation and most workshops, the participants are asked to complete a written evaluation of the course and provide any verbal feedback. The responses are overwhelmingly positive. Students are asked to rate their overall satisfaction with the course using a Likert scale ranging from 1 (denoting very poor) to 7 (denoting excellent). Since 2001, the mean ratings have consistently been over 5.5 (see Table 2 below). The feedback from participants immediately after the orientations include that the techniques, practical examples and handouts will be very useful. The students found the tutors to be friendly, approachable, experienced, and effective communicators. Many students commented on the valuable information that they had acquired from both interacting with the tutors and the other students, and undertaking the practical examples. Most students valued the opportunity to meet other students and staff members before their studies commenced. Some students commented that the orientation was very long and tiring, and that there was a lot of information to absorb in one day, but realised that this was probably unavoidable given the time constraints (and a few even acknowledged that this reflected the norm at university). 

Since 2001 an evaluation form has been sent out to all students who have attended one of the orientations, after they have completed at least one semester (or trimester) of study. The responses are always positive, with the mean overall degree of satisfaction being over six for both 2001 and 2002 on the 7-point Likert scale (see Table 2 below). All of the students believe that attending the orientation and using the other SLC services has improved their academic performance, that the handouts received at the orientation and other workshops were useful, and that they would recommend the orientation and other SLC services to other students. Many also comment that it is only when they actually start their studies that they realise the importance of the skills introduced to them at orientation.

Table 2. Students’ overall degree of satisfaction with orientations/workshops

	Year
	Orientation or other workshop
	Mean (and standard deviation)*

	2001
	E.P. orientations
	6.37  (0.71)

	
	BCom orientations
	5.62  (0.90)

	
	BBIM orientations
	5.54  (0.98)

	
	Any orientation after some study completed
	6.28  (0.75)

	2002
	E.P. orientations
	6.32  (0.69)

	
	BCom orientations
	6.02  (0.84)

	
	BBIM orientations
	5.93  (0.87)

	
	Any orientation after some study completed
	6.31  (0.79)

	2003 (to date)
	E.P. orientations
	6.14  (0.78)

	
	BCom/BBIM orientations
	6.35  (0.68)

	
	E.P. open-book exam preparation
	6.72  (0.45)


* Students rate their overall satisfaction using a Likert scale ranging from 1 (very poor) to 7 (excellent).

Samples of students are also asked to provide written feedback on the usefulness of their individual consultations. Responses to these are also very positive. Students seem particularly grateful that they can receive assistance from tutors who can relate to their specific needs, at particularly short notice, on a satellite campus, outside of normal work hours and/or via email.

Example individual assistance case study one: Marie, a mature BCom student

Marie returned to University on a full-time basis in Semester Two 2002 to complete a BCom after being in the workforce for 10 years. Marie approached an SLC tutor for individual assistance after attending a test preparation workshop in the first half of the semester. At Marie’s first appointment it became apparent that she struggled to manage her time and stress levels, understand course content, keep up with required reading, write assignments, and prepare for and sit tests. Marie sought individual assistance regularly on a weekly basis. 

Marie developed skills to better manage her time and stress levels, to become a more efficient reader and note taker, and to prepare for and sit tests and exams. She was also assisted with statistics and basic economics. She passed every course, achieving an A- average. When asked how the assistance helped she wrote, “It showed me how to plan and take one step at a time. Just being able to talk about things helped me to put them into perspective. [The SLC tutor] was excellent…[and] was able to give me practical solutions as well as good advice…” 

Example individual assistance case study two: John, an international NESB BCom student 

John is a young international student from a NESB who commenced two courses towards a BCom degree during Summer School 2003, shortly after arriving in New Zealand. John approached an SLC tutor for an individual consultation after attending a test preparation workshop as part of one of his lectures. At John’s first appointment it became apparent that he was having difficulty with time-management, understanding course content, keeping up with required reading, writing assignments, and preparing for and sitting tests and exams, because of his limited English ability. 

John received individual assistance on a twice-weekly basis. He created weekly and daily schedules and set goals and deadlines with the tutor to better manage his time, developed skills to become a more efficient listener, reader, note taker and writer, and to successfully prepare for and sit tests and exams. He passed both courses with a B- and B+ respectively. When asked how the assistance helped he wrote, “[The SLC tutor] is very friendly and helpful. She gives me lots of motivation so that I get my study done. My English has improved lots already”.

Challenges

There are a number of challenges in providing this support. These include:
· determining the most appropriate aims, methods, content, timing, and duration of the assistance provided;
· integrating skills into course content without taking time needed to sufficiently address content;
· limited resources, combined with large and increasing student numbers;
· students’ time limitations and immediacy of needs;
· meeting diverse and evolving student needs and expectations;
· meeting distance, on-line and after hours demands; and
· some students’ perceptions of the ongoing support as being simply remedial.
Future developments

The direction of future developments will depend on demands and requirements from departments, first-year student needs, and the availability of resources. One key to the future success is surely to remain as flexible as possible. Possible developments include:
· modifying both orientations and workshops to better suit different degrees and diplomas;
· offering a wider range of orientations and workshops for each degree and diploma to meet diverse student needs;

· increasing the flexibility of orientations and workshops by offering concurrent sessions;

· increasing the flexibility within each orientation and workshop session to be more responsive to immediate and diverse student needs;

· offering more course- and department- specific workshops (in order to relate support more directly to course or department content and requirements);

· offering more follow-up workshops on more specialised topics;
· encouraging more students to work collaboratively with their peers;

· encouraging high-achieving students that the support is not simply remedial, and that they too can benefit from improving their skills to become more effective and efficient;

· offering more on-line, after-hours and distance support; and
· working co-operatively with more Business School departments and teaching staff.
Potential effective applications to other situations

In theory, the potential effective application of the successful attributes of this support programme are surely limited only by the proponent’s imagination and their willingness to take a risk to make positive changes(. In reality, they are probably also unfortunately constrained by institutional regulations and scarce resources(. 

Upon serious self-reflection, there are three fundamental design and development components one should consider in implementing similar successful support initiatives for first-years, given limited resources. The first involves starting small (and focusing on quality rather than quantity). At the same time one must ensure that the department, faculty, or better still, the entire institution, at least buys-into and enables course-integration of (if not ideally helps to initiate and fund) the support programme. This ensures that students, learning support staff and faculty staff alike all reap the benefits. Such advice seems to at once both support and contradict the adage ‘start at the bottom, and work your way up’. These are perhaps equalled only by the need to achieve a subtle balance between specialisation and flexibility to meet diverse student needs in achieving specific, diverse and evolving course requirements. 
Conclusion

The University of Auckland Business School, like many other faculties and tertiary institutions world-wide, is offering an ever-diversifying range of degree and diploma courses to first-years of ever-increasing diversity as a means of personal and professional development, and lifelong learning. Over time, an increasing number of such students require assistance to develop the academic learning and performance skills required to succeed.

This paper has described the success of the SLC Business Communication Skills Programme in providing specialised, yet flexible, orientations, workshops and individual consultations to business students to develop effective academic learning and performance skills, sometimes via after-hours, distance and on-line learning support. It is believed that the continued strong endorsement from the Business faculty (including funding), departments and teaching staff is crucial to the success of this programme in smoothing the transition to University, improving both academic and professional performance, and fostering lifelong learning among business students.
Evaluations and comments from students and staff to date have been extremely positive and clearly indicate the effectiveness of the assistance. Comments from students and Business School staff, and SLC tutor reflections, are continuously used to improve, further develop and expand support initiatives. It is hoped that elements of the success of this support initiative can be adapted to other learning environments to better serve us all as a community of learners in the pursuit of knowledge acquisition for life, and thus the construction of social capital. So, how can you play your part?
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