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University affordances are a significant factor in student retention.  However mere availability of affordances does not equate with student ability to capitalise on these affordances.  This paper explores the gaps between first year Education students’ expectations and experiences, and between affordances and student access of them. An orientation week program designed as a first step towards filling some of the gaps is described and evaluated.  The paper concludes that institutional habitus and peers are powerful constraints, both positive and negative, in university affordances. 

Introduction

According to contemporary literary theories that value the role of the reader, making sense of texts is to a large extent dependent upon readers' abilities to fill in the gaps that necessarily exist in any given 'story'. In the process, readers use their common-sense understandings of textual construction and the world to bridge the perspectives offered by a text (Iser, 1978). In this paper we extend the more familiar notion of text as literary material to include students' first year university experiences and we apply our research-based understanding of students' use of institutional affordances so as to 'fill in the gaps' between students' expectations of what institutions have to offer and the perceived reality. 

In an effort to enhance retention rates of first year students, universities are looking closely at what they can offer to support students' smooth transition into university life and their success within the institution. Many recent efforts to retain students have been directed towards promoting the positive social orientation of students (Braxton & McClendon, 2001-2; Thomas, 2002a), and ensuring academic 'persistence, satisfaction and achievement' (Kuh, 2001-2, p. 24) through the establishment and maintenance of peer out-of-class learning communities (Tinto, 1997).  Before anything can be done to enhance student retention, the institution needs to audit students' perception of current affordances. An early application of the concept of 'affordances' was proposed by Gibson (1979) in relation to the psychology of visual perception. He posited that in the ecological world 'the affordances of the environment are what it offers the animal, what it provides or furnishes, either for good or evil' (p. 127, emphasis in original). This view held that affordances are fixed and not related to the needs or uptake of the consumer. More recently Hutchby (2001) has used the concept to 'take account of the constraining, as well as enabling materiality of [technological] artefacts' (p. 14). Hutchby proposes that objects designated to be affordances 'do set limits on what it is possible to do with, around or via the artefact' (p. 33). We ask the question 'Do university affordances set absolute limits or are the limits of the affordances exacerbated by lack of ingenuity in methods of access by students?'.

The research reported in this paper is part of a wider research project within the Faculty of Education at Griffith University and funded under a university Strategic Improvement grant. Griffith University aligns with the institutional type that McInnis and James (1995) identify as 'suburban university'.  This project has as its general aim the enhancement of student retention, satisfaction and achievement and is proceeding by identifying factors relating to this aim under the broad classifications of Individual Histories; Engagement; and Institutional Affordances. Watson, Johnson and Billett (2002) report on the first stage of this project with respect to student readiness for university.  A second paper on relatedness to field of study has been prepared (Watson, Johnson, & Austin, under review).

The current paper takes as its focus first year students' perceptions of university affordances. In particular we focus on the gaps between student expectations about university and their early experiences. The students' pattern of access of the university affordances and the students' perceptions of their usefulness are then described. A further section explores the role of peers in affordances. Finally, an expanded orientation week program, instigated in response to findings, is outlined and evaluated. 

Method

This paper reports on aspects of data obtained through a survey on Institutional Affordances of first year Education students (N = 497) in the beginning of their second semester (Survey 2).  It follows from a survey on Individual Histories and Engagement that was administered to the same cohort in Orientation Week (Survey 1). The survey was voluntary and anonymous and students were informed about its purpose.  Information was sought on students' enrolments, completions and results of first semester courses; work and study patterns in first semester; access and perceived usefulness of various university affordances; attitudinal questions seeking Likert scale responses; and open-ended questions. Also included are data from follow-up interviews with students who indicated on their survey that they would like to discuss their first semester experiences with a member of the research team.  The interviews were unstructured and student directed. The interviews have been transcribed as spoken language and therefore traditional punctuation conventions have not been used. We treat the interview narratives as evidence of certain behaviours enacted by the students. However, at this point in the analysis we offer the student voices so that readers might analogise and come to a deeper understanding of their institutional sites (Bochner, 2001). We recognise the view that argues that interview narratives used as sociological evidence should be subjected to treatment beyond the personal and celebratory  (Atkinson & Silverman, 1997) and our search for categories of behaviours is an initial step in that direction. The research population was 80.5 percent female, 46 percent were school leavers (17-19 years old), and 18 percent were mature aged (30 or older).  The students were distributed across two programs (Bachelor of Education, Primary & Secondary) and three campuses of the University. 

Gaps between expectation and experiences

There are considerable gaps between the students' understanding of university life and their actual experiences of their first semester at university. Table 1 shows the percentage of students who 'strongly agreed' (SA) with a selection of questions in Survey 1 (Orientation week) compared with similar questions from Survey 2 (beginning of Semester II). Survey 1 was directed at assessing students' readiness for university. From Table 1 it can be seen that 18.1 percent 'strongly agreed' that they understood what it is like to study at university and 16.2 percent had found out lots about the program.  In contrast, similar questions in the second survey showed that only 9.8 percent now 'strongly agreed' that their beginning-of-semester understandings were accurate, and 6.2 percent that their program information was satisfactory. Overall, only 5.1 percent 'strongly agreed' that they had been well prepared for university life.

	Survey 1 question
	Survey 1

 % S A
	Survey 2 % SA
	Survey 2 question

	Understand what it is like to study at Uni
	18.1
	9.8
	The understanding I had about what it is like to study at university prior to commencement has proved accurate

	Have found out lots about the program
	16.2
	6.2
	The information I had about the Program prior to commencement was satisfactory

	Well prepared for uni life
	14.8
	5.1
	I was well prepared for university life

	Good understanding of time required for uni studies
	24.7
	5.3
	The understanding I had prior to commencement regarding the time required for university studies has proved accurate

	Aiming to achieve very high grades
	46.6
	29.1
	I was pleased with my semester results


Table 1: Gaps between expectations and experience
The difference between time requirements for university study anticipated and experienced is particularly marked, with 24.7 percent perceiving that they understood the time requirements for study on commencement but only 5.1 percent 'strongly agreeing' that their commencement perceptions were accurate.  Unrealistic expectations regarding continuation with regular activities is evident in the following interview extract of a 22 year old male when asked by the interviewer if their commitments outside of university posed a problem for their studies:

 yes definitely because I know I’ve had to drop a few like I used to play in  a regular cricket team as well like every Saturday and I’ve had to drop that `cause I just wasn’t finding the time yknow even if for training or anything like that I had to quit a band as well I mean I was playing in two bands see I’ve kept one which is Monday nights though sometimes umm we’re meant to play at a contest up at Nambour and I’ve had to say no I can’t make that `cause I’ve got an assignment no two assignments due the week following and I just want to try and leave that time so I can get that done umm

Another explanation for incongruence between time expectations and experience is evident in the following extract where the mature-aged male student views non-organised time on campus such as lectures or tutorials, as wasted time. 

yeh over the five days I mean some people manage to get Wednesday off umm but it’s not very many of us because obviously they had to run classes on those days anyhow but it makes it extremely difficult to fit in your studies because sometimes like this morning we started with an 8 o’clock lecture through to ten you have an hour break then you have another lecture from 11 until 12 umm and that’s fine and then you can go home and you can actually do work or people can go and do things but I find where Thursday’s a shocking day `cause I’ve got a four hour break in the middle of the day where I have to be here in the morning four hour break and I have to be here in the afternoon so you can’t do anything 

One of the major discrepancies between expectations and experience was in the area of student achievement and as Barrett (2000) notes, this is a significant factor in attrition. In Survey 1, 46.6 percent 'strongly agreed' that they were aiming to achieve very high grades.  However, in Survey 2 only 29.1 percent 'strongly agreed' that they were pleased with their first semester results.  For one mature aged female student, previous experience in another area led her to expect better results: 

at Griffith um it was a good semester um it was good socially that aspect of it was good um the you know some people might consider that um the results I got were just fine um but I know I have a head-full of of stuff and um with the head-full of stuff and my prior experience with human services and a lot of the education being related to human services um I would have expected that I would have got better results. 

For one male school leaver it was the gap between year 12 and university expectations that was problematic:

ah during the whole process of last in the classes and I thought it would I actually thought it was easy but like the actual tasks and assignments like as I handed it in (.) like the feedback I got back was like I approached it like a year 12 assignment but as I got it back it wasn’t the level the university sort of expected. 

However, as a mature aged male student noted, assessment is an area where peers were seen to be important in helping to interpret expectations and feedback:

considering that I was like extremely stressed and was thinking about leaving after my first assignment umm I just thought I was doing the wrong thing because I thought `ok I’m not going to cope with university at all’ umm I had some comments that were written on my paper that I thought I was had a handle on it but I obviously didn’t and the comments that were written on the paper sort of thing made me think `well ok maybe I just don't have what it takes’ umm but then after speaking to some colleagues and umm a couple of people that are actually studying down the Gold Coast umm after speaking to them they sort of said ` no look first semester first year you really can't expect too much of yourself ‘ sort of thing

This section has compared students’ expectations when commencing university with their experiences in their first semester of study.  It can be seen that there are gaps between the students' expectations and early experiences particularly in the areas of readiness for university, time requirements for study, and their academic achievements. 

Gap between the affordances and accessing of them

Griffith University has established a wide range of affordances to support students with their transition to university, and success once there.  However as Thomas (2002a) notes: 'simply providing access to further learning in tertiary education is insufficient' (emphasis in the original).  Kennewell (2001, p. 106) discusses the relationship between affordances and constraints and comments that: 'constraints are not the opposite of affordances; they are complementary and equally necessary for activity to take place'. 'Institutional habitus' is identified as an important constraint on the effectiveness of affordances in enhancing student retention (Thomas, 2002b).  Emanating from the Bourdieurian notion of habitus (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 22), institutional habitus can be understood as 'the impact of a cultural group or social class on an individual's behaviour as it is mediated through an organisation' (Reay, David & Ball, 2001, p. 431).  This section explores how various constraints relating to institutional habitus impact on students accessing university affordances.

	Affordance
	%Accessed
	Useful /4

	Accessed Online Course Material
	84.70
	3.56

	Emailed and/or phoned a Tutor
	61.00
	3.32

	Emailed and/or phoned a Course Convenor 
	44.10
	3.18

	Emailed and/or phoned the Program Convenor
	35.00
	3.04

	Met with a course convenor on an individual basis
	29.40
	3.33

	Attended a group session with Learning Assistance Unit
	28.40
	3.07

	Attended a library help session
	23.90
	3.12

	Attended a computer training session
	19.70
	2.90

	Met with the Program convenor on an individual basis
	18.70
	3.19

	Accessed Student Representative Council
	12.10
	3.17

	Attended an individual session with Learning Assistance Unit
	9.50
	2.51

	Accessed the University Counselling Service
	4.60
	2.71


Table 2: Pattern of access to university affordances during students' first university semester and their perceptions of usefulness.

Students expressed a willingness in Survey 1 to access the university affordances, with 46.5 percent 'strongly agreeing' that they would seek help if having a problem studying and 36.0 percent would seek help if their personal problems caused study problems.  Table 2 shows the pattern of access to university affordances of these students during their first semester and their perceptions of their usefulness on a four point scale where '4' represents 'very useful'. It can be seen from Table 2 that, after online course material (84.7%), the most accessed affordances are email or phone contact with individual course tutors (61%) and convenors (44%), and program convenors (35%).   The level of access reflects the high perceptions of usefulness for these affordances.  It does however raise some concerns about the efficiency of this level of demand on limited full-time personnel in times of high sessional staffing.   

The interview data reveals more specifically several student behaviours constituting 'institutional habitus' that constrained student accessing of affordances.  One constraint in accessing affordances was waiting to get feedback from assignments to see if it was necessary to seek help.  This is evident in the following exchange between interviewer (I) and participant (P), a male school leaver: 

I:
and as you handed it in you had reservations about it or not until you got the feedback

P: um I wasn’t too confident when I handed it in but because I didn’t really know like what the university expectation but I thought I you know gave it a shot

I:
yeah OK now did you fail that first assignment

P: yes I failed it … I think I just failed it like it was in the border of the pass and the fail like in between

I:
right did you go to see the course convenor of that subject at that time

P: um no I didn’t … because I thought that I could do better on the second one and

I:
and then what happened there

P: the second one I failed miser-badly I failed really badly

Another constraint seemed to relate to a perception that at university the individual was 'on their own' as the following interview excerpt with the above student indicates:

P: um I think the help is there it’s just you finding it like yeah the help I think everything you sort of need is there but it’s up to that one individual to go and look for it and find it but um I think to be like to make notice to their students so they can like it’s OK to sort of approach them like you know sort of things … like the teachers were nice but I didn’t think it like you know cos everyone always said university they don’t check nothing you just hand in your work

I:
is this friends from school saying this to you

P: yeah before and even teachers at school they say like you like you do everything you do it’s sort of from your own like sense of mind like you can’t go to see a teacher like university teacher and sort of things and that’s the impression

This excerpt also points to the role peers play as constraints.

For some students a willingness to access the affordance does not equate with an ability to capitalise on the experience as the following summary by the interviewer (I) of a female student (R) from a non-English speaking background indicates (at each … the student expressed understood agreement such as mmhmm or yeah):

I:
right so just let me summarise what you’ve said when you first had difficulties last semester …you went to your tutor first …and she suggested going to LAU [Learning Assistance Unit] …you went to LAU and he didn’t do very much for you the first time …you showed him your draft …and when you say he didn’t do very much what happened

R: he just read the my assignment and then um and then because every session is 20 minutes and it was 20 minutes

I:
so he spent the 20 minutes reading it …OK so then you came back again for another appointment and you got him again … this time he suggested the Saturday morning session … so you finished that 20 minute session and then you went to a Saturday morning session … tried the conversation [classes] …you were too advanced for that … tried the writing and why was the writing session not suitable for you

R: at first they were talking about time time management but I already know what time management is …  and then I think they just waste of time I sat there like the half section I didn’t know what I I don’t get anything from that so I just I didn’t go there next time just went there once

A major factor in the perception of usefulness of an affordance seems to be the demand for personally tailored help at the time the student wants it. This is evident in the low level of satisfaction (2.51) with individual sessions with personnel from the Learning Assistance Unit (LAU) compared with the higher satisfaction (3.07) for group sessions with the same unit.  In the individual sessions the students were looking for very specific and personal academic support, as the following response from an interview with a student from a non-English speaking background, when asked about perceptions of their individual session with LAU, indicates: 

um I’m not too sure because um that was first time and um I just show her like my um the essay and she just looked through and then ah because my problem I say my grammar and do some editing and she just like point up some point and she gave me a paper yeah just about how to plan for your essay writing and I think that took about 20 minutes and then just um over and then after that I have to do lots of things myself by myself um

This section has explored how waiting for assignment feedback before seeking help; a perception that at university students were 'on their own'; the inability to capitalise on affordances once accessed; and the demand for personally tailored help at the time the student wants it, act as constraints on the perceived usefulness of university affordances.  Also suggested in this section was the role of peers as constraints.  However, peers can also have an important role as facilitators as the following section will demonstrate.

The importance of peers

The role of peers in enhancing the orientation of students into university life is seen as an important factor in student retention (Thomas, 2002a). Contact with peers outside the classroom is now seen to be at least as important as, and related to, the activity that instantiates the formal curriculum. To this end Tinto (1997) reports on a study that successfully sought 'to alter classroom experience through the use of learning communities and the adoption of collaborative learning strategies so as to facilitate student persistence' (p. 1). The Tinto study found that 'learning communities' were an important factor in promoting student involvement and achievement especially in settings where such involvement is not easily attained, for example, commuter and non-residential institutions (p. 10). The use of learning communities can be viewed as a means of attaining increased 'social capital'. In gaining membership to the university learning and social community, first year students become inculcated not only into a physical setting but also into a discursive framework (Gee, 1996) where they learn to think and act as successful knowledge workers and to value life-long learning. In turn, their understanding of persisting within and against the parameters of affordances and constraints of their 'institutional habitus' (Thomas, 2002b) is enhanced.

Peers play an important role in helping students understand the university assessment standards. This is often expressed in terms of knowing what the tutor or lecturer wanted, as the following excerpt of an interview with a mature aged male indicates:

well after the comments from the tutor sort of thing I went and asked on his advice his advice was to go and speak to some of the other people that’d done better umm just go a have a look at their papers have a look at what they did and so I did I went and spoke to some of the ones I get on well with and said `how’d you go?’ and they said this and I said `oh, can I have a look’ and so I went through and had a look and from that I sort of re-evaluated what he actually wanted umm and like we’ve already explained what one likes another one may not like sort of thing so it’s almost knowing what your tutor’s going to want you to write sort of things or the content sort of thing

Peers can also be significant in ameliorating the impact of the perception that all students are treated the same and personal difficulties are not taken into account.  This is particularly poignant in the following comment by a student from a non-English speaking background who is taking a dual degree that will prepare her to be a secondary teacher of English:

yeah if there’s someone to help me through like they say my English ability is enough to get into uni but um in lecture the tutor always think oh they’re all the same and their level are the same so maybe she expect that I I am the same with others so my English level is the same with others but um I spoke I talk about this to one of my classmate and he said for them they’re Australians and they think it’s very difficult so it’s more difficult to me … and before before when um before I decide to do education many of my friends said I can’t I shouldn’t do this cos in education maybe you can realise there are not so many international students or Asian students study this cos they think it’s very difficult to handle … and I I can’t didn’t see any of other Asian students in my class I think I’m the only one if there if there are maybe their English maybe they’re like native speakers so their English is much better than me or something like that and it’s easier for them to handle the course

The interviewer then asked the participant how she would now respond to her friends who discouraged her from doing the program, to which she replied:

it is hard like I got another friend who is doing nursing so it’s pretty the similar same problem with me so we just like encourage to each other like we (each) keep going

This response suggests that a shared habitus with the peer is more important than program compatibility. 

The following interview excerpt further explains the contradictions of peer support when a shared habitus is lacking:

I think like communication with other students that will be a very helpful way to learn something  … but sometimes I have some difficulties because like um I’m not too sure um and I’m have some m appropriate because um I’m worry about my language or my culture background when I have to talk to people I’m not too sure what should what is correct way … yeah and or sometimes like um I feel some maybe because I’m Asian or maybe because um international student or maybe because I can’t really speak English that well as my other student um friends but um  they will have like um  like like sometime we have group work in the subject and I don’t have the opportunity to speak up because they talk too fast and um so I don’t have a chance

Here the student's concern about her language capability mitigates against her taking full advantage of peer support.

This section has explored the role of peers as a constraint, either positive or negative, on affordances.  In the data collection methodology, peers were not included as an affordance of the university but it became apparent within the interview context that peers were a significant part of constructing institutional habitus.  Hence in an intervention that was implemented as a result of the data in this project, peers and affordances were strategically linked, as the following section will explain.

A first step to filling the gaps 

As a first step towards filling some of the gaps that have been identified in various stages of the project, an enhanced Orientation week program was designed for the subsequent year.  The program was underwritten by a number of aims.   It was thought that it might be possible to reduce some of the individual demand on affordances by providing more group opportunities with units that provide specialised affordances such as the Learning Assistance Unit.  This would have the further advantage of making more acceptable the accessing of affordances by giving them a more public face.  The program was also premised on the idea of building more effective peer support to reduce the feeling of isolation, of being the only one in this situation.  In particular the program was intended to enculturate the students to the university and thus provide them with the institutional habitus that supports effective access of existing affordances.

The Orientation week program was structured as a series of activities including information giving sessions about the program and first semester courses; workshops conducted by specialist university units such as Student Services, the Learning Assistance Unit, and Information Services; informal sessions that included a free lunch with faculty staff and a networking session; and the involvement of mentors from more advanced levels of the program.  The program was run across two campuses of the university.  The results of student participation and their perception of the usefulness of the activities, as gauged by a survey (Survey 3) at the beginning of week 1 of semester, are shown in Table 3.

The perceptions of usefulness were rated on a four point Likert scale where 4 represented 'very useful' and 1 represented 'not useful'.  Therefore any score above three could be considered to indicate that the particular activity was perceived very positively.  From Table 3 it can be seen that the ICT skills workshops (3.67), Student Mentor sessions (3.60) and the Library tour (3.52) on the Logan campus returned the highest scores. The only activities that scored less than three were the Library tour (2.97) and Learning Network (2.86) sessions on the Mt Gravatt campus.  This points to the different experiences on the two campuses, much of which can probably be explained by cohort size, with approximately 250 students involved at Mt Gravatt and 100 at Logan.  There is also a noticeable difference in campus culture with Logan demonstrating a more cohesive and enthusiastic approach probably arising from the recent development of the campus and its current small student numbers.  Of particular note in Table 3 is the different pattern of participation between the two campuses with respect to the Student Mentor session and the free lunch.  This was probably generated by a timetabling issue that saw the MtGravatt students with an unstructured hour before the lunch, and mentor sessions following it.  At Logan, however, the mentors came into the Program introduction session and walked away with a cohort of new students with whom they then spent the next hour and then brought them to the Faculty lunch.  

	
	Logan campus
	Mt Gravatt campus

	Orientation week activity
	Accessed %
	Useful? 1-4
	Accessed %
	Useful? 1-4

	Attended Program introduction 
	98.8
	3.18
	95.7
	3.16

	Attended the Student Mentor Session 
	97.7
	3.60
	64.5
	3.06

	Attended the free barbecue lunch
	95.3
	3.14
	77.5
	3.00

	Attended the Strategies for Academic Success workshop with Learning Assistance Service personnel 
	82.6
	3.15
	75.9
	3.02

	Attended the Settling into University workshop with Student Services personnel
	75.3
	3.29
	62.4
	3.20

	Attended the Getting Online workshop with Information Services personnel
	55.3
	3.30
	59.9
	3.10

	Attended the Library Tour with Information Services
	62.4
	3.52
	75.2
	2.97

	Attended the Learning Networks Session
	60.8
	3.06
	55.9
	2.86

	Attended the Introduction to Courses session 
	95.3
	3.48
	89.9
	3.23

	Attended an ICT skills workshop
	25.3
	3.67
	22.9
	3.48


Table 3.  Student participation and perceptions of usefulness of Orientation week activities

Survey 3 included an open-ended section where students were asked to reflect on their feelings on coming to Orientation week, and how the program they experience might have impacted on how they felt about study at Griffith. The responses to this section revealed a number of aspects of advantage to the program as discussed below.

Frequently noted was the value of getting to know their peers as the following comment by a mature aged female student who attended nearly every activity indicates:

Very useful.  I came not knowing anyone, not knowing the campus layout and worried I might feel out of place being mature age.  This Monday when I started, I already knew others, had a study group organised and felt much more confident.

At the extreme negative end was a female school leaver who, despite participating in very few of the activities, found them ‘boring’ but at least valued the opportunity to meet peers:

O week has made me feel like I don’t want to study anymore.  I found it useless and extremely boring.  It should have had more sessions where interaction between students occurred.  It was terrible!  I didn’t attend all the sessions because I found them so useless and boring.

The value of enabling peer familiarity for helping students feel that they shared their feeling and concerns with other students is evident in the following comment by a mature female: 

I feel more confident knowing there is a lot of other students in the same boat as I am re family, work.

While the Orientation week program was intended to emphasise 'enculturation' rather than 'information giving', some students noted the value of the program for the information it provided.  This is indicated in the following comment by a male in his twenties for whom the program provided a more positive start than an earlier university experience:

I think it helped greatly.  I had been to uni a few years back and didn’t get to go to much in O week and thus felt lost and confused.  This time I did a lot and feel more prepared and focused than last time.

Other students linked the information giving to reduction in feelings of anxiety as exemplified by the following comment by a mature aged female who participated strongly:

I found the week was very informative and felt it took the ‘edge’ off!  I now feel less anxious about starting uni, although still a little nervous.  Happy to be familiar with where and when to go and obviously to have met a few people doing the course.

The mentor session was appreciated by all age groups.  A female school leaver commented:

Orientation was at first scary, I was entering a new world!  I believe the student mentors impacted on me the largest.  This because they had experience and didn’t hold back.  The workshops were great for getting to know one another.

A similar comment was made by a mature aged female:

Enjoyed ‘O’ week very much especially activities which introduced new students to each other.  Also mentor groups was a great idea and very helpful.  Would have been helpful to have more ICT workshops available.

A range of other positive reactions to the program was revealed in the students’ comments.  For example, one mature aged female valued the program for making staff mare accessible:

I found all staff to be approachable and very helpful.  This made my fears of uni lessen.  Great to know there is help available for possible problems that may arise at every level during time at uni.

Another mature aged female valued the opportunity to get to know the campus:

I am glad I came!  Just knowing my way around campus does help.  Maybe in O week there could be a ‘buddy’ system where either a student or member of campus could show people around on a one on one basis.  It is a lot to take in,

while one school leaver female, despite very little involvement in the program, found it added to her excitement about coming to university:

It was good as it was very exciting made me even more excited.

This section shows that the Orientation week program functioned to foster peer relationships, provide information, and break down barriers to university life.

Conclusion

In this paper we explored how institutional affordances are perceived and taken up by first year Education students.  We conclude that increasing institutional affordances is not an answer in itself. More importantly, students must be enculturated into a university mindset that encourages them to manipulate and use affordances to their best advantage.  While the extended Orientation week program was intended only as a fairly basic first step in enhancing the enculturation of the students to university life, it clearly was perceived in a positive light by the students, regardless of background, for a multiplicity of reasons.  Peer support is a means of consolidating membership within the university habitus.
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