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Background
Many years ago there was an acceptance that senior academic staff should play a very strong role in first year teaching.  Indeed when I was a first year student at the University of Melbourne, certainly many years ago, all of my lecturers were the professorial heads of departments.  In more recent years, as universities world-wide have experienced accelerating pressure on their finances and a strong decline in student-staff ratios, a tendency to farm out first year teaching to junior staff has developed.  And, along with a rising level of competition for academic promotion, there was, relative to research, a decline in the emphasis on teaching excellence in the criteria for promotion.
There is now a growing recognition that a much higher priority must be given to first year teaching and especially to addressing the needs of students during their transition into university.  Most universities have greatly strengthened the role of teaching and learning in their criteria for academic promotion.  Even more necessary in each university is the ongoing development of an effective program to address the problems of transition and to stress across the university the importance of quality teaching, in particular, at the first year level.
A university in which there is low first year attrition and strong competition for entry is a healthy one, favoured by students, communities and governments.
The need
For many years, probably over the whole history of universities in Australia, attrition rates for first year students have been much greater than for those in later years.  Indeed I still recall, as a commencing student at the welcoming orientation address of the Vice-Chancellor, being told in rather graphical terms that first year will be the most difficult of all years to get through and that it sorts out those who are best suited to academic study from the rest.
In the days of the "elite" higher education system first year students were a highly homogeneous group, almost all of them recent secondary school leavers, largely from upper socio-economic backgrounds with strong family support.  Now, in a system of "mass" higher education, where a high level of participation is seen to be a national need, there is a very high degree of diversity in the student body, and more and more students are spending considerable time off campus in paid employment to support themselves.
Of course we should strive for reductions in the high first year attrition rate to reduce the many personal upsets, indeed tragedies.  But also the pressures from government and the community to do so are much greater.  Universities consume a far higher fraction of the national budget than under an elite system and participation from across the whole community makes us much more visible.
Interestingly the key performance indicators of retention and completion, so favoured by government, are highly problematical; they can always be enhanced by simply lowering standards.  The aim must be to maintain our standards while also, within our highly stretched budgets, facilitate transition into university and improve the quality and effectiveness of learning.
Some years ago at Central Queensland University, we looked at correlations between students graduating in minimum time and the entrance scores of school leavers, and between graduation and the average results at the end of first year.  Not surprisingly there was, except in narrow ranges at the high and low ends of the distribution, almost no correlation with entrance scores whereas there was an excellent correlation between graduation and first year performance.  Such results are now well known and I believe that they should have strong implications for policies, such as those on fee-paying students; but for the purpose of this conference they show that we have not adequately addressed the problems of transition into university.
The Deakin experience

Deakin University has a very high level of diversity in its undergraduate body.  Within a total of 30,656 students there are:
· 12650 students studying by distance education (41% of total enrolment)
· 4286 international students

· 5209 students from Geelong and Warrnambool representing a large number of rural/regional students.

· 9810 of total enrolments aged 30 and above

· 374 Koorie and indigenous students.

As is the case for all Australian universities, and especially those that grew substantially through amalgamations that generated a huge demand for capital expenditure, the development of new programs to meet the needs of its diverse range of students was particularly daunting.  The First Year Initiative (FYI), or what is now called First Year at Deakin, was an important component of the earlier Strategic Planning Framework and the 2000-2002 Teaching and Learning Management Plan, and is part of the current Teaching and Learning Development Plan.
It is probably significant that the Deakin FYI was not imposed from above but began with the concerns of highly committed staff from across the university that we could do more to address the particular challenges faced by our first year students.  There was especially strong support from the Warrnambool campus where the concern of staff resulted in 1998 in a research project to compare relevant factors for first year students who had passed all units in their first semester with those who had failed at least one subject.  The results are summarized in reports by Volders, Thies and Callaghan (1998, 1999) and by Thies (2002).  It was found that there were a number of interrelated personal, social and academic factors that impacted on transition and success.  Positive factors for success included a sense of identification with the University, academic preparedness, class attendance, financial viability and good health.  Students least likely to be successful were those from low socio-economic backgrounds, and with neither parent having attended university.  Common negative factors included health problems, financial concerns, and infrequent attendance at lectures and the library.  Most importantly the Warrnambool research showed that if students felt connected to the University, their campus and faculty, they would have a far greater chance of academic success.
In 1998 Vince Callaghan, from our division of Student Life, went on an overseas study tour to investigate transition programs.  Key universities were the University of South Carolina, with John Gardiner as the guru, and the University of Guelph in Canada.  This was very influential for the Deakin model with a multi-disciplinary approach, and leadership by a senior academic and member of the Student Services Division.

The "Forum on the First Year of Study", attended by members of staff, the student association, the Academic Board and the Teaching and Learning Committee, was held at Warrnambool in November 1999.  As a result the University implemented a pilot FYI program across the Warrnambool campus for 2000.  Major changes were made in the programs for enrolment, orientation and the first six weeks with an overall aim of enhancing the sense of belonging and connectedness.  Staff mentor kits were developed and distributed and staff mentor workshops were held to assist the development of faculty-based mentoring programs.
Following the success of the Warrnambool pilot it was decided to develop a strongly coordinated FYI program across the whole University.  This extension of the program from a single relatively small regional campus to one across every sector of the university was not simple and required extensive change, consultation and promotion across the whole university, involving faculties, divisions, campuses and the student association.  The program was given a high level of prominence and status within the University and included as one key component of the University's 2000-2002 Teaching and Learning Management Plan.  At all stages it has been given very strong support by the Deakin University Student Association (DUSA).  It was only in 2000 that DUSA was formed by an amalgamation of the seven original campus-based associations and the postgraduate and international student associations. The strong participation and support by this university wide student body in the FYI has certainly been a critical factor in its success.

During 2001 a senior academic, A/Professor Marie Emmitt, was appointed as First Year Coordinator and Vince Callaghan was appointed as First Year Facilitator.  A widely representative action group, the first Year Initiative Advisory Committee was also formed.  The joint appointment of an academic and general staff senior member to lead the project, the development of a multidisciplinary advisory committee and the strongly stated support of the University executive gave a strong message on the FYI across the University. 
The objectives were to:
· Develop a coordinated approach to existing orientation/transition programs across the University.
· Promote a multidisciplinary and collaborative approach to the planning and implementation of additional academic and social skills for commencing students which will:

· Enhance student integration into the University learning environment.
· Enrich academic skills development.
· Facilitate institutional and course commitment.
· Provide appropriate access to transition/orientation programs across the campuses.
The initiative was divided into the three phases of enrolment, orientation and the first six weeks and began at the beginning of 2002.  For 2002 there was an emphasis on school leavers, the largest group comprising 52% of the intake.  For 2003 the emphases were on supportive pedagogies for first years, integrating the orientation of international students with the mainstream orientation, and implementing a coordinated approach to orientation/transition for distance education students.
The First Year at Deakin is not just confined to a set of programs, but rather First Year, as a priority, has permeated across the University. For example, teaching at first year is a priority of the academic professional development program, a part of the academic staff induction program, and a special focus for the implementation of the new online platform. The Initiative has lead to an environment that supports and values the work of those working with first year students, and been a catalyst for staff initiating innovative strategies.  In summary, there has been a culture change.
Noting the diverse range of students and their special needs a variety of programs were implemented to target distance education, international, regional and rural, mature age and Koorie and indigenous students.

Components that were applicable to all students included:

· Infoflow, a six week online orientation/transition program for both on- and off-campus students that provides targeted information each week with links to study skill programs.
· Ask Me Week, set in week three; posters are placed around the campuses and staff wear brightly coloured badges to encourage students to speak up on any concerns or ask any question they may have at this time.  Data from the Planning Unit showed that weeks three and four are high risk weeks.  Researh on students who withdrew indicated that many were unaware that they could speak to someone at university about their concerns.
· First year workshops for all those involved in first year teaching to develop awareness of transition issues including comparisons with teaching at school and TAFE, to share their experiences and ideas for supporting student learning.

· Staff and student peer mentoring programs.
· A variety of programs for orientation and during the first six weeks.
Evaluation

For each of 2002 and 2003 there has been extensive evaluation of the initiative including analysis of relevant indicators such as attrition, student and staff satisfaction surveys, and the figures for student participation in the various programs. 
There has been considerable improvement in first year student retention rates over two years with a reduction of 18.5% in the number of all commencing undergraduate students not continuing and 22% for those new to higher education.  Similarly, the first semester attrition rate for all commencing undergraduates has declined by 22% from 2002 to 2003; for all commencing undergraduates there was a reduction of 32%.
Participation in library orientation has moved from 11% of total commencing students in 2001 to 25% for 2002 and 48% for 2003.

During the first six weeks there were 24,077 hits on the Infoflow website. A total of 76% of on-campus and 74% of off-campus students rated Infoflow as "average" to "above satisfaction".

 Of the students surveyed in 2002, 95.2% were satisfied with the professionalism and courtesy of staff, and 88.6% were satisfied with the adequacy of the information regarding O Week. In 2003 the feedback was still positive, but it did indicate that students want more academic input for unit selection and time to consider options before enrolling. This will inform the planning for 2004.

The evaluation of orientation was carried out by DUSA. In 2002 of the students surveyed 90% enjoyed O Week and felt that the program was effective in helping them feel welcomed, 86% believed that the program assisted them to make connections with their faculty, and 84% agreed that the program helped them to feel more prepared for life and learning at university. Of the respondents from the 2002 University Survey more than 80% attended O Week.

The transition experience is evaluated through a Student Survey with 2000 randomly selected students from across all faculties and campuses surveyed after the first six weeks for their responses to the transition experience.  Some key responses in 2002 were: 71% agreed that they could contribute at tutorials, 44% agreed with "university study is what I expected", and 82% with "I have adapted to being responsible for my attendance". Feedback around the first assignment was important for informing the first year pedagogy workshops in 2002 for 2003. Only 42% agreed that ‘I fully understood the expectations of my first assignment’ but 68% agreed with ‘I was more aware of what was expected of me following my first assignment.  Students who had participated in a mentoring program responded more positively to every question in the ‘University and Academic Orientation’ section, and most of the questions in the ‘Your first Assignment’ and ‘University Experience’ sections of the survey.  The preliminary results from the 2003 Student Survey indicate that in general there is a more positive agreement with the items about the university experience and transition.
Not surprisingly there were considerable variations across campuses and faculties in the participation of students in the programs and in their ratings.
From my point of view

Some of the most important features of First Year at Deakin have been:

· Its impressive support across the whole university, including staff, faculties, divisions and campuses.
· The very strong support and involvement of the student association.

· A multidisciplinary approach in which much of the connection with the students is through their faculties and teaching staff.

· The joint endeavours and sense of partnership between the academic units and the non-academic divisions.

· The strong leadership shown by its initiators and by the coordinator and facilitator.
The advantages include:

· The resulting strong sense of alignment across the whole university.

· Significant improvements in student performance and satisfaction.

· Reduced first year student attrition.  Most importantly this means many more individual successes and less individual failure and frustration.  It also means that the university is more efficient and that there is a better balance between first year and later year enrolments.

· A happier, healthier university.
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