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Introduction

In Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, Alice finds herself lost and in need of direction. She encounters a grinning Cheshire cat with ‘very long claws and a great many teeth’ and enquires . . .

‘Would you tell me, please, which way I ought to go from here?’ 

‘That depends a good deal on where you want to get to,’ said the Cat.

‘I don’t much care where,’ said Alice.

‘Then it doesn’t matter which way you go,’ said the Cat.

‘- - so long as I get SOMEWHERE,’ Alice added as an explanation.

‘Oh, you’re sure to do that,’ said the Cat, ‘if you only walk long enough.’

In the context of changes in the undergraduate student experience and in the higher education sector nationally and internationally, it is timely to be asking ‘which way from here’ and to be posing serious questions about ‘where we want to get to’ with first year experience initiatives and planning.

Passionate efforts have been devoted to developing transition programs in universities and supporting students in a range of context-specific ways. A survey of university websites in Australia and New Zealand, for example, reveals a plethora of activities designed to support first year students in transition. The Pacific Rim First Year in Higher Education Conferences have provided a forum for showcasing many of these efforts and inspiring academics, administrators and support staff to do great things in their respective institutions. However, while passion and enthusiasm are great starting points, they are no substitute for solid policy foundations which guide and determine present and future decisions and ensure that first year transition issues become fully integrated into the strategic plans of institutions and the higher education sector as a whole. 

After presenting a brief overview of some key examples of current first year transition initiatives in higher education in the Pacific Rim region, I will consider ways forward for embedding what we know to be best practice in first year experience into the institutional, national and international fabric of the higher education sector. Policy implications will be explored and strategies for future directions presented.

Overview of current first year initiatives in higher education

The seminal work of McInnis and James (First year on campus, 1995) and the inauguration of the Pacific Rim First Year in Higher Education Conference in 1995, marked the beginning of significant developments in the provision of a range of initiatives to support the transition of first year undergraduate students to higher education in Australia, New Zealand, and further afield in Europe and South Africa, for example.

A framework for examining first year in higher education initiatives

Initiatives to support the transition of undergraduate students to their first year of study in higher education have evolved in different ways, and continue to do so, with as many context-specific institutional responses to transition issues as there are institutions. Nevertheless, it is possible to broadly trace the development of first year initiatives as demonstrated in the framework in Figure 1. 

Figure 1.  First year in higher education initiatives: Elements of institution-level developmental processes





The starting point for most first year initiatives is the passion, enthusiasm and excitement of individuals or small groups of people. Typically, these individuals are student support staff or academics responsible for teaching and coordinating large first year groups. 

This passion inevitably translates into one-off initiatives, depending on resources and administrative support within the institution. These include orientation half-days organised for first year students within a faculty, a welcome evening for parents of first year students, or a brochure or link on a website listing strategies on how to survive first year. There are many such programs in place across Australia and New Zealand, and further afield in such countries as South Africa and Japan. Often these one-off initiatives are replicated in other faculties or departments as staff and students recognise the value of connecting first years to university learning communities from the earliest stage of their experience. Yet there is little coordination of efforts and resources at this stage.

As interest develops in the orientation and transition of first year undergraduate students, individuals and institutions soon recognise the need to find a ‘home base’ from which to coordinate initiatives and programs. This does not necessarily mean complete centralisation of activities, but it does mean that by having a home for first year support, it becomes more efficient and effective to advertise programs, share ideas across the institution, and collect data for the purposes of reporting institution-wide initiatives. Institutional homes for first year student support take many different forms. Most often, they tend to be called Transition Programs, or similar. In Australian and New Zealand universities – from an administrative point of view - these programs tend to be variously housed in support services offices or in the offices of a Dean of Students (or equivalent), giving the program a more academic focus. Increasingly, first year transition initiatives also have faculty- or department-based representatives in recognition of the need to combine university-level orientation with discipline-specific transition support. 

The decision about where to strategically locate first year transition programs has significant resource and policy implications. This decision determines to a large extent the credibility of first year experience initiatives in the eyes of students, staff and the wider community, including schools and prospective students. It also influences the extent to which those involved have power to bring about change and drive policy on matters related to support for first year students, and it has significant implications for the extent to which the initiatives themselves can be evaluated and form the basis for an ongoing institution-wide research program which informs best practice in both academic and support services arenas.

Selected examples of first year initiatives in higher education

Having taken responsibility for creating a base for coordinating first year student support initiatives, institutions typically move to establish a more coherent approach to enhancing the first year experience. These coordinated efforts take many forms, but fundamentally they demonstrate an institution’s willingness and capacity to respond to identified student needs with context-specific initiatives. Some of the initiatives currently in place include: 

i. visiting schools and working with school students, their families, teachers and administrators to facilitate transition from school to university, demonstrating an awareness that transition begins long before day one of classes.

ii. addressing the special needs of first year students from equity groups and those from traditionally under-represented groups to foster links with the university learning community before classes start, and during the transition process.

iii. giving students a voice in decision-making through such initiatives as student representative panels and faculty-based student-staff liaison committees where students are encouraged to share their views and become active participants in decision-making.

iv. developing an appreciation of transition as a multidimensional process – that transitions to and through the first year and beyond must be supported in a range of coordinated ways, and by staff from all relevant sectors of the institution, including academic and student support staff.

v. integrating best practice in first year student support into teaching and learning at the faculty level through professional development programs, and curriculum development initiatives. These include introducing assessment practices which allow for early identification of students at-risk and provide a range of measures to support them.

vi. creating a public face for first year student support, including

· an online presence for current and prospective students, 

· regular and acknowledged presence at University information days, and 

· featuring in institutional marketing and publicity activities.

vii. institution-wide and faculty-based student mentor, peer support and study group programs

viii. faculty-based social gatherings through the year, including lunchtime barbeques.

The continuum model outlined in Figure 1 is limited in its capacity to depict the broader scope of developments in first year initiatives. For instance, it does not fully represent the complexity of multiple transitions within the first year – for example transitions into multiple disciplines for those students enrolled in double degree programs, or transition from first to second semester and the challenges of having to make decisions about changing courses midway through the first year. It also leaves out of account the transition to second year, and the increasing attention being devoted to the first year postgraduate experience and the particular needs of students in this transition phased. Nevertheless, it provides a helpful lens through which to view the diversity of initiatives already in place, and is a guide for those keen to ensure that key issues pertaining to the first year in higher education attract and retain the attention they deserve from policy makers and practitioners alike.

Ways Forward: First Year Issues and Policy Implications

The well documented massification of higher education brings with it new challenges that are particularly relevant for those in the roles of researching, teaching and supporting the first year experience. Mass higher education does not simply mean more of the same, just in greater volume. The reality is that massification brings with it increased student diversity and need; changes in student expectations; and demands for diversity in course design, delivery and participation (El-Khawas, in DETYA, 2000). 

This increased complexity demands coordination of efforts to support and enhance the first year in higher education, with close collaboration between institution-level and faculty-level representatives. Moreover, to fully understand and respond to the complexity of the student experience there is a need for more sophisticated, informed approaches to developing policies and practices which best support students in times of change. In particular, there is a need for more refined, purpose-driven, and consolidated approaches to monitoring, evaluating and documenting initiatives, and responding to the outcomes of institutional transition efforts. 

First year in higher education: A policy issue

Fundamentally, first year in higher education issues are policy issues which deserve to be addressed as such. These issues include: 

· equity issues: a recent New Zealand report (Anae et al., 2002) confirms the ongoing concern that tertiary participation rates for Pacific peoples continue to be substantially lower than for the rest of the adult population of New Zealand as a whole. Similar concerns hold true with regard to a range of equity groups in Australia, including Australian Indigenous peoples (see for example, Anderson et al., 1998). Institutions of higher education have significant responsibilities to identify and address the barriers to participation for under-represented groups. 

· teaching and learning issues: much of the research on the first year experience (see for example Krause, McInnis & Welle, 2002; McInnis, James & Hartley, 2000) points to the importance of students belonging to a learning community in which academic endeavours are valued and shared. This has had a significant impact on a range of teaching and assessment practices in universities in recent years. 

· quality issues: increasingly, universities are assessed on a range of measures, including the extent to which they provide appropriate support services for students in transition. Faculty-based evidence of academic support strategies for first year students is also considered an indicator of quality in learning and teaching.

· financial and marketing issues: many university public relations offices promote their institutions and hope to attract and retain students on the basis that they offer a range of opportunities and support programs for new students, including discipline-based study and mentor groups. 

These represent a selection of reasons why policy makers increasingly recognise that initiatives to support first year students in transition should have a prominent place in institutional strategic planning and policy directions. 

Strategies for informing policy and practice at the institutional level

So how do we progress from the level of passionate and innovative, though largely disparate and patchwork-style first year student support efforts, to informing and driving institutional policy and decision-making? I argue for three core strategies to assist in achieving this goal:

1. Coordinate first year student support efforts within institutions. For maximum impact and effectiveness, the initiatives developed to support first year undergraduate students across an institution need to be developed, implemented and evaluated within a coherent framework, in consultation with academics, support staff and administrators. To be most effective, such frameworks need to be embedded in the policy and strategic plans of institutions, with achievable outcomes – including regular evaluation and reporting cycles - and clear lines of accountability. 

2.  Communicate with relevant stakeholders regarding the success of your first year initiatives and future plans. Stakeholders may include institutional administrators, academic staff, community members (including school and industry representatives), and, of course, students (current and prospective). To communicate effectively, you need evidence based on regular monitoring and evaluation of your transition programs and initiatives. The value of systematic evaluation and judicious communication of results cannot be underestimated in terms of raising the profile of key issues and embedding best practice in all areas of first year student support across your institution.  

3. Connect with first year students and the issues they face. Be aware of their expectations and the changes taking place in their experience, including changes in the ways they:

· juggle their time around paid work (McInnis & Hartley, 2002);

· express expectations regarding flexible timetabling and course delivery (Baldwin & McInnis, 2002); 

· engage with learning communities through online technologies (Krause, McInnis & Welle, 2002; McInnis, James & Hartley, 2000); and 

· make strategic decisions about combining degree programs to maximise career path opportunities (see for example, Ramsay, 2002).

Conversely, first year students need to be connected to the university learning community through proactive and consistent communication of what is expected of them as students in higher education. This, too, requires strategic planning and united efforts at the department/faculty and institutional level if students are to have clear understandings of expectations regarding such matters as class attendance, class preparation and participation, time allocation for study, and protocols for use and provision of online resources.

Developing student-centred policies for first year students in transition

There is justified concern among many in the higher education sector regarding the escalating tension between student demands for flexibility and course delivery on their own terms on the one hand, and the need to maintain standards and ensure that students are actively engaged with and committed to their learning and learning communities, on the other. I believe that this tension is not necessarily an ‘either-or’ scenario. It is possible to build flexibility into course delivery while at the same time making provision for students’ active engagement with and in their learning communities, whether they be real or virtual or a combination of both. The key to success lies in the reciprocal connectivity established when institutions connect with student expectations and, in turn, clearly convey and operationalise their expectations of students. The first year of study is the ideal opportunity for laying important, long-lasting foundations in this area. 

In an increasingly market-driven higher education sector, universities have been accused of simply reacting to student demands, rather than taking proactive steps to shape the student experience. In an effort to accommodate student expectations, institutions appear to be on a ceaseless merry-go-round of changes in response to student demand for flexibility in attendance and timetabling, and anywhere-anytime delivery of course materials. Wagner (in DETYA, 2000) argues that ‘student-centred’ learning and teaching in higher education means placing the best interests of the student at the centre of what happens in universities. This does not always equate with meeting their expectations and demands. For example, they may expect to have immediately clear understandings of the relevance and meaning of all content covered in a subject. They may expect to have answers to all their questions and may have expectations of what a subject ‘should be like’ and ‘how it should be taught’. While many students’ expectations are valid and appropriate, some are not. The students themselves may not always be the best judges of what is in their best interests in the larger scheme of their study and its preparation for life in the world of work. Subject specialists and discipline experts are often arguably in a better position than are students to know how to address students’ best interests when it comes to career preparation and challenging students to think critically and creatively – particularly when the ‘answer’ is not readily apparent.

To achieve truly student-centred learning, however, consolidated effort in the development and implementation of policies which support close interaction between students and staff - including academic and support staff - and clear communication, monitoring and operationalising of reciprocal expectations and understandings.

Concluding comments

Over the past decade, Australian and New Zealand institutions of higher education have witnessed significant developments in the extent to which we have come to appreciate the importance of the first year in higher education. Innovative, context-appropriate strategies have been set in place to facilitate the multiple transitions which characterise the first year experience. However, the Alice-question remains: ‘which way from here?’ There is true wisdom in the Cheshire Cat’s reply: ‘it depends a good deal on where you want to get to.’ If we ‘don’t much care where’, then there is no imperative to worry about direction or planning. However, if our goal is to drive policy and ensure that first year issues develop even further as a priority in our institutions, then we need to have research-based evidence for the success of current initiatives, and the justification for future developments. Moreover, we need to connect with and empower students and staff alike if our aim is to achieve quality learning, teaching and student support in what we know to be the crucial early experiences of first year undergraduate students.
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