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Academic and social experiences during the initial weeks of university can set the tone for students’ later studies and the way they adapt to the university environment.  The first few weeks can be crucial.  The formation of friendships and peer groups tends to set the stage for relatively trouble-free progress through a degree.  The causes for students leaving or having difficulty with first year study are many and varied.  Students need adaptive coping skills.  We can do much her to help.  The Faculty of Science hosted a pilot workshop in 1996 for 150 invited students entering its BSc Degree Program.  The workshop and ongoing sessions were designed to facilitate the development of peer study groups. Evaluation to date shows a high acceptance of the workshop by those participating.  The ongoing sessions developed in accordance with the students’ requirements and now the groups is working on a user-friendly orientation manual for the 1997 incoming students. 

Introduction

First impressions can be everything.  Academic and social experiences during the initial weeks of university can set the tone for students’ later studies and the way they adapt to the university environment.  The first few weeks can be crucial.  The formation of friendships and peer groups tends to set the stage for relatively trouble-free progress through a degree.  In his opening address at the Inaugural Pan Pacific First Year Experience (Travelling through Transition) Conference in Brisbane last year, Vince Tinto (Professor of Education and Sociology, Syracuse University, New York, USA) argued for a review of our management of the first year experience (Tinto 1995).  He quoted that 50% of students in the United States who do not complete a degree leave at the end of first year.  Tinto proposes a model to explain student persistence/attrition in higher education (Tinto, 1987), in which students’ pre-entry attributes (family and individual background characteristics and pre-university schooling) and their goals and commitments influence their performance in school and interaction with, and subsequent integration into, the university’s social and academic systems.  Academic integration reflects students’ interactions with faculty, academic achievement and intellectual development, while social integration reflects students’ relationships with peers, informal contacts with faculty and other personnel, and affiliations through clubs and other activities.  Students perceptions of the social and academic integration is a predominant influence in their decision to persist or depart from the institutions.  There is an abundance of research to confirm this (cited in Peterson et al, 1993).

Research into why students leave is not being done, according to Tinto, although it is considered to be most urgent.  The causes for students leaving are many and diverse, including change of intentions, uncertainty of future, other commitments, lack of adjustment, academic difficulty, academic boredom, financial difficulty, and isolation.  Whilst we cannot solve all these reasons we could tackle some of them.  In their recent survey, McInnis, James and McNaught (1995) found that over one third of students surveyed had considered deferring in first semester.  Tinto urges us to look towards developing supportive peer groups which bridge the academic-social divide for the students, encouraging students to gain a voice in the construction of knowledge as a result of enhanced involvement of all aspects of the learning process.  Students need adaptive coping skills to enable them to make new friends quickly and to help them to become academically productive from day one.  We can do much to help here.  A promising strategy to assist first year students is the establishment of peer study groups.  This is a realistic activity with a perceived long-term outcome (many peer support groups remain active through second and third year studies).  Recent research strongly indicates that the “togetherness” engendered by such programs leads to better achievement, improved retention rates and more positive comments from the participating students about their university experience Tinto, 1989; Tang, 1993). 

In 1996, the Faculty of Science at the University of Sydney hosted a pilot workshop for 150 invited first year students entering University for the first time and undertaking the BSc Degree program.  This Degree program is one of several programs offered by the Faculty of Science and the one with the largest student intake and the most heterogeneous group of students with respect to their academic background.  These students will attend lectures with 200 to 500 other students and laboratory classes with 60 to 70 other students, a situation not to be found in the High School system.  This change in learning environments has been shown to be intimidating and alienating to students (Tindle, 1995).

Workshop 
The rationale for the workshop was to offer a collaborative session for both students and first year teaching staff which was fairly low key and informal but which centred on the knowledge that those students who work (and socialise) together are more likely to succeed and are more likely to continue with their tertiary study (Tinto, 1989, Tang, 1993).   The objective and processes associated with the pilot are grounded in the Tinto (1987) “Model of Institutional Departure”.  The pilot acknowledged that the perception of academic and social integration formed by students exerts a major influence on their academic development and, ultimately, on their decision to continue with their studies.  Selection of students to join the pilot workshop was biased in that it only considered those students taking Biology 1 and Chemistry 1 (and who were taking a first year Mathematics course, which is compulsory in the B Sc degree).  The bias reflects the subject areas of the personnel involved in the workshop.  The senior author is the Director of First Year Biology and the Directors of both First Year Chemistry and Mathematics were part of the organising team.  All students at the University of Sydney are enrolled by the same system and subsequently given their own timetable, so it was important that student timetables could be manipulated so that those attending the workshop would see one another in both a Chemistry Laboratory and a Biology Laboratory and a Mathematics tutorial.  This was not an easy task as there are 16 biology and 28 chemistry laboratory sessions per week.  The help of the University Timetable Coordinator was crucial.  In the end we offered the workshop to 150 students who were placed in five groups  which shared both common timetable slots and common laboratories.  These groups were identified on the day of the workshop by colour coding so that students could easily and quickly join others with the same timetable allocations.  

Workshop design

The workshop was held in mid February, after enrolment and before orientation, and was the first in a series of meetings designed to facilitate the development of peer study groups. 

The activities of the workshop are given in the table below.

Workshop Activities

ACTIVITY
SPEAKER/ORGANISER

Registration
Science Staff

Welcome
Professor Helen Beh, Acting

Dean of Science

Introduction

Student activity to create peer groups
Mary Peat (Faculty of Science)

Workshop plans
Bill Jelks (Centre for Teaching

and Learning)

Morning Tea
Science staff

Walking tour of nooks and crannies
Science staff

“Getting your head around university”
Mike Young (Student Services)

“The value of learning together”
Janet Jones (Student Services)

Summary
Mary Peat and Bill Jelks

Sausage Sizzle
Science staff

Students were given a colour-coded nametag and a “showbag” on arrival.  The “showbag” contained a range of paper-based materials along with a few minties and some blank business cards.  The first activity was aimed at creating peer groups.  Students who were to share two laboratory classes each week (Chemistry and Biology) were assigned to different areas of the lecture theatre through their colour coded nametags.  Once there they were asked to write their names and phone numbers on their blank business cards and then share them with others in their group.  This proved to be an excellent conversation starter.  The program continued with an interactive session designed to encourage the students to think about how they learn.  The walking tour was designed to orient them to some of the areas where they might meet informally in small groups.  The talks by staff from Student Services outlined the help that is available on campus for all students.  

Evaluation of first year transition initiative

One of the early issues confronting the program team members was the realisation that we currently know very little about the nature of the first year experience at Sydney, or indeed, of our first year students themselves.  From the outset, it was decided to implement a quite holistic model of evaluation – one which drew upon multiple sources and multiple methods in seeking to “shed light” on the nature of the student experience.  Accordingly, evaluation of the program has been approached from the perspective of “Illuminative Evaluation” (Partlett, and Hamilton, 17972), rather than through the pursuit of a quasi-scientific “Outcomes Assessment Model”.

Evaluation of the half-day workshop

Three sources contributed to the formative evaluation of the half-day workshop program.  The first was by Dr Robyn Cusworth from the Faculty of Education who attended all aspects of the workshop and wrote a report for the Faculty of Science (Cusworth, 1996).  Dr Cusworth’s role was essentially that of an external observer or “Critical Friend”.  Her report concluded that the workshop was well received by the students, it was fun to be part of and that she had no doubt that, for those who attended, they went away with a sense of belonging and a sense of empowerment.

The second source was a survey given to students at the conclusion of the workshop.  The instrument consisted of six open-ended questions of the form, “What unanswered question or concerns do you still have regarding commencing study at the University of Sydney?”  Questionnaires were received from 65 participants.  Student response to the workshop was extremely position and constructive.  Five dominant themes emerged in their response to the question, “Was it worth while attending today?”  Students commented upon the value they attached to: “Meeting other people”, “Feeling at home”, “Gaining further factual information”, “Meeting with staff” and “Overcoming isolation – breaking the ice”.

The third source was that of informal feedback from tutors and laboratory staff regarding their perceptions of the relative cohesion and social climate within participating and non-participating student groups.  Despite the obvious limitations of such early, anecdotal data – there is a clear perception of greater cohesion and confidence being exhibited by the participating student groups.

Follow up sessions

The rationale for the follow-up sessions was to facilitate bonding between students and the share experiences.  It was hoped that this would lead to the development of a greater sense of empowerment, with students taking the initiative in their learning.  In addition the sessions were not to be prescriptive but to allow students to set the agenda.  Three sessions were scheduled in first semester and three meetings are to be scheduled for second semester.  The first semester meetings were poorly attended partly because they were held “after hours” and many students have long journeys home while many student work (for financial gain) in the evenings.  However, the group that attended used the time to find out both specific course information and more general information on, for example, examination procedures.  The group has decided to meet in second semester not in the evenings but at lunch time.  They will work on an orientation manual that will be produced for the 1997 intake.  Much of the information to be included in this orientation manual is a direct result of the feedback from this focus group of students.  The intention is to produce a set of user-friendly instructions to incoming students, which will contain all sorts of information that they feel was missing from their formal introduction to the university e.g. a map of campus with the short cuts needed to get from the Biology 1 lecture theatre to Chemistry on time, etc, phones and toilets highlighted, indications of where the most relevant student notice boards are and other information they believe would be most helpful in the early weeks on campus.

Evaluation of the follow up sessions

In light of the benefits described by participating students, the comparatively low level of student participation in the follow up meetings was initially quite disappointing.  However, the size and persistence of the student group (ranging from 20 to 10) provided an opportunity to conduct an ongoing focus or feedback group.  The open discussion format allowed the coordinating staff to gain a rare insight into the expectations, concerns and problems experienced by new students.  For example, both authors were pleasantly surprised at student comment on the friendliness of the university environment.  Their confidence in this environment was evidences by their frank and easy interactions with staff.

A second source of feedback was that sought through the distribution of a further open-ended questionnaire.  Two questionnaires were developed to specifically target either participating (feedback on workshop and follow up) of non-participating students (feedback on workshop).  The instruments were distributed towards the end of the first semester.  It is believed that the poor response rate, for example 20% from participating students can in part be attributed to student pre-occupation with examinations during this period.

The questionnaire to participating students sought feedback on such items as, “Why did you decide to attend the workshop?” “What other means had you used to prepare yourself for university?” And “What changes could we introduce to make the workshop program more attractive to 1997 students?"”  Moreover, the opportunity was also taken to gather similar demographic information to that described by mucins et al (1995), examples include, age, gender, place of schooling, engagement in paid or unpaid work.  Whilst this information reflects the early stages of this project, in the longer term it will form the basis for subsequent extension into a longer-term study.  Overwhelmingly, the responding students were young, female, educated in Australia and with only one or neither parents holding a degree.  They indicated that the day was invaluable for, “Meeting new people/friends” and “Gaining confidence – feeling comfortable about starting”.  However, the responses also highlighted the apparent strengths and weaknesses of the follow up program, namely, that while those participating valued and persisted with the meetings – the actual scheduling of the meetings is the critical factor.  In particular, students referred to the benefits that they had derived and of their interest in the follow up process.

The questionnaire to the non-participating students sought feedback on what the y thought the workshop was about and what influenced their decision not to attend.  The responses from these students were essentially limited to confirming that the date of the workshop was inconvenient or that they were prevented from attending by other commitments.

Survival rates and statistics
The 1996 enrolments along with the entry Scores (in TER points) for the Faculty of Science are shown below.

Enrolment statistics

Degree Program
Enrolments at 11.3.96
Minimum TER
Mean 

TER
Median 

TER

B Sch


683
60.00
77.14
76.80

B Sch(Advanced)


56
90.10
95.65
96.00

B Sch (Environmental)


29
85.15
90.21
89.85

B Sch(Moll Biology and Genetics)


20
91.30
93.98
92.85

BCST


77
71.80
81.85
80.53

B medics


100
93.10
96.09
96.35

B Farm


185
90.10
93.88
93.40

B Psych


48
92.00
95.08
94.80

Total


1198




The enrolment statistics illustrates that the students in the B Sch Degree Program share a lower entry score and a broader range of entry scores than the other degree programs, and it is from this group that the workshop students were invited.

Comparison across some of the TER cut-offs by degree programs for 1996 is shown below.  Those students in the large degree programs (Arts, Science) are amongst those with the lowest cut-off scores and most diverse range of scores.  In addition these degree programs cater for very large numbers of students.

TER cut-off 1996

Degree Program
TER cut-off
Degree Program
TER cut-off

B Ag EC
72.00
B E Hem
71.30

B Sch Ag
54.60
B E Leech
70.95

B Ort Sch
62.75
Comb Law
98.10

B Sc Arch
73.95
B N (MS)
50.00

B A
60.00
B N (Cumb)
60.20

BSW
70.65
B V Sc
94.60

B Ec
75.30
BAS Physio
91.35

B Ed Prim
70.85
B Comm
82.00

B Ed Math
64.80



The Faculty of Science enrolled 689 students with 1996 Student Identification (SID) numbers in the B Sc Degree Program.  The workshop targeted students who were enrolled in Mathematics, Chemistry and Biology and the ongoing enrolment data for these students are in the following table.

Enrolment status 1996


Total enrolment
% after DEET census date
% leaving the Science course
% transferring to another Science course

Chemistry 1

Chemistry 1 Adv

Total for Chem
558

41

599
84%

68%

83%
11%

21%

13%
3%

9%

4%

Biology 1

Biology 1 Adv

Total for Biology
483

4

487
85%

75%

85%
11%

25%

11%
3%

0%

4%

Maths 1

Maths Adv

LifeSci Maths

Total for Maths
401

47

221

669
77%

65%

85%

83%
12%

19%

15%

13%
9%

14%

0%

7%

It can be seen that at DEET census date 83 - 85% of students remained in each of the three courses.  The University enrolment system is not designed to give easy access to these data or to be able to answer the simple questions of “How many students enrolled in subject X”, “How many students were still enrolled in subject X after DEET census date”, and “How many students leave the University during first semester (or second semester), ie what is the dropout rate during first year”.  The reasons for the difficulties include the way in which students are tracked by central administration.  Students may drop out of a course, but not the degree program, they may vary a course within the degree program (but show the same load after varying as before) or they may drop out of university altogether, but a course coordinator will only know of the drop out from the respective course.  The University of Sydney is not currently collecting statistics on dropout of students during their first year at university.

Summary of outcomes of pilot program

Positive outcomes

(
The workshop was well received by students attending it

(
The workshop outcomes matched the expectations of the students

(
In the longer term, students attending the ongoing sessions developed a sense of ownership in the program.  These students have defined their activities in this program for second semester and they will write a user-friendly orientation manual for the 1997 student intake.

Practical limitations

(
Many students have work requirements that precluded their attendance at the workshop

(
Those students living in the country or overseas were not able to attend the workshop

(
There is a natural tendency for students to be on vacation between finishing their year 12 examinations (HSC in NSW) and starting university

Other issues

(
For this program to be self-sustaining, some attention needs to be given to the culture within first year teaching groups 

(
It is planned to write a teachers manual to focus on communication and group dynamics particularly with respect to the development of collaborative working groups

· The implementation of a more holistic form of evaluation will be investigated.

Ongoing program?  Where to next?
The Faculty of Science has explored the logistics of extending the pilot workshop and associated program to all incoming first year students in the BSc degree program.  For 1997 the Faculty of Science has joined forces with the Faculty of Education and is planning to host a joint one day orientation program for first year students.  The orientation program for both Science and Education students will comprise a one-day workshop, including a session for students' families, and specific follow up meetings during the year.  Each Faculty will host a morning workshop in which students will be introduced or reorientated to learning strategies (peer study and mentoring, collaborative learning) which will facilitate them getting to know one another, becoming comfortable within their new learning environment and which will help their academic performance and ultimately increase both the retention rate and the completion rate.  An orientation manual for students. will be developed for these students, along with a companion manual for the staff who are involved in teaching large first year groups.  The latter will help facilitate the development of a faculty culture to foster more collaborative teacher-student learning contexts.
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