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Improving Student Orientation and Transition

Executive Summary

The research and evidence for what constitutes ‘good practice’ in orientation and first year university student experience is clear. This paper outlines ‘good practice’, reviews current UTAS approaches and identifies areas where orientation and transition support for first year students at UTAS can be improved.

UTAS Orientation principles and good practice guidelines have been developed to inform the provision of orientation activities by faculties and schools. Information is provided on plans to extend the Faculty of Arts Catalyst project in 2006, and to evaluate the model for possible University-wide extension thereafter.

Proposals to develop a coordinated approach for addressing student transition and retention in UTAS are identified, including the establishment of a Retention Taskforce to provide strategic direction and University-wide oversight. 

This paper will be circulated widely as part of a consultation process. The aim is to refine the paper and proposals and to achieve University support by the end of November 2005 for the student orientation, transition and retention strategies and structures

1.
Introduction

A key finding emphasised in much of the literature on transition to university and the First Year Experience is the importance of initial experiences on campus and the impact of these on persistence in higher education (Tinto, 1987; 1993; McInnis & James, 1995; McInnis, James, & Hartley, 2000; McInnis, Hartley, Polesel, & Teese, 2000).  In attempting to address student retention at the University of Tasmania (UTAS) it is, therefore, essential that orientation activities are of the highest possible quality and provide students with the ideal introduction to the University experience.

A review of the international literature has been conducted including an analysis of a major retention study by the University of Northumbria (Round, 2004). Of the 82 recommendations in this study approximately 10 relate specifically to orientation and transition issues and emphasise:

· The academic and social integration of students into the institution.

· Providing detailed information about the content and requirements for each unit and course of study.

· Activities that encourage interaction between students and between students and staff.

· The induction process being spread over at least the first six weeks of semester.

· The need to explicitly address transition issues, academic expectations, and students’ preparedness for University study.

· The importance of activities occurring within the students’ school/faculty of study.

La Trobe University surveyed approximately 1000 first year students annually for three years (1996 – 98) about their experiences of orientation (Pitkethly & Prosser, 2001).  The results were remarkably consistent across the three years and indicated that students sought the following from orientation:

· Explanations of expectations.

· Explanations of the different teaching and learning methods used.

· Clear course aims and objectives and an understanding of where units and courses will lead.

· Ongoing academic support throughout first year.

· Support of lecturers, tutors and other students.

In a recent evaluation of the UTAS Mentor Program, focus groups were held with first year students from six schools in Hobart and Launceston.  These students consistently indicated that what they wanted from orientation was information that would assist them to cope with their first week of classes: their timetable; the location of classrooms; what to bring; who would be teaching them.  These findings are supported by a study at the University of Ballarat in which students commented that “… if they did not identify the information as immediately relevant then they would not bother remembering it.” (Macdonald, 1995, p.12).

2.
Orientation Good Practice Principles

The student transition and retention literature points to a number of principles of good practice for effective orientation programs and activities.

· Orientation is a process, not an event.  Orientation should extend from enrolment through to at least the first 6 weeks of semester.

· Information provision must be limited to what is immediately relevant at each stage of the orientation process.

· The academic and social integration of new students into the institution must be a priority for all staff during the orientation process.

· Students need to be provided with detailed information about the content and requirements of their units/course of study.

· Any discrepancy between the expectations of the students and the expectations of the institution must be explicitly addressed.

· Students must have access to appropriate study skills support.

3.
Current Orientation Practices at UTAS

Orientation at UTAS currently consists of a series of relatively uncoordinated events.  A new student to the University has the opportunity to participate in one or more of the following activities in the weeks prior to the beginning of semester:

· Enrolment Advice Days (EAD) consisting of a general information session and, for some students, a faculty/school information session.  Not all faculties or schools participate and the content of the sessions varies enormously.

· Preparatory programs, including UniStart.  These programs occur during Dec, Jan and Feb and can coincide with EADs and other orientation activities, requiring students to choose to attend one or the other.  Some programs also include a significant amount of general University orientation information which then overlaps with information students will encounter at other activities.

· School or faculty specific orientation activities during Orientation week, the week prior to the start of semester.  Not all schools and faculties run such sessions, the content varies enormously, and the timing of these events across the week are only loosely coordinated.  Schools may also offer student mentor programs.

· Targeted orientation activities provided by other services including Accommodation Services, International Office, Library, FEU, Student Services and other service providers.
· TUU/SA and Clubs and Societies activities during week 1 of semester.  These (frequently alcohol laden) activities often clash with week 1 lectures leading to reduced attendances and reduced capacity on the part of students to take in the often vital information presented.

4.
Concerns with Current Orientation Practices

Based on the good practice principles identified earlier, there are a number of concerns about current orientation practices at UTAS.

· Orientation is event based rather than being a coordinated process.  The focus is on Orientation Week with very little attention paid to the weeks prior or to the first six weeks of semester.

· Information provision in most cases is not focussed on “just in time” information.  Instead each event is seen as an opportunity to provide students with everything they need to know about studying at UTAS.  Research indicates that students either do not take in or quickly forget most of this.

· Events are often coordinated and run by junior administrative and academic staff with little input from senior staff.  Many students do not meet lecturers and tutors until their first class with them and the opportunity to inspire students is lost.  Events focus more on information provision than providing students with an opportunity to interact with each other and with staff and start to develop networks within their area of study.

· Insufficient time is spent during EADs and orientation activities clearly articulating the content and requirements of units and courses.  Descriptions in handbooks are often inadequate and students begin the semester with little knowledge and often unrealistic expectations about what is to come.

· Expectations of the institution, faculty and/or school are often not well articulated, making it difficult to identify and address discrepancies with the expectations of the students.

· Many students are offered places at UTAS with inadequate tertiary literacy skills and/or skills and knowledge relevant to their area of study.  Preparatory programs attempt to address this issue but are unable to bridge the gap in many cases.  Students require access to early assessment of their academic skills and appropriate academic skills support to reach required standards.

5.
Improving Orientation and Transition through Coordination 

One of the challenges confronting the coordination of a University-wide approach is the identification of appropriate individuals within faculties who have the capacity to coordinate initiatives in their area.  Academic and administrative staff already have significant workloads and are understandably reluctant to take on extra tasks.  Our experience and the research literature suggest, however, that it is important that direction and coordination of orientation activities occurs from within the academic area rather than from central services.  This is reinforced by the recent success of the Arts Catalyst project, a project that is piloting a model for supporting the coordination and delivery of first year programs across a faculty on the Launceston campus and assisting commencing students in their transition to University.  

This pilot in the Arts Faculty will be extended to the Hobart campus in 2006 to provide “on the ground” support to students and staff, and to facilitate linkages with services outside the faculty.  A similar pilot project in the Faculty of Education will be implemented in 2006. A key aspect of these pilot programs involves the contract appointment of Student Transition Support Officers with proposed roles as outlined in Appendix C.

This project will then be evaluated with a view to the determining the potential for extending the model university wide.  A chart showing the proposed arrangements for coordination of student transition and retention, and key UTAS linkages, is provided in Appendix D.

6.
A UTAS Student Retention and Transition Taskforce

As indicated earlier there is a wide range of orientation activities conducted by faculties, schools and sections and a typical student may participate in a number of activities as part of their transition to university life.   Given the number of stakeholders and the extent of this cross school/faculty/section contact by students it is clear that to be effective, orientation must be coordinated across the institution.  The following provides a summary of the key groups and their roles (see also Appendix D).

Retention Taskforce – strategic direction
Following the success of the inaugural Service Matters conference in September, 2005, where first year and retention were identified as key concerns, it was proposed that a taskforce be established to provide high level leadership in this area.  Proposed membership includes the PVC (T&L) as Chair, a Dean/s, an Associate Dean/s (T&L), the Academic Registrar, the Director, FEU, the Director, Cradle Coast, the Manager, Student Services and a student representative.  

Draft terms of reference might include:

· Leadership, strategic direction and championing of the work of individuals and groups addressing transition and retention issues

· University-wide coordination of strategic activity in the area of student  retention, in support of EDGE goals 

· Identification of areas for policy development,  including issues and strategies for their resolution 

· Oversight of the evaluation of student retention outcomes.
First Year Working Party – operational coordination of program planning
Constituted as a subcommittee of the Services for Students Management Committee (SSMC), the First Year Working Party has recently been formed and includes as members representatives of the providers of key services for students, First Year Coordinators, Student Organisations and Cradle Coast Campus. It has the following objectives:

· Coordinate the provision of information about UTAS to prospective and new students; 

· Promote strategies to enhance the successful transition of first year students to University study and life; 

· Support and inform school and faculty staff who are involved with First Year teaching and support; 

· Research and promote strategies that contribute to the retention of First Year students;

· Coordinate evaluation of the effectiveness of first year and retention initiatives 

Faculties, Schools and Student Service Providing Sections – delivery
Strategies and programs identified by the First Year Working Party are implemented by faculties, schools and sections across the University.   The First Year & Retention Team within Student Services works closely with the working group to:

· Promote transition, FY and retention activities to staff and students of the University.

· Coordinate the delivery of University-wide programs of transition, FY and retention activities. Provide information and resources to support staff to enable the delivery of effective and complementary activities.

· Evaluate the University approach to transition, FY and retention.

Coordination of the delivery of first year programs within courses is the responsibility of the First Year Coordinators within the schools, in schools where these positions have been established.  The FEU facilitates some networking opportunities for the First Year Coordinators. The University is currently funding a project to develop a Resource Kit for Course and First Year Coordinators that will include generic position descriptions for these roles.  This will enable improved identification of gaps in the area of coordinated support for first year students.

7.
UTAS Orientation Principles and Guidelines

It is recommended that the University adopt and promote the Orientation Principles and Guidelines contained in Appendices A and B to clarify orientation objectives and expectations of schools/faculties and sections in the provision of orientation activities. 

The implementation of this recommendation and other initiatives outlined in this paper involves the following key steps:

November 2005

Establish Retention Taskforce.
November 2005
Develop position description for Student Transition Support Officers.
November 2005
Consultations with  Faculty Deans etc and adoption of University Orientation policy
December 2005
Extend Arts Catalyst Pilot project statewide and pilot in Faculty of Education
From January 2006

Implement University Orientation principles and programs.
September 2006

Evaluation and recommendations for 2007
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Appendix A

UTAS DRAFT ORIENTATION PRINCIPLES

1. The university is committed to providing students with a comprehensive introduction to their university experience through orientation activities of the highest possible quality.


2. Orientation at UTAS has the following objectives:
· To familiarise students with the university by:

· Introducing them to the physical environment;
· Explaining academic culture and expectations;
· Promoting the wider student support services of the university.
· To develop students’ sense of purpose and direction by:

· Promoting a clear understanding of why they are doing their subjects and courses and where their courses are directed;
· Promoting a clear understanding of the aims and objectives, learning outcomes, learning processes, assessment methods, and teaching and learning methods of their courses.
· To facilitate students’ connection with the university by:

· Promoting involvement in university life, including engagement with their peers;
· Supporting social transition;
· Supporting students to stay on in their subjects and courses.
· To promote and enhance student’ learning by:

· Developing basic skills and knowledge necessary for the commencement of university study.
· Recognising and taking into account students’ diverse backgrounds and abilities.

3. Each faculty/school/section will identify the transition issues relevant to its student cohort and develop orientation activities and transition strategies that align with these objectives, the Orientation good practice principles, and the attached guidelines.


4. Specification of academic orientation programs and/or appropriate first year curricula is a requirement for course approval.

5. ‘Orientation Week’ is recognised as the official commencement to the academic year for first year undergraduate students.

6. Each faculty/school will develop procedures for early identification of students at risk of failure due to inadequate tertiary literacy skills and in conjunction with the FEU, implement programs to address their needs.
Appendix B

GUIDELINES FOR UTAS ORIENTATION

Orientation Guidelines for Faculties And Schools

1. Information Session at Enrolment Advice Days

· Involve 1st year teaching staff and relevant admin staff

· Provide detailed information about course and unit content, hours, pracs, expectations, with a focus on assisting enrolment decisions.

· Provide opportunity for prospective students to talk to academics and ask questions.

· Involve past students and provide opportunity to ask them questions.

2. Faculty/School Orientation Session(s) during Orientation Week

· Practical information for Week 1.

· Tour of campus with particular focus on classrooms for Week 1.

· Activities that foster interaction between students, and students and staff.

· Central involvement of mentors.

· Address expectations of University and course of study.

· Assistance to work out timetables.

· Signing up for tutorials.

· Address transition issues.

· Diagnostic testing of students to identify those requiring study skill development:
- provide appropriate program of support
- encourage enrolment into HFE100 (writing and thinking at University).

3. Week 1 of Semester

· Hand-out and explain unit outlines in all first lectures.

· Monitor attendance at first lectures
- follow-up those not present and ensure they receive essential information.

· School/faculty social activity for first year students to facilitate networks and integration.  Need staff and mentors in attendance.

· Induction meetings with all tutors, FEU, library, and Student Services.

4.  Weeks 2 – 6 of Semester

· Monitor attendance at all tutorials and follow-up those not attending.

· Actively promote and assist students to engage in study skill workshop opportunities (central and/or faculty based).

· Early assessment to identify students requiring additional study skill support.

· Overhead at the beginning of each lecture to draw attention to important issues each week.

· Identified person within faculty to provide “counselling” to those students considering withdrawal.

· At least one school/faculty based social function to facilitate connections with mentors, staff and other students.

5. Ongoing

· Provide central point of contact for students via FYLO.

· Continue to monitor progress and link with supports as appropriate.

Orientation Guidelines for Other Services 

1. Information Session at Enrolment Advice Days

· Information about the enrolment process.

· Using the course and unit handbook.

· How to read the timetable.

· Supports to help with study.

· Fees/HECS.

· Strategies for achievement sessions (to be confirmed)

2. Prior to Orientation Week

· Preparation/Enabling programs.

· FY Website and FY Email List.

3. Coordinated program of events during Orientation Week to complement faculty/school activities.

· Financial skills and planning.

· Part-time work and study.

· Essential IT.

· Library tours.

· Student Organisation Activities.

4. Week 1 of Semester

· Information Booths.

· FY Website and FY Email List.

5. Weeks 2 - 6 of Semester

· FY Website and FY Email List.

· Withdrawal “counselling” offered through Student Services.

6. Ongoing

· FY Website and FY Email List.

Appendix C

STUDENT TRANSITION SUPPORT OFFICERS - DRAFT

· Take a lead role in coordinating, in collaboration with academic and general staff, an orientation program for all commencing students in the faculty, including an active mentoring scheme.

· Implement strategies to foster student-student and student-staff interaction.

· Provide an accessible “one stop shop” for first year students within the faculty to address questions, concerns, and issues and to provide appropriate referral as required.

· Coordinate a tutor induction at the beginning of each semester involving FEU, library, and Student Services.

· Work with First Year and Course Coordinators, and other relevant faculty and school officers, to monitor academic achievement and assist students to link with available supports and services in order to maintain satisfactory academic progress in their first year of enrolment.

· Coordinate attendance monitoring for first lectures and tutorials throughout semester and follow-up regular absences.

· Provide “withdrawal counselling” to assist students to withdraw appropriately and explore options for a return to study in the future.

· Evaluate and prepare an annual report on the effectiveness of the orientation and transition activities they have undertaken.

APPENDIX D

ORGANISATIONAL STRUCTURE
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