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SESSION ABSTRACT
The purpose of this study is to gain insight regarding the lived experience of first year college students’ transition to the university from graduating high school within the last eighteen months. As an educator for this group of students it is important to gain understanding on the lived experience of these student’s transitioning to college. If there is a greater understanding of the student’s feelings and meaning of this experience perhaps higher education can provide a more quality educational experience. 

HISTORY OF FIRST YEAR PROGRAMS
Northern Michigan University’s First Year Experience (FYE) program started with a two year pilot in the fall of 1995.  The program was initially developed for students admitted to the university in good standing and intended to promote retention, integration and overall satisfaction.    During the fall 1995 semester, of those who had been invited (all students admitted in good standing), the program attracted 165 self-selected students.  These students were enrolled in blocks of classes that were comprised of three academic courses (liberal studies) and the freshman seminar. The seminar course was taught by a faculty member and teaching assistant.  Goals for the program included the development of strategies and attitudes to maximize academic success; familiarizing students with campus resources; and assisting students in developing positive relationships with faculty, staff, student leaders, and peers.  At the end of the fall 1995 semester, data showed that students taking the blocked classes exhibited higher GPAs than students not enrolled in the program as well as submitted positive feedback regarding the connections they made through participation in the block.  As the program increased in popularity, so did the number of blocks that were offered.  By fall 1998, approximately 390 students were enrolled in 12 blocks of classes.  GPAs and semester clear status for these students continued to be higher than for students not in the FYE program.  In light of the positive feedback, the university decided that since the program worked so well for students admitted in good standing, they would offer the blocks to students admitted on probation.   In fall 2000, a pilot was added to the program offering a block of classes for students who were admitted on academic probation.  The end result was as positive as for those admitted in good standing.   Evaluation of the program by students also showed positive qualitative results…students felt the blocked classes enhanced their experience, allowing them to make strong connections with other students in the block as well as the faculty member and teaching assistant.  

As of the fall 2009 semester, we had 67 percent (1200 students) of the incoming freshman class participating in First Year Programs (including students admitted in good standing, on freshman probation and in our College Transitions Program (right to try).  Students who participate in First Year Programs continue to earn higher GPAs than students not in the program.  First, third and fifth semester clear status is also higher for students in the program, an average of 10 percent higher (76.1% vs. 66% third semester retention in fall 2008) than for students not enrolled in the program.  

	
RESEARCH DESIGN
The research will attempt to answer the following questions: 1) how would you describe the feelings you experienced upon arriving to college 2) how would you describe your transition from high school to attending the university 3) what is the most exciting aspect of college for you and 4) what is the most concerning aspect of college for you.  The information from this study will provide insight on the lived experience for new freshman students thus providing data which the university can utilize to assist the student in a successful college experience. The information from this study will provide insight of the lived experience for new freshman students thus providing data which the university can utilize to assist the student in a successful college experience. A phenomenological approach will be utilized. Since the aim of this study to identify and describe the lived experience a Husserlian method of phenomenology will be used. This type of research may provide data which will be useful for the NMU to further strengthen the FYE program and develop more research studies on student success. Focus group is the method of choice because it is compatible with the Husserlian approach to phenomenology. The research opportunities are endless and this study will be the initial qualitative study 


DETAILED SUMMARY 
Summary of Presentation: This poster presentation will provide information retrieved from the pilot study of assessing the lived experience of first year students attending the university. The study will be completed at Northern Michigan University (NMU). 

Subjects: Subjects for this study will be students participating in FYP, successfully completing the UN 100 seminar course and who continue to be enrolled at NMU. 

Research Design: As noted earlier phenomenology will be the research design. The specific method to collect the data will be focus groups. Students enrolled in the eminar course as part of the FYE experience will be invited to participate in a focus group regarding the feelings they experienced when entering college. These students will have also graduated from high school within eighteen months prior to enrolling in college. 

Data collection and analysis: The focus group interview will be audio taped in a room which is designed for this type of research. Additionally, a second small recorder will be in the room as a backup system for making sure the interviews are taped. A systematic analysis of the data will be obtained. 

Discussion of results: The results will be preliminary from a pilot study approved by the university. The poster presentation will include a historical overview of the First Year Experience at Northern Michigan University. This will include a summary of the data generated from extensive quantitative research done with students attending NMU. 

RATIONALE FOR STUDY:
 Implications for practice, theory and future research: Similar to other institutions studying students, Northern Michigan University (NMU) has traditionally measured student success by retention rates and graduation rates. The office of Institutional Research and the FYE program work collaboratively in collecting data regarding student success. The purpose of this research is to investigate the lived experience of incoming first year nursing students to NMU to provide qualitative data which will be useful for NMU to further strengthen the FYE program and to develop more research studies on student success.  A focus of the research is what makes the student successful (from their point of view) and what aspects of college success courses work better than others. There is a need for research from a qualitative aspect as there is little research on the feelings or the lived experience of incoming first year students to college. NMU is committed to enhancing a student’s college life and equipping the student with the academic and social tools to be successful. 

METHODOLOGY
In January 2010, two focus groups of five students, each with the following criteria were invited to participate in the pilot study: 

· Graduated high school within the past eighteen months
· Declared Nursing as their major
· Completed UN 100 freshman seminar
· Completed first semester courses
· Enrolled in second semester courses
 
Students responded to the four research questions, data was collected and analyzed.      

OUTCOMES

Student Descriptors Regarding Coming to College:
		Excited, Nervous, Fearful, Anxious
	
	Most Exciting Aspect of Coming to College:
		Independence (Making their own decisions)
		Freedom
		New Beginning		
			   
 

 Most Concerned About Coming to College:
		Independence (Not making the right decisions)
		The Unknown (Fear)
		The “What If’s”	
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 Transitional Feelings:		
 		Enjoying their accomplishments
 		Learning about themselves
 		Accepting the consequences of their actions		
 		Unprepared for college life
 		Pressure to succeed

CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

Students had a difficult time articulating specific “descriptors”. Their initial concerns were about the social aspect of college, not whether or not they would be able to handle college academically.   Finding a balance between academic and social life was/is difficult.  They noted that once the “euphoria” of being a new college student wore off and reality set in, they became more fearful with regard to their academic achievements and not as concerned about the social aspects of college life.  

The qualitative data,  combined with the existing quantitative data above has provided a new window for further research on what might be an opportunity to capture students who are transitioning from the euphoric stage to the reality stage of their college experience as this is where students often decide not to continue.  If there is a greater understanding of the student’s feelings and meaning of this lived experience perhaps higher education can provide a more quality educational experience and increased retention.
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