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This document has been designed as a tool for self-evaluation and review of themes derived from a Higher Education Academy (HEA) international literature review The First Year Experience (Harvey et al 2006). In this review ‘first year’ refers to the first-year of study of an undergraduate or postgraduate student in higher education institutions.

Aims:
The tool will have potential to act as a vehicle for:
· Introduction to relevant literature
· Reflection on current practices I the unique context of a university/HE setting
· Agenda setting for professional development
· Deriving research themes that are local, institutional and sector related
· Strategic planning

The tool may be used to prioritise issues of importance (with declared reasoning so as to focus debate and decisions). Based upon these analyses, ways forward can be explored with cross referencing to specific aspects of the full text of the literature review. Each aspect of the main themes has been presented as a question or statement to be considered by users. The tool may be used as a whole set of themes representing the comprehensive nature of the literature review or addressed as single themes matched to the interests and contexts of users.

This document articulates with the four main themes addressed in the literature review:

1. Performance and retention, including predicting success, assessing performance and withdrawal retention
2. Factors impacting on performance and persistence, including institutional, personal and external factors
3. Support for the first-year, including induction, adjustment and skill support
4. Learning and teaching, including new techniques for first-year groups and first-year learning behaviour

There is an additional section which we have distilled out to accommodate a further theme: 

5. Implications for policy, practice and research, and supplementary issues.


Engagement with this tool, or components there within, may be undertaken as a ‘round table’ event, or extended to be a device for identification of lines of enquiry for local or institutional research for grounded derivation of strategy. The dialogic processes underpinning the use of the tool may indeed establish new research into local phenomena and hence also lead to further research in under-developed areas of the review. As such, the tool may serve to derive research questions and lines of enquiry as it is put into use. An additional function of the tool could be to identify priority areas for professional development based upon interaction with the focus of an individual theme. Essentially this is an enhancement model and because its structure is systematic.

The literature review and the executive summary could be read prior to using the tool so as to ensure an understanding of the context of the stimuli-prompts in the first column (‘Focus/issue derived from Literature Review’). Alternatively, prior engagement with the tool could serve as a mechanism for purposeful reading of specific components of the review generating specific agenda, interests and lines of enquiry. The tool has been abridged here and can be formatted into table form for electronic completion for reproduction for workshops etc. Electronic Copy is available from Mark.Schofield@edgehill.ac.uk

The full text literature review can be accessed at:
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/resources/detail/ourwork/research/FYE_lr

Additional resources/sources can be accessed from the Higher education Academy at:

http://search2.openobjects.com/kbroker/heaportal/resources/search/search.lsim?qt=first+year+experience&sr=0&nh=10&cs=iso-8859-1&sc=heaportal-resources&sm=0&ha=1230&sf=&mt=1



1. Performance and retention, including predicting success, assessing performance and withdrawal, retention

· What do we know about this theme in our university/HE institution? Is this an issue for this context? If so, why? If not, why not?
· Possible actions to be undertaken. (Consider - Who? When? How?)

	Focus/issue derived from Literature Review

	Prior knowledge or expertise in a subject and grades achieved in the early part of the first year are indicators of success but only in combination with other variables. Results of previous assessments at all stages are the best predictor of subsequent results. How do we make use of the information we have on previous assessment?


	First-year students tend to overrate their knowledge and abilities. Identifying gaps can be used as a basis for implementing interventions designed to overcome student deficiencies. How do we assist students to have an awareness of their knowledge and abilities?


	Students withdraw from the first year if they feel they are not integrated. Augmentations of the integration model include cultural capital theories. Do our models of social and academic integration reflect a traditional (white middle-class residential) college student experience?


	One clear message from the literature is that no model fits all situations. Do we therefore have enough flexibility within our own processes?






2. Factors impacting on performance and persistence, including institutional, personal and external factors.

· What do we know about this theme in our university/HE institution? Is this an issue for this context? If so, why? If not, why not?
· Possible actions to be undertaken. (Consider - Who? When? How?)

	Focus/issue derived from Literature Review

	Withdrawal is the result of a complex combination of student characteristics, external pressures and institution-related factors. Students’ decisions to leave are often the result of a build-up of factors. What means do we have of monitoring these factors effectively enough to provide a full picture of this complexity?

	Persistence may be related to student satisfaction, which is integrally linked with their preparedness for higher education and expectations. Choice of institution and programme of study is often crucial. How well do students expectations of the institution/programmes fit with their expectations?

	Working-class students, it seems, have less peer support to draw on and there is some correlation between class and first-year grades and persistence, especially where family problems intervene for working-class students. 
Some research suggests that working-class students become integrated and perform better when living-in, in the first year. 

	Do our first generation students make assumptions about higher education and the support they will get? Are these unmet? 

	Although performing at least as well as younger students, mature students are likely to feel more socially isolated and have financial and family concerns that impact on their first-year performance and persistence. Do we recognise this as a potential issue?

	Access to teaching staff and feedback on progress are important motivators for first-year mature students. Do we recognise this within our programmes? 

	Overall, males tend to have lower persistence rates than females. Older men are more likely to withdraw for course-related, finance or work-related reasons, whereas older women withdraw for family reasons. How much do we know about the impact of these factors on our mature students?

	Although there are differences in ethnic group performance and persistence, this is not an issue of race per se. Within ethnic groups there are differences in male and female success. 

	Students who participate in support activities benefit, although it does depend on student characteristics. However, students who most need the support are not always those who make use of it. How can we ensure that those students most in need of support can access it effectively?

	Finance is not as big a factor in student persistence as is often presumed. It is rarely the only reason for withdrawal. Many students undertake paid work but there is little evidence to suggest that moderate amounts of part-time working adversely affect first-year performance. Furthermore, the impact of paid work during term time is not always negative. 


	Do we have any awareness that the financial situation facing students is affecting study modes and impacting on workloads?

	Living on campus is presumed to be an important factor in social integration but there is ambiguous evidence about whether living in residences actually enhances grades. 
What are our students’ experiences of this factor?

	The beneficial effects of residential living seem to be dependent on the context and may be more beneficial in small institutions or where students not only live in residential settings but also study together. Do we have any models of how this may operate within the institution? 

	Stress and health of first-years students is also an area explored for its impact on performance and persistence. The limited evidence suggests better health leads to better academic performance and persistence in higher education. How do we promote health issues within the institution?

	There is some evidence that health tends to deteriorate over the course of the first year. The main causes of stress appear to be study factors rather than external factors. Are we aware that health issues may affect performance and persistence in the first year?





3. Support for the first-year, including induction, adjustment and skill support
What do we know about this theme in our university/HE institution? Is this an issue for this context? If so, why? If not, why not?

Possible actions to be undertaken. (Consider - Who? When? How?)


	Focus/issue derived from Literature Review

	
Do we avoid information overload and unnecessary bureaucratic procedures in our induction processes?

	
Do we encourage a gradual process of induction?

	How do we support our students in becoming autonomous learners? 

	How do we facilitate friendship and/or learning groups to aid social and emotional adjustment to higher education?

	It is also noted that students shift emphasis from one source of support to another as they progress through the year – Do we allow for these different forms of support? What form might they take and how easily accessed are they?

	What steps do we take to make students aware of an institutional ‘discourse’ and how this maybe adopted?

	What types of opportunities do we provide for integration and adjustment via supportive interaction with teachers?

	Do our students have sufficient and appropriate access to learning resources and facilities?

	Are we aware that it may be useful to have different approaches to supporting male, female, and mature students?

	Are we aware that adjustment is a particular problem for students from local authority care? Do we have any strategies?

	
External influences, such as family and friendship groups (outside university) can impact significantly on adjustment in the first year. How aware are we of students’ external relationships and do we provide any facility to offer support for students?
(counselling etc.)

	The difference between those who think about leaving but persist and those who leave appear to be motivational factors such as goal orientation and self-efficacy. How can we determine which students may be more at risk?

	The impression gained was that the institutions did not perceive the postgraduate first-year experience to require specific attention.
Do we consider that first year postgraduate students need particular support?



4. 
Learning and teaching, including new techniques for first-year groups and first-year learning behaviour.

What do we know about this theme in our university/HE institution? Is this an issue for this context? If so, why? If not, why not?
Possible actions to be undertaken. (Consider - Who? When? How?)

	Focus/issue derived from Literature Review

	The first year is a time of considerable cognitive growth and appears to be important in developing learning behaviour.
How aware are we of this?
How do we recognise this in our approaches to teaching and learning?

	Rigid prior conceptions about the subject area or approaches to learning can inhibit learning. 
How do we investigate students’ prior conceptions on entry to the subject?
How can we develop staff concepts of learning?

	Research shows that students find conceptual development difficult. 
Do staff assess whether their teaching styles enable students’ conceptual development?

	Males and females appear to develop different learning behaviours although there is little correlation between learning behaviour and student achievement in the first year. 
Do we utilise a range of strategies?

	First-year students tend to adopt surface learning or instrumental approaches. This does not seem to impact greatly on first-year results.
How do we generate the right conditions to encourage deeper learning?

	Students may accept the principle of autonomous learning but need help in becoming autonomous learners. 
How do we enable students to develop the ability to become autonomous learners?

	There is a groundswell, particularly in the US, promoting the advantages and effectiveness of first-year learning communities.
How aware are we of this work and what benefits may it offer?

	Students prefer student-centred, active learning rather than lectures. 
Do we equip students with the tools for making effective use of lectures?

	Problem-based learning, practical projects and team working seem to be effective provided the student is well prepared.

	Do we utilise this range of learning activities in our programmes?

	How do we prepare students for engaging with these types of learning activity?

	Research on assessment shows a preference for coursework assessment, although this is not the case in all settings. What do we know about our students’ preferences?

	Peer assessment appears to be beneficial. What use do we make of peer assessment?

	
If carefully planned, on-line assessment can be a useful learning aid. Do we make use of on-line assessment? 
Do we want to develop this?

	
It is important that students and staff have a shared understanding of the language of assessment. How do we ensure that students and staff share this understanding?

	
How do we think about our first year students?
Is there a mass experience of being a first-year as opposed to the differentiated experience of later years: as not being seen as individuals, as being taught or instructed rather than as having one’s learning facilitated, as being perceived as a (potential) problem?

	Do we focus on the deficiencies of first-year students and how to provide for them rather than on exploring their learning needs as individuals and building on their strengths?
Perhaps the key to improving success and persistence is not to focus just on the first-year experience but to improve the student experience generally.

	
Do our module evaluation processes provide us with the means of identifying issues that are specific to year groups?
How do our evaluation procedures enable us to enhance provision for specific groups of students?

	Institutions may use surveys that included first-year students and analysed them, inter alia, by year of study. Both surveys feed into quality processes. The surveys seem to be the only mechanism in any of the institutions through which information about a range of aspects relating to the first-year experience are pulled together and reported, although only as one aspect of a broader review of the student experience in general.
How can we make best use of the range of institutional data to enhance the student experience and inform teaching and learning?

	Widening access to courses means that students may not be familiar with or prepared for traditional university learning, teaching and assessment methods.
What strategies do we have for facilitating individual learning?





5. Implications for policy, practice and research
What do we know about this theme in our university/HE institution? Is this an issue for this context? If so, why? If not, why not?
Possible actions to be undertaken. (Consider - Who? When? How?)

	Focus/issue derived from Literature Review

	The first-year experience evolves and changes both temporally and culturally. 
Issues facing students when they first arrive are not the same as issues half way through the first year or towards the end: expectations and satisfaction with the experience change. 
The culture shock of induction becomes replaced by assimilation and absorption of values as students become integrated academically and socially. 

	How do our induction processes reflect this on-going induction to all aspects of learning as an on-going process throughout the year?

	Is there a first-year experience, however diverse, or should it be seen as part of a long process of cultural, social and intellectual assimilation? The evidence seems to suggest that to de-contextualise the first year from the entire student experience deflects from a need to ensure a positive learning experience suited to the evolutionary stage of the student.
Do our systems and processes reflect this evolutionary process?

	There is a need for a more systematic attempt to explore and theorise the totality of the first-year experience. 
This does not just mean larger samples in more than one institution but attempts to synthesise the literature and address substantive issues. What is needed are more studies that explore why, for example, particular practices are effective in integrating students and holistic research that reflects the complexity of the student experience. 
What studies are currently being carried out within the faculty/institution? Does our research reflect the complexity of student experience?

	Postgraduates also have transition issues, there is little identifiable grey literature on the postgraduate first-year. What ‘grey literature do we have on the post-graduate first year?

	How aware are we that there is no first-year experience; there is a multiplicity of first-year experiences?

	Supplementary Issues:

	First-year students receive a large amount of information at induction. 
Welcome packs indicate the areas considered to be of importance to first-year students and include information on: university processes; fees; university facilities and support services; accommodation; useful contacts; sports and recreation; personal safety, drugs, alcohol, health; and the locality.
First-year students also receive information about the programme and individual modules, which covered: aims; learning outcomes; learning, teaching and assessment; assignment guidance and resources. 

	Information given to first-year students suggested that institutions perceive the following realms as important:
the institution; the course; the environs; the individual. 
The published literature addresses some but not all of these factors, or gives differing amounts of attention to them. For example, the published literature on the first year places little emphasis on the locality, personal safety, health issues or alcohol and drug abuse.

	Institutions do not generally seem to monitor or explore many of the areas covered in induction information. The exception is where there is a student satisfaction survey.


	A clear implication from the research, then, is that institutions should do more with the data they collect that relates to the first year of study. 
How can we make use of the range of data collected across the institution?

	Institutions should treat the first year experience as more than about induction and retention. 
There is a latent view that retention, keeping students once they are in higher education, is beneficial. Governments and quality agencies that take retention rates as performance indicators and regard withdrawal from programmes as indicative of poor quality provision exacerbate this. 
The research has shown that integration is a complex business depending on the type of institution and the characteristics and circumstances of the student. 

	Areas that institutions might usefully address: 
providing accurate information to applicants; 
greater collaboration with schools and colleges; 
more flexibility in provision to allow for individual difference;
more focussed inductions.

	The key to success is to work with students, building on their strengths, rather than do things to students on the basis of a deficit model that emphasises inadequacies. How does this fit with concepts of teaching and learning in the institution?
This requires an approach that sees the first-year experience as holistic and evolving and that attempts to match changing student expectations with their experience. 
It is important to take first-year student perspectives seriously and evaluate the students’ satisfaction with their total experience. 







