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Introduction:

Previous research has highlighted the significance of the first year experience in addressing the concerning patterns of low participation and high attrition in South African higher education institutions. First year success is vital in the context of scarcity of skills and in determining the quantity and quality of graduate outcomes.

In the past decade, the Faculty of Health Sciences (FHS) at the University of Cape Town (UCT) has introduced radical curricular changes in the undergraduate programmes. While these changes affect all students, the biggest impact has been on the first year cohort. In addition, from 2009, students entered university from a revised outcomes-based school curriculum. Both the preparedness of this group of students and the suitability of the measures put in place by the faculty to ensure the quality of the first year experience were in question. 

This project forms part of an ongoing effort to create an enabling institutional environment and to improve both the general student experience and the quality of student learning, thus enhancing the quality and profile of UCT’s graduates. 

Methodology/ Design:

Ethical approval was received to gather data from first year students in the FHS. This was done by means of an online questionnaire administered during the second semester of 2010. All first year students in the Faculty of Health Sciences were encouraged to participate, thus the sample group included students from the medical, physiotherapy, occupational therapy, speech and language pathology and audiology programmes. The questionnaire included demographic data as well as quantitative ratings (Likert Scale) and qualitative comments regarding the quality of students' experience, degree of satisfaction and perceptions of institutional support. These were in the areas of personal growth and development and environmental, social and academic adjustment. 

Results:

The response rate was 56% (188/ 337 students). 

The results were analysed to assess the status quo, identify areas where students required additional support for adjustment, and to motivate for proposed interventions to enhance the first year experience. 

Key challenges reported by students included taking responsibility for themselves, managing their study time well and coping with the stresses related to being at university. While more than 50% of respondents reported experiencing painful or difficult events with negative academic impact during the first year at university, only 4% reported that they did not know about the support available in the faculty. Of those who accessed support, 80% felt that the support adequately addressed the problem. 

Conclusion:

The data from this study have provided a clear picture of the demographic diversity of the student body and of areas of adjustment that students experienced as stressful or difficult. Where students experienced difficulty or dissatisfaction, this evidence has been used to support the need for change, in order to maximise successful transition from secondary school to university. 

Implications of Research: 

The results of the study have provided a better understanding of the diversity of home and school backgrounds of students entering first year in the Faculty of Health Sciences at UCT. Areas of adjustment that students experienced as stressful or difficult during their first year in the programmes of the faculty have also been identified.  The results have provided evidence for the type of intervention necessary, in addition to the existing Student Support and Peer mentoring, to improve the experiences of first year students, with the aim of facilitating success and enhancing through put (retention and graduation). Interventions include increasing the number and nature of time management and study skills workshops offered by staff and second and third year students; holding focus group discussions with mature students to explore their particular needs and to   provide opportunities for networking; and increasing the accessibility of psychological support by making counseling sessions available on the Health Sciences campus. Evaluation of the impact of the interventions implemented will be required. 

Institutional Description  
UCT, Africa's top-ranked university, founded in 1829, serves some 24 000 students (16 000 undergraduates) from over 100 countries. While maintaining its tradition of academic excellence, UCT strives to reflect the demographics of South Africa, promote equal opportunity for all and participate in meeting the development needs of South Africa's emerging democracy. 

