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Abstract Transitioning from high-school to university can be difficult, and many uni-

versity teachers feel students are often ill-prepared for the change. To investigate this 233

Humanities and Science students at the University of Adelaide were surveyed 6 months

into their first year regarding experiences of teaching and learning at university. 189

students were also surveyed 18 months after commencement, to gain retrospective views

of their transition year, as were lecturers and tutors of both groups. Results were compared

to similar Orientation Week questionnaires that focused on expectations. Questions

included reasons for selecting degrees, quality of teacher feedback and perceived impact of

outside commitments. Even though student expectations, student experience, and teacher

views differed, remarkable similarities emerged across the two degree programs (Science

and Humanities). Our findings thus highlight a call for non-specialised transition programs

to meet the needs of first year students and facilitate the transition from secondary to

tertiary education.
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Introduction

A 2004 survey of Australian first year students revealed that despite ‘‘[e]nhanced efforts

to bridge the gap between school and university’’ over the previous decade, some 60%

of first year students did not feel adequately prepared for university. Around a third of

all commencing students even ‘‘feel ill-prepared to choose a university course on

leaving school’’ and tend to experience an ‘‘early ‘reality shock’ when their first

semester marks begin to come in’’ (Krause et al. 2005). According to another study, this

‘‘sizable minority actually find themselves in difficulties’’ once they begin university

courses (McInnis 2001). There has been increased scholarly concern in recent times that

students are inadequately prepared for entry level university courses and a perception

that this has led to falling standards (Trotter and Roberts 2006). The first year experi-

ence is especially relevant as it impacts on attrition and thus on university funding,

which is often tied to the number of enrolled students. Furthermore, an Australian

initiative—the Learning and Teaching Performance Fund (Department of Education

2008a)—rewards universities for excellence in learning and teaching, tightly linking this

to attrition rates.

The transition from high school to university is a major concern globally as demon-

strated by an extensive (and rapidly expanding) literature. Much of the research in this area

originates in the US where, for instance, studies have analysed the academic motivations

and attrition rates of various demographic groups, such as low income students and those

from ethnic minority groups (Seidman et al. 1995; Tierney 2005), showing that perceived

racism had a detrimental effect on student retention (Brown et al. 2005). McCarthy and

Kuh (2006) surveyed over 170,000 American high school students and reached the con-

clusion that a serious ‘‘mismatch’’ existed between the students’ learning habits and the

habits that would be expected of them at university. The transition from high school to

university should not be considered a purely Western concern as analyses from other

countries indicate. Tolstova (2006) bemoaned an apparently widening gap between Rus-

sian secondary and tertiary education and consequent drop in the standard of Russian

sociology students. In Europe a study investigating the transition from high school to

university found that the combination of increasing student numbers and declining sec-

ondary standards contributed to declining university standards and high failure rates during

the first year (EMBO 2006).

Rausch and Hamilton (2006) highlighted the fact that of the 2.2 million students

commencing at US universities, between 25 and 30% ‘‘do not return to their initial

institution of choice for the second year’’. They noted in particular that the greatest loss

occurs ‘‘during the freshman year, especially during the first semester’’ (Rausch and

Hamilton 2006). Other studies in the US have pondered ways to enhance academic success

during the first crucial year, including foregrounding the voices of minority groups in the

classroom and identifying colleges with higher than average success rates (Boler et al.

2004; Kuh et al. 2005; Reason et al. 2006).

There is also a deeper problem with envisioning senior schooling as simply a means

of entering university. Pressure on some school teachers to get students into university

may lead to increased assistance which could set up unrealistic expectations of what

students will encounter once in tertiary education. High school students enrolled in

educational activities that occur outside formal schooling in Japan are thereby more

likely to successfully enter university, as they achieve higher university entrance scores

(Ono 2007; Stevenson and Baker 1992). However, such students are also more likely to

be from high socioeconomic backgrounds, hence indicating a possible confounding
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factor. The focus on university entrance may lead to students from elite schools, where

extra attention is granted, perform better at university entrance exams, but then struggle

academically once in tertiary education (Birch and Miller 2007). While high rates of

student admittance into university are often desirable, it is also important to retain

students once enrolled. Studies from the UK, US and Australia show that retention rates,

especially after first year, have been an important issue for many universities for at least

the last two decades (Betts and Morrell 1999; De Rome and Lewin 1984; Johnes and

McNabb 2004).

The Australian literature reflects scholars’ concerns—across a broad range of disci-

plines—about a very real gap in students’ skills between high school and university, and

relates some concerted efforts to ease the transition process for first year students. For

example, Macdonald (2000) noted that although moving ‘‘from secondary education to

university has never been easy, in recent times the problem of the transition has become

more acute’’. This, he argues, is due to changes in sources of university funding and has

resulted in a fundamental power shift: from the university to a larger and more diverse

student body upon which universities are more dependant financially than was the case

20 years ago. Indeed, as McInnis (2001) states, ‘‘first year is a priority since it is now

recognised that attrition is costly for both individuals and universities’’. Accordingly, the

literature reflects a similar shift: from analysis of this changing student body in the 1980s

(Hester 1982) to suggesting ways in which the experience of transition can be eased.

Ternel (2000) identified a ‘‘mismatch’’ between individual learning styles and university

teaching methods in mechanical engineering. Furthermore, Hagan and Macdonald (2000)

pointed out that the universities’ expectation of students to ‘‘adjust immediately to a

different style of teaching and learning was part of the problem’’ of transition to

university.

Several strategies have been suggested for making the transition easier: Krause (2001)

established that the first written assignment, particularly with effective and timely feedback

upon it, can promote better integration in text-based courses. Leveson (1999) found small

group work to assist accounting students. A study at La Trobe University found structural

equation modelling helpful in identifying the characteristics of successful students in

health sciences (McKenzie and Gow 2004) and collaboration between computing and IT

proved effective at Monash University (Hagan and Macdonald 2000).

Given the transition difficulties so evident upon entry, the University of Adelaide

recently conducted a survey of students commencing tertiary education (Crisp et al. 2009).

In this Orientation Week survey, students from all faculties were asked what they expected

in a number of areas such as workload, feedback on assignments and access to teaching

staff. Interestingly, students responded that they thought studying at university would be

different to high school, but consistently indicated that their expectations of access to

teachers, response times for work and reviewing of drafts, was not different from high

school (Crisp 2006). This suggests that while they knew there would be a change they did

not really appreciate the nature of the change. The present study reports on further, and in

more depth, results from two of the student groups in the original survey: those entering

university to study either Humanities or Science. We have investigated the extent to which

these first year students’ expectations were met and considered their responses alongside

their teachers’ views, with particular focus on feedback.

This research is of immediate interest to those who teach first year students and those

who design degree programs. In a wider context, it is of interest to universities looking to

increase retention rates, to secondary educators who prepare students for admission to

tertiary institutions, to employers of graduates and, of course, to students and their families.
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Aims and methodology

As related above, there is a widening gap between commencing students’ expectations, and

what will actually be delivered at university. Therefore the primary goal was to gain a

deeper understanding of the relationship between the expectations of students entering

university, the experience of first year students, and their teachers’ perceptions. The

secondary aim was to identify differences between Humanities and Science students and

teachers.

The most effective way to achieve these objectives was to survey both students in

Humanities and Science and their teachers. The benchmark was a survey of commencing

students conducted by the University of Adelaide in Orientation Week of 2007 (Crisp et al.

2009). Two groups of students were requested to complete the survey again: second

semester first year and second year students. Both these surveys were conducted at the

same time, and thus constituted different student cohorts. They were asked to report only

on their time as first year university students. This enabled a separation of the experience of

the first year (first year students) and the second year students’ reflections upon that

experience. Additionally, teachers of first year students (Classics, French, German, His-

tory, Media, Biology, Chemistry, Geology and Physics) were asked to complete a survey

that highlighted the same issue.

All questions are listed in Table 1. In questions that asked students to rank their

responses to particular statements (Likert Scale) all responses were in the form: ‘strongly

agree’, ‘agree’, ‘neutral’, ‘disagree’ and ‘strongly disagree’. These responses were

then ranked with 5 corresponding to ‘strongly agree’, 1 ‘strongly disagree’ and 3 being

‘neutral’. All questions also had ‘not applicable’ or ‘other’ as an option in order to ensure

‘neutral’ responses were not confounded by these other possibilities. We did not expand on

these surveys by doing in-depth interviews, which may limit our ability to unpack student

understanding of the questions asked.

One of the more problematic aspects of the survey was the question on the study time

spent per week outside of class time (question 5, Table 1). In hindsight it was decided that

this question was ambiguous. Given many students would be following two or more

courses across different Schools and Faculties, it was unclear whether, for example,

‘6–10 h’ (as phrased in the Orientation Week survey) meant for example in French alone,

or in conjunction with, say, Medicine or Law. Therefore, further analysis of answers to this

question was omitted. Likewise, the term ‘ready access’ had ambivalent connotations

(question 7, Table 1). Did ‘ready access’ mean different things to a student and a teacher?

Were consultation hours ‘ready access’ or did students expect teachers to be available at all

times during the university week? Lastly, the final question was not perfectly correlated in

the student and teacher surveys, as a slight change in the terminology meant the results

were imbued with a distorted perspective (question 17, Table 1). This, again, highlighted

the need for a future addition of qualitative data to investigate how students interpreted the

questions in the surveys. Nonetheless, these admittedly minor inconsistencies allowed a

reflection upon the importance of clearly worded, unambiguous questions in future

pedagogical research.

Table 2 displays the similarity in answers between different groups. We calculated

similarity by plotting the histograms of the responses and measuring the amount of overlap

(i.e. sum of the minimum of the two values at every response level). Similarity values

cannot be labelled as significant or not but give a metric to the degree of correspondence

between the two groups. Importantly, this measure does not convey the level of the

response, just the similarity between the respective groups.
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Table 1 Summary of survey questions used in the different groups

Question Orientation week survey Students (asked to reflect
back on their first year of
university)

Teachers of first year students

1 Are you studying full-time? Are you studying full-time? What is your current position?

2 How many years, including the
current one, have you been
studying at a university?

How many years, including
the current one, have you
been studying at a
university?

How many years, including the
current one, have you been
teaching at a university?

3 Degree program. What is your main program
area?

What is your main program
area?

4 Reasons for choosing program
(could choose multiple
reasons).

Reasons for continuing
program (can select more
than one):

What do you think the main
reasons students selected the
program area are (you can
select more than one)?

5 How much time per week do
you expect to spend in study
outside of scheduled class
times?

On average how much time
per week did you spend in
study outside of scheduled
class time?

On average how much time per
week do you expect students
to spend in study outside of
scheduled class time?

6 I expect to be able to combine
study with paid work.

I was, or would be, able to
combine study with paid
work.

A large number of students
combine study with paid
work.

7 Having ‘ready’ access to my
lecturers and tutors outside of
face-to-face teaching will be
important to my success.

I had ‘ready’ access to my
lecturers and tutors
outside of face-to-face
teaching times.

I provide ongoing ‘ready’
access for my students
outside of face-to-face
teaching times.

8 Feedback on my submitted
work will be important to my
learning.

Sufficient feedback was
provided on my submitted
work.

I provided sufficient feedback
on students submitted work.

9 Feedback on DRAFTS of work
will be important to my
learning.

Feedback on my DRAFTS
of work was provided.

I provided feedback on
DRAFTS of student work.

10 It will be important for me to
attend most lectures.

It was important for my
learning to attend most
lectures.

It is important for students to
attend most lectures.

11 I have activities outside of
University that might affect
my ability to study.

I had outside commitments
that affected my ability to
study.

Students have outside
commitments that affect their
ability to study.

12 Working with other students in
class time will be important
for my learning.

Working with other students
in class time was
important for my learning.

Working with other students in
class is important for student
learning.

13 I anticipate that studying at
university will be different to
studying at high school.

Studying at university was
different to studying at
high school.

The university learning
environment is different to
studying at high school.

14 What is the acceptable time for
having your essays/work
examined and returned to
you?

What was the average time
for essays/work to be
examined and returned to
you?

I examined and returned student
essays/work within:

15 I learned more in classes
taught by enthusiastic
teachers.

Showing enthusiasm is an
important aspect of my
teaching.
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When determining significant differences between responses two areas of interest were

used: Humanities versus Science (i.e. Orientation week Humanities students vs. Orienta-

tion week Science students, first year Humanities students vs. first year Science students,

second year Humanities students vs. second year Science students, Humanities teachers vs.

Science teachers) and teachers versus student groups (i.e. Orientation week Humanities

students vs. Humanities teachers, first year Humanities students vs. Humanities teachers,

second year Humanities students vs. Humanities teachers, and then the same for the

Science Faculty). To calculate where these significant differences lay 95% confidence

intervals were constructed (mean ± 1.96 *standard error). Significant differences were

allocated to P \ 0.05.

Where numerical results on ‘agreement’ are quoted in the text (and in Table 4) they are

in the form of the percentage of responses that were either 4 or 5, i.e. those who ‘agreed’ or

‘strongly agreed’ with the statement. Agreement values cannot be labelled as significant or

not.

Table 2 A summary of the similarity (in percentage) between the answers of different groups

Question Humanities Science Humanities vs. Science

0-Week
vs. year 1

0-Week
vs. year 2

Year 1
vs. 2

0-Week
vs. year 1

0-Week
vs. year 2

Year 1
vs. 2

0-
Week

Year
1

Year
2

Teachers

4 76 88 88 83 79 91 88 84 81 82

5 61 78 86 75 62 85 91 90 86 54

6 87 90 94 82 85 90 96 86 89 81

7 73 85 85 61 68 89 90 89 81 53

8 41 46 87 36 37 85 97 71 74 5

9 26 27 61 16 35 71 87 80 69 38

10 69 81 87 86 70 81 97 79 85 81

11 82 77 87 83 75 83 93 95 85 73

12 74 87 83 77 76 94 97 93 88 81

13 87 80 91 87 86 97 95 93 92 55

14 88 71 74 57 69 85 95 67 88 74

15 88 88 92 84 82

16 81 89 74 79 30

17 92 82 87 75 84

Table 1 continued

Question Orientation week survey Students (asked to reflect
back on their first year of
university)

Teachers of first year students

16 When in class I preferred
handouts/slides with
diagrams and pictures.

Diagrams and pictures are an
important component of any
handouts or slides provided to
students.

17 I sought out extra
information about the
topics I found interesting
in class.

Making topics interesting to
students is important for their
continues learning outside the
classroom.
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Results

General overview

While commencing students have been surveyed for previous studies [for example, the

Australian Department of Education, Science and Training conducts an annual nation-wide

survey (Department of Education 2008b)], the present study appears to be the first to both

conduct follow-up research and to do so across two major faculties: Humanities and

Science (with little prior research having been conducted in the Humanities). To our

knowledge, this is also the first attempt to seek and relate both student and teacher per-

spectives on the first year experience and to do so longitudinally.

We received completed surveys (17 questions, Table 1) from:

• 111 first year Humanities (French and History) students

• 122 first year Science (Biology and Geology) students

• 86 second year Humanities (Classics, French, German, History, Media and Politics)

students

• 103 second year Science (Biology and Physics) students

• 11 teachers of first year Humanities (Classics, French, German, History and Media)

• 17 teachers of first year Science (Biology, Chemistry, Geology and Physics)

The surveys were distributed online to students enrolled in the second semester of 2007,

and lectures were also targeted with hard copies. The completed surveys were compared

with the responses retrieved from the 2007 Orientation Week surveys of 185 Humanities

and 456 Science students (Crisp et al. 2009). We did not ask any demographical questions,

and therefore do not have data on age, sex or international status. However, we did find out

that 95% of the surveyed students were enrolled full time at the University of Adelaide. We

also know from Nationwide surveys that 68% of students enrolled at the University of

Adelaide are domestic, and that 49% are male (Department of Education 2008b). We can

assume that the cohorts we targeted did not deviate too much from these numbers.

The mean responses are shown in Table 3. Unsurprisingly, over 90% of commencing

students expected university to be different to high school (Crisp et al. 2009). Almost all

teachers and continuing students later agreed or strongly agreed with the notion that

‘‘Studying at university was different to studying at high school’’ (question 13, Table 4).

However, students’ expectations of university life compared with high school proved

unrealistic when asked more specific questions on workload, feedback on work, and access

to teachers (Crisp et al. 2009). For example, we identified large differences in expectations

and later experience of feedback on assignments and drafts. There is also an expectation of

‘ready’ access to teachers in Science (89% student agreement in Orientation Week), which

was not met (first year 50% agreement, second year 57%). The same trend was found in the

Humanities student population (question 7, Table 4). Interestingly, the Science teachers

actually felt that they were accessible (94% agreement), whereas those from Humanities

indicated that their availability was not as high (64% agreement).

Science and Humanities students have similar experience of their first year at university

In general we found very few differences between Humanities and Science students with no

significant differences to any of the questions during Orientation Week (see Tables 2, 3).

For example, both first year groups thought it was important to attend most lectures (first

year Humanities agreement 79% vs. Science 90% agreement, with 79% similarity between
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responses). Students believed that working with other students was important for their

learning (second year Humanities agreement 70% vs. Science 60%, 88% similarity

between responses) and both first year groups indicated that they learnt more from

enthusiastic teachers (Humanities 95% agreement vs. Science 98%, 92% similarity

between responses).

Students from both Humanities and Science preferred pictures and diagrams in slides

and handouts (Fig. 1). However, there was a large difference between the answers from

Humanities and Science teachers (Fig. 1). When asked if they were more likely to seek out

extra information about interesting topics, 70–75% of Humanities students agreed while

only 50–60% of Science students agreed (see Tables 3, 4). However, their teachers

Table 3 Average responses to selected questions using the Likert scale, [from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5
(strongly agree), with 3 as neutral]

Question Humanities Science

0-Week Year 1 Year 2 Teacher 0-Week Year 1 Year 2 Teacher

6 3.97 3.88* 3.93 4.45 3.87** 3.47* ** 3.75** 4.82

7 4.21 3.63 3.86 3.73* 4.33 3.40** 3.62** 4.63*

8 4.66** 3.52* ** 3.81* ** 5.00* 4.65** 2.96* 3.15* 3.47*

9 4.59** 2.75** 2.63** 1.36* 4.48** 2.56 2.76 2.49*

10 4.59 3.98* ** 4.19 4.64 4.63 4.34* ** 4.19** 4.82

11 3.06** 3.28** 3.46** 4.27 3.10** 3.12** 3.50** 4.53

12 3.96** 3.43** 3.80** 4.64 4.04 3.52** 3.58** 4.41

13 4.44 4.56 4.52 4.27* 4.51** 4.60** 4.67** 5.00*

15 4.59** 4.73** 5.00 4.68 4.49** 4.88

16 3.91* 3.83 3.64* 4.38* ** 4.17** 4.88*

17 3.75** 3.87* ** 4.73 3.50** 3.43* ** 4.71

* Significant differences (P \ 0.05) between science and humanities faculties

** Significant differences between teachers and student groups within a faculty

Table 4 Percent of respondents agreeing or strongly agreeing with the question asked

Question Humanities Science

0-Week Year 1 Year 2 Teacher 0-Week Year 1 Year 2 Teacher

6 74.6 74.8 76.7 81.8 70.4 60.7 69.6 100

7 88.1 61.3 73.3 63.6 88.8 50 57.3 94.1

8 97.3 65.8 74.4 100 97.1 36.9 48.0 58.8

9 93.5 19.8 20.9 0 90.8 6.56 26.2 21.6

10 96.2 79.3 84.9 100 96.5 90.2 87.2 100

11 35.1 49.6 53.5 72.7 34.7 44.3 57.6 94.1

12 80.5 54.0 69.8 100 82.9 59.8 59.0 82.4

13 93.5 94.6 89.5 72.7 94.3 95.1 95.2 100

15 94.6 97.7 100 97.5 90.3 94.1

16 67.6 58.1 45.5 89.3 78.6 100

17 70.3 75.6 100 58.2 50.5 94.1
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believed that making topics interesting is important for their continued learning outside the

classroom (Humanities 100% vs. Science 94% agreement).

We found that students initially chose, and then stayed within, their programs for very

similar reasons: interest was by far the largest factor in selecting and continuing a degree

program (Fig. 2; Table 2). Developing talent and creativity was just as important as job

prospects for commencing students in Humanities (Crisp et al. 2009). This indicates that

the key differences routinely cited between Humanities and Science (i.e. the former is

chosen because of creativity, the latter because of job prospects) actually remain slight at

the high school to university boundary. However, job prospects later went up as a reason

for continuing the program in Science (Fig. 2b).

Outside commitments

The teachers of first year students assumed that they did have outside commitments that

would affect their ability to study but this was not borne out by the student responses

(Fig. 3). The average student response was ‘neutral’ (i.e. the students indicated neither way

whether they would be affected by outside commitments), whereas the teacher results were

much higher. This mismatch between teacher and student experiences has potentially

awkward ramifications as it indicates that the thorny issue of outside commitments

(whether paid or voluntary work, creative arts or sports commitments, etc.) is not as critical

to students as teachers might think. The data suggests that students are perhaps not as

overloaded, or at least they do not perceive they are, as anecdotal evidence might suggest.

A similar question asked whether they were able to (or would be able to) combine studying

with paid work. 75% of Humanities and 65% of Science students (question 6, Table 4)

agreed or strongly agreed that this was possible, while most teachers assumed that a large

number of students were combining studies with work (Humanities 82% vs. Science 100%

agreement).

The importance of feedback

Other instances of clear mismatches between expectations and experience were found.

Firstly, it was noticed in the question of whether the students believed feedback on drafts
would be important for their learning and then whether they actually received such

feedback (see shift from Orientation Week to year 1 and 2 in Fig. 4). The answers to this

Fig. 1 Diagrams and pictures in handouts and slides are important for learning. The y-axis represents
percent of respondents agreeing or strongly agreeing with the notion that diagrams and pictures are an
important of any handouts and/or slides (question 16, Table 1). Science teachers apparently had a stronger
tendency to utilise diagrams and figures than their Humanities counterparts
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question (question 9, Table 2) show less than 20% similarity between Orientation week

and year 1 and 2 in both Humanities and Science. It also shows that commencing students

had very strong ([90%) expectations of receiving such feedback before starting university

(Crisp et al. 2009). Thus, students reported that their expectations were not met and their

teachers agreed that they did not generally provide feedback on drafts (0% agreement in

Humanities and 22% in Science, Fig. 4). However, note the difference between the two

Science student groups. Only 7% of students in their first year agreed they received

feedback on drafts while 26% of science students reflecting upon their first year said they

received feedback on drafts. This difference indicates that either the students did not notice

the feedback they were getting at the time, or that they were more generous, in hindsight,

as to their definition of feedback. This difference was not seen in the Humanities with 20%

of first year and 21% of second year students stating they got feedback on drafts. However,

this in itself is interesting as none of the Humanities teachers said they actually provided

such feedback (Fig. 4).
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Fig. 2 Reason for choosing/continuing program. a. The students were asked why they chose their particular
program in Orientation week. We then asked the students in year 1 and 2 why they continued in their chosen
program, and we also asked their teachers why they thought the students chose their program. (question 4,
Table 4). The y-axis represents percent of answers; more than one answer could be chosen. b. The same kind
of data for the Science students and teachers. Despite the difference in the chosen degrees there were clear
similarities between Science and Humanities
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A further discrepancy was found in the issue of feedback on submitted work (not drafts).

Students across both disciplines said that they expected feedback to be important for their

learning, but it seemed this objective was not being met as highly as they would have liked

(question 8, Table 4). This is evidenced by a clear mismatch between the Orientation week

students’ expectation of feedback on submitted work (97% agreement from both

Humanities and Science students) and their later experience (down to 66% agreement in

first year Humanities and 37% in Science). While Humanities teachers perceived that they

provided sufficient feedback (100% agreement), at a level similar to Orientation Week

expectations, Science teachers agreed more weakly with this notion (59% agreement).

Humanities teachers may think that they are providing sufficient feedback, but this is not

necessarily the students’ perception. In contrast, many Science teachers are aware they do

not provide sufficient feedback.

Another example related to return times for submitted work. As can be seen in Fig. 5,

90% of commencing students believed that acceptable return time for submitted work was

less than 3 weeks. This is clearly an unrealistic expectation when, in fact, 30% of second

year students said that it actually took 3–6 weeks for work to be returned to them in first

year. Astonishingly, it sometimes took even more than 6 weeks for work to be returned in

the Science faculty (Fig. 5b). This is clearly a poor outcome if a goal of early assignments

Fig. 4 Feedback on drafts was provided. While Orientation week students believed that feedback on drafts
would be important for their learning, this expectation was clearly not met, nor did the teachers expect to
give it (question 9, Table 1). The answers are colour-coded for students from Humanities (dark grey) and
Sciences (light grey), with the y-axis representing percent of respondents agreeing or strongly agreeing with
the question asked

Fig. 3 Outside commitments affected ability to study. The students were originally (Orientation week)
asked if they had activities outside university that might affect their ability to study. In our follow-up they
were asked if they did indeed have outside commitments in year 1, and the teachers were asked if they
believed that outside commitments affected the student’s ability to study (question 11, Table 1). The
answers are colour-coded for students from Humanities (dark grey) and Sciences (light grey), with the y-axis
representing percent of respondents agreeing or strongly agreeing with the question asked. The teachers
clearly thought that outside commitments had a larger effect on learning than the students themselves did
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is to prepare students for future learning towards other assignments or exams (Harvey and

Knight 1996; Higgins et al. 2002; Horsburgh 1999).

Discussion

Our survey of the first year experience confirms that transitioning to university can be an

eye-opener. The Orientation week survey found that students know university is going to be
different to high school but they do not expect a difference (Crisp et al. 2009). Furthermore,

student responses in the study presented here indicates that a successful transition is not

solely due to academic ability, but depends also on an ability to make a rapid adjustment to

a learning environment that requires greater autonomy and individual responsibility than

students expect upon commencement.
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Fig. 5 Expected return times for submitted work. a. Humanities students were asked what return time they
expected for submitted work before commencing university. We then asked the students in year 1 and 2 how
long it actually took for work to be returned to them, and we also asked their teachers how long they took to
return work (question 14, Table 1). The y-axis represents percent of answers. b. The same kind of data for
the Science students and teachers. Despite differences in degrees there are clear similarities between Science
and Humanities
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Corroboration of Ternel’s (2000) ‘mismatch’ between learning styles and teaching

methods became evident after analysing our data. For example, over 90% of Humanities

and Science students responded that studying at university would be different from

studying at high school, yet a high percentage still expected quick feedback on returned

work (Fig. 5), ready access to teachers, and feedback on drafts (Fig. 4) as crucial to the

university experience: a view not corroborated by their teachers’ self-reporting of their

practice (Tables 2, 3). It is this disjunction that goes a long way to prove that the transition

process between secondary and tertiary education is acute and remains fraught with

inconsistencies.

Issues relating to feedback emerged as a consistent point of discrepancy between stu-

dent expectations, and student and teacher experience. Feedback was a particularly

important focus for our study because the effective and regular delivery of feedback

remains a fundamental mechanism for making new university students feel supported,

accustomed to and comfortable within the university environment (Long et al. 2006).

Despite the fact that many studies have shown feedback to be an essential part of learning,

as it specifically relates on performance and thereby enables improvement and higher-order

learning (Sadler 1998), our study shows that the expectations of commencing students are

clearly not met (e.g. Figs. 4, 5). It has been shown that feedback is one of the most

effective means of promoting transformative learning (Harvey and Knight 1996), that

feedback on drafts is valuable (Higgins et al. 2002) and that students themselves find

feedback extremely important for their learning (Horsburgh 1999). For feedback to be

efficient it should be delivered promptly after assessment (Rust 2002) rather than up to

6 weeks after submission, as was sometimes the case as found in our study (Fig. 5). In fact,

unless feedback is timely, students are quite unlikely to review the assignment to find out

where they went wrong (Mackenzie 1976). University teachers face the problem of

increasing workloads with increasing student numbers, and it is therefore not surprising to

see a discrepancy between feedback wanted and feedback given, and the timeframe in

which it is returned. One solution to this could be to aid the students in becoming better

internal generators of feedback, thus easing the workload of their teachers (Nicol and

Macfarlane-Dick, 2006).

The issues of outside commitments and activities, such as paid work, emerged as a

discrepancy between student and teacher experience. It appears that students and their

teachers have very different ideas about students’ outside commitments and the impact

they might have upon students’ study loads (see questions 6 and 11, Tables 3, 4). Such a

difference raises questions worthy of further study about both teachers and students. Why

do teachers assume that their students’ ability to study is affected by outside commitments?

Is there a perceived drop in grades, which they attribute to students’ spending insufficient

time on their studies? If so, how much time per week do they feel is necessary for students

to absorb subject matter and complete assignments adequately? Or, do they assume that the

allocation of more time would result in better academic results overall? What of the

students’ responses? Do today’s undergraduates see study simply as one facet of their lives

and are they able to juggle commitments successfully? If so, it may have a positive rather

than negative impact on students. A recent study of students’ extra-curricular activities in

the UK found that this may indeed be the case. Not only did students in that study value

outsides activities in terms of personal development, but students who tended to be

involved in such activities were found to have made the transition from university to the

workplace more easily (Tchibozo 2007).

On the other hand, are academic results really as unaffected by outside commitments as

this sample of students’ responses would suggest? Perhaps the sample group are either not
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as aware of the impact paid work has on their studies as are their teachers, or they were

unwilling to admit being overloaded. One group, for example, for whom outside com-

mitments are proving a barrier to study are women who care for children (Lister 2003).

These are significant questions because universities are adjusting to, and seeking to retain,

a larger and more diverse student body for whom university study is something that must

(whether teachers or students like it or not) fit into a life which includes one or more other

priorities. This mismatch is something, then, that universities must take into account: now

and into the future.

The implications of our research for student retention are important. There is a tendency

to attribute lower levels of university completion and higher levels of withdrawal in first

year student groups to a lack of ‘academic preparedness’ (Thomas 2003). If students feel

that they are prepared for study at tertiary level, and, crucially, the institution provides

academic support if and when required, then a greater sense of academic and social

inclusiveness can be initiated. Moreover, successfully reducing early attrition rates and

stabilizing enrolments permits a more efficient allocation of resources as well as providing

improved return on the institution’s investment (Martinez 2003). Our results highlight that

flexible teaching and learning strategies are vital in promoting a climate of inclusiveness,

and that the gaps between expectation and experience on issues such as feedback and

teacher availability need to be identified and addressed more quickly. This in turn will have

a positive effect on student retention, not least because many first-year students who

identify academic reasons for their discontinuation in tertiary education largely fall into

two groups: those faced with poor quality teaching and/or those with inadequate or poor

interaction with teaching staff (Long et al. 2006).

If, as Reason et al. (2006) agree, the first year at university for any student, regardless of

program of study, is ‘‘critical not only for how much students learn but also for laying the

foundation on which their subsequent academic success and persistence rest’’, then

mechanisms need to be put into place that enable them to bridge the transition from high

school to university and facilitate a successful integration into the changed demands of

tertiary education. Thus, a broader question remains open and needs to be addressed: how

can the expectations of first year students be better balanced and integrated?

Possible solutions include the kind being increasingly introduced in universities in the

US, in which online ‘study skills’ check lists are collaboratively developed by science high

school and university teachers and made available to first year students (University of

Alberta 2007; University of Wisconsin 2002). Elsewhere, researchers at Edith Cowan

University piloted an on-line transition project entitled ‘Click Around ECU’ that sought to

empower high school pupils to decide for themselves what school leavers want to know

about university life through the production of web based multimedia presentations (Hunt

et al. 2002). Pargetter et al. (1998) have suggested implementing ‘transition charters’ in

universities at which academic orientation programs are specifically designed to identify

mismatches between course expectations and course experiences at the outset.

We would also add that first year teachers and university policy makers need to reflect

on the data in a constructive way to conceptualise possible changes in teaching practice,

and that universities will need to seek out ways to incorporate greater intellectual and

social integration among the student population. Rather than orientation to university life

revolving around ‘‘a didactic process in which those in-the-know teach the uninitiated’’

(Hunt et al. 2002), we would argue that more proactive and earlier interventionist strategies

are required. By showing the disjunction between student expectations and their experi-

ences our findings highlight a call for non-specialised transition programs to meet the

needs of first year students, help inform them of the realities of university life and hence
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facilitate the transition from secondary to tertiary education. Such courses would identify

and address current social, cultural and academic transition issues, and, given the uni-

versality of these issues, would be customisable and deliverable to non-subject specific

academic cohorts.

This project has made some demonstrably important steps in reflecting upon the first

year experience as well as focussing on some of the revealing discrepancies between

expectation and experience. More work is now called for to investigate and evaluate more

widely the transition process from secondary to tertiary education by expanding into other

faculties, institutions and even the secondary school sector. Finally, there is a need to

design and trial transition programs using the knowledge gained from such studies to better

address this increasingly widespread issue by.
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