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SUMMARY

The aim of this project was to implement and evaluate a residential off-campus induction event, based on a case study described by the STAR project (McLaughlin et al., 2006). A Group of students studying science subjects at Liverpool Hope University were taken on a fieldtrip lasting 3 days and 2 nights at a Residential Activity Centre early in the first semester of their first year. The main aim was to promote student confidence through the development of informal support networks by enabling students to get to know each other and their academic staff in the participative, social environment provided by such a trip. Students were required to complete some academic work in the form of reflective diaries, which contributed towards summative assessment. Evaluation of the trip was based on student responses to two questionnaires, the reflective diaries and staff views sought through interview. The evaluation showed similar results to those from the original STAR study viz:  participants reported an increase in their numbers of fellow students known, and an increase in confidence through the enhancement of a sense of belonging. 
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INTRODUCTION

In 2006, a School of Health and Applied Social Sciences had been established within the Deanery of Sciences and Social Sciences at Liverpool Hope. The first cohort of students for the new School were recruited for the academic year 2006/7 and included some 130 students taking biology and related applied subjects for combined honours degrees.  In common with many institutions attracting a sizeable proportion of non-traditional students, Liverpool Hope faces considerable challenges in relation to student retention with a non completion rate for first year entrants in 2004/5 of 14.3% compared to the national average of 8.8% (HESA, 2007). In reviewing ways in which the new intake of students in the School might be supported to encourage engagement and retention, a residential off campus induction event was seen as an appropriate vehicle to foster a sense of belonging and involvement. The STAR project had evaluated one such initiative, a residential fieldtrip for environmental science students at the University of Ulster (McLaughlin et al., 2006), and since a number of School staff had had relevant experience, it was decided to take the new cohort on such a trip early in the new academic year. 

As the new cohort of students in the School was taking a combined honours degree across a range of subjects, there was seen to be a greater need than usual to encourage students to interact with other students and staff from varying backgrounds. The focus of the trip therefore was on team building activities rather than on experiential subject-related fieldwork. Students were asked to keep reflective diaries on their experiences in acquiring and practicing team building skills. The diaries were submitted as part of summative assessment; either as a reflective account of group work or as part of the personal development element of a year one module.

Because the decision to proceed with the trip was taken late in the summer, students were not made aware in advance of the start of the first semester that they would be expected to attend. This did cause some difficulties for a few students, either financial (in some cases payment by instalment was arranged) or social (care arrangements for dependents posed a problem for 2 students). In the event, of the cohort of 134 students, 102 went on the trip and were accompanied by 5 staff. While 19 students gave reasons (mainly medical) for non-attendance on the trip, 13 students gave no reason for not attending. 

In contrast, Ulster students had been made well aware from the course prospectus onwards that attendance was compulsory as an integral part of the course programme. 

RELEVANCE TO THE STAR GUIDELINES

At its outset the STAR project researched, produced and published a set of guidelines based on the causes of student attrition and which pointed the way towards possible good practice. The STAR guidelines relevant to this case study are: 

2.4
Induction events should provide the foundations for social interactions between students and the development of communities of practice. 

2.5 Induction activities should promote the development of good communication between staff and students. 

Cook et al. (2005) 

THE PRACTICE 
First year students attended the Outward Bound Centre at Aberdovey in North Wales for 3 days in week 4 of the first semester together with academic members of staff. Due to a national industrial dispute over the preceding summer months, which led to the University rescheduling graduation ceremonies from the summer to early in the first semester of the Autumn term, the field trip took place 3 weeks later in the term than originally intended.

Students were given information in advance on the background and nature of the course they were to undertake, which included a detailed 4 page pre-course information leaflet produced by the Centre covering accommodation, health, safety and insurance, clothing and equipment. A guidance sheet, Team Working Skills (see Appendix A), was also issued, giving instructions and advice on the reflective pieces to be produced on the trip.

Having met at the University, students were transported by three coaches to the field centre where accommodation was provided for all including the accompanying staff.  On arrival, groups of students were immediately assigned to one Field Centre instructor who stayed with them for the whole trip and supervised activities.  The groups were chosen at random by the Head instructor and the only criterion was an equal gender mix if possible.  The Outdoor Pursuits team at the centre were responsible for providing the complete itinerary of activities.

The purpose of the trip was to encourage the students to get to know one another and the academic team.  To promote this, the academic team visited the groups while they took part in their team building activities, and participated in such activities as rock climbing, Jacobs ladder, traversing a plank spanning a boggy pool.  Activities ran from 8.30 am until midnight and in all weather conditions.  This is a strategy used by Outward Bound to stretch individuals and encourage the team to bond. 

As part of a piece of coursework for the year, students were required to complete a portfolio of work which included a number of reflective pieces based on their experiences of teamwork on the fieldtrip. Having written briefly about their perceptions of their role in a team immediately prior to the trip, students were then asked to write a short reflective piece each day on their experience of the day. At the end of the trip, students were asked to look back at these pieces of work and reflect on what they had learned about their strengths and opportunities through the challenges of the trip. Their reflective writing was then discussed with their PDP tutor and presented in a final form in the portfolio. 

RESOURCE IMPLICATIONS

Each student was asked to contribute £166 to cover the costs of the transport, accommodation and activities at the field centre. The School funded travel and accommodation costs for the five academic staff on the trip. Organisation for the trip devolved mainly on a key member of the academic staff with support as necessary from administrative staff. This work was less onerous than that required for a traditional field trip, which normally includes a range of academic tasks requiring preparatory work on the part of academic staff. The major resource implication was the 15 days of staff time (5 members of staff for 3 days) taken up in attendance on the trip. Looking beyond the financial consideration, the success of such trips depends to a large degree on the commitment of staff as well as students. In this instance, the five members of staff who volunteered to participate were biologists well experienced in field trips and enthusiastic supporters of the initiative. 
EVALUATION

The fieldtrip was evaluated through two questionnaires, the first administered before the trip (Appendix B) and the second at the conclusion of the trip to students (Appendix C, students’ reflective accounts, and interviews with staff. 
The questionnaires were based on the pre and post trip questionnaires used in the STAR case study by McLaughlin et al. (2006), which in turn had been adapted from Turner et al. (2003). 102 students went on the trip – 64% completed the pre-trip questionnaire; 79% completed the post-trip questionnaire; 56% completed both questionnaires.

The main purpose of the initiative in providing an opportunity for students to get to know each other was successful in terms of the increase in the number of other students known at the end of the trip (see Table 1). Students reported knowing significantly more fellow students at the end of the trip with 98% knowing 6 or more other students compared to only 41% before the trip. This compares well with the figure of 94% reported at the end of the Ulster case study. The increase in the number of students known, pre to post trip (from 15% to 94% respectively), was not as large as that found in the Ulster study. The main reason for this could lie in the delay to the trip at Hope, which took place 3 weeks later in the term than planned. 
Table 1: Number of students known to Liverpool Hope & Ulster students before and after the trip
	Number of students known 
	None 
	1 
	2-5 
	6-10 
	>10 

	
	Percentage of Hope students knowing other students

	Before trip
	2
	5
	52
	30
	11

	After trip
	0
	0
	2
	27
	71

	
	*Percentage of Ulster students knowing other students

	Before 
	7.7 
	9.6 
	67.4 
	11.5 
	3.8 

	After 
	1.4 
	1.4 
	2.9 
	22.5 
	71.8 


* Comparable figures taken from STAR case study (McLaughlin et al., 2006). Of the 129 students on the Ulster trip, 40% completed the pre trip questionnaire and 54% completed the post trip questionnaire.
It was not possible to arrive at a meaningful comparison between the two studies for any increase in the numbers of staff known by students. While the numbers of students attending the trips at Hope and Ulster were similar, the numbers of staff attending (5 at Hope, 13 at Ulster) differed considerably. In addition, the delay to the Hope trip, mentioned above, must have affected the results since 80% of Hope students said they already knew between 2 to 5 staff before the trip compared to only 25% of the Ulster students. Nevertheless, there was an increase in the number of staff known to Hope students at the end of the trip (see Table 2). Several students when asked ‘Did this fieldtrip help you to settle at university? Why was this?’ said they felt that they had been able to get to know tutors better. For example, a mature international student:

 ‘found out that staff are very helpful and approachable and really try hard to make studies enjoyable for students.’ 
A female mature student responded that: 
‘I have got to know people a lot better during this time away. I feel like I can approach my tutors a lot easier now’

Table 2: Number of staff known to Liverpool Hope & Ulster students before and after the trip

	
	Percentage of Hope students knowing staff

	Number of staff known 
	None 
	1 
	2-5 
	>5 

	Before trip
	4
	15
	80
	2

	After trip
	0
	7
	83
	9

	
	*Percentage of Ulster students knowing staff

	Before 
	30.8 
	44.2 
	25.0 
	0 

	After 
	2.8 
	1.4 
	87.3 
	8.5 


* Comparable figures taken from STAR case study (McLaughlin et al.,2006). Of the 129 students on the Ulster trip, 40% completed the pre trip questionnaire and 54% completed the post trip questionnaire.

Before they went on the trip, 33% reported that they did not want to go, 44% were apprehensive and 44% were anxious with substantial percentages expressing neutrality. Despite these negative or neutral feelings beforehand, after the trip, a large proportion of students said they had enjoyed the fieldwork (82%). There had been similar findings in the Ulster study.

A large percentage also felt that the field trip had helped them settle in at University (84%). Although this was not as unanimous a finding as on the Ulster fieldtrip, this may well be due to the Hope trip taking place later in the term. A number of Hope students reported in their responses to the open ended questions that they felt they had settled in at University before the trip. A similarly large percentage thought that first year students should be taken on the trip next year (85%). 

The questionnaire included two open ended questions to explore students’ responses further. The most frequent responses when asked ‘Did this fieldtrip help you to settle at university? Why was this?’ were that they felt that they had been able to get to know more fellow students better, both those on their particular course and those from other courses. A young female student responded:

 ‘Yes, because I have now got to know more people that are on my course, and I have got to know others from other courses, which I feel is brilliant as I will now be able to speak to others on campus who may not be on my course.’  
A female mature student who lived out of University, said 
‘I don't live in Halls and find it a little difficult to be fully involved with my fellow students as my life style is very different’ 
and that the trip had helped her settle in. A young female student responded 
‘I met a lot more people and feel more comfortable now talking and being able to start a conversation. Feel more welcome and feel a sense of belonging’. 
This sense of now belonging to the University community was mentioned by several students including a mature female who responded 
‘Yes, as I did not know anybody really. I now know most people who came along and feel a sense of belonging.’ 

Many students had found that the participatory and team building aspect of the activities had been valuable and that their confidence had improved. A young female student felt that 
‘It does help others to get to know each other better and others in the course. The trip is based on team-building which is important and on this trip you do team-building really well’. 
Another young female said 
‘I managed to make a lot of new friends both in and out of my group. And I feel a lot more confident in front of people I do not know’. 
 A mature female student answered that 
‘This field trip improves your confidence because you have to take part in the activities and say how you have felt. It's a good way to mix, which is not one of my strong points, but I think it has helped.’
Some students had been very apprehensive before the trip but were positive about its benefits afterwards. A young male student said 
‘Although I was apprehensive at first, I now feel more at home with fellow students. So it's a good bonding experience.’
As at Ulster, there were some students who felt that they had not been sufficiently prepared beforehand in that that they either did not know what was expected of them or what they might expect from the course.

Staff generally felt that the trip had been successful in building students’ confidence through the development of support networks in getting to know one another and the staff through participation in the activities. 

There had been some reservations beforehand about the value of the trip, for example, one member of staff said 
‘I was hesitant handing the students over to the centre staff, in the knowledge that there was no formal academic structure.’ 
After the trip, he felt that 
‘The field trip experience allowed the students to stretch themselves physically and mentally, but more importantly, it possibly stretched them socially most significantly. Bunking up with 10 individuals who you may not know, being away from home and in some cases [away from] children for the first time, and exposing yourself to situations in which you might not succeed relative to your own expectations, must have been very difficult for some students.’ 
It had been very rewarding to see the beneficial effect on mature students. 
‘It was great to see them blossom during the fieldtrip experience and report an enhanced feeling of self-belief and in some cases, significant personal development’. 

Of particular concern to staff were students living at home who might feel isolated and less a part of the university and may therefore be less inclined to seek support from their peers and staff and to share experiences. A member of staff commented that it was his hope:

‘That students would feel more confident, feel less hesitant about seeking advice and support, and also feel more a part of the student community. I feel that this is particularly critical for the percentage of students at Hope with the 'wash and go' profile living at home.’
While staff felt generally positive about the worth of the trip in fostering the development of support networks with peers and tutors and increasing student confidence, they thought it was difficult to be categorical as to whether this translated into improved engagement academically. As one member of staff put it, while accepting that student responses to the questionnaire and their reflective accounts suggested strongly that most students had developed a sense of belonging and self belief, 
‘I would like to believe that this might permeate into their approach to learning, seeking support, giving them more confidence when expressing their opinions, interacting with peers and staff, and so on.  Since the fieldtrip we (staff and students) share funny anecdotes from the fieldtrip suggesting that it fostered good memories.  Our hope is that these students have an enhanced sense of academic potential and a stronger sense of attachment to our subject.’
CONCLUSION 

The Ulster study gave a useful basis for planning the Hope fieldtrip and although the balance between the academic content and team building was different, the results were very similar in terms of the increase in the number of students known at the end of the trip and the positive nature of evaluative responses from students to the trip. 

For a large majority of students, the trip successfully enabled them to get to know more of their fellow students in the School, both those on their particular course and those outside their course, and to know members of staff better.  It was clear from responses to the questionnaire that a large proportion of students felt that the participative, team-building activities on the fieldtrip had been of great value in enhancing their confidence and giving them a sense of belonging to the university community. These findings were confirmed in the reflective accounts submitted by students after the trip. In this induction event, a positive foundation for social interaction, student with student, student with staff, had clearly been provided for those who attended the trip.
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APPENDIX A

Team Working Skills

You should be aware that one of the pieces of coursework for Human Biology, Forensic Biology and Nutrition is the completion of a portfolio of work. You will be required to demonstrate that you have achieved a range of learning outcomes, one of which is ‘Team Working Skills’.

What you will be required to do 

You are required to include in your portfolio a number of reflective pieces based on experiences of teamwork from the Aberdovey field trip. Specifically:

As you go

Perceptions of your role in a team

You should write:

I. 50 words under each of the headings ‘ My strengths and opportunities’ and ‘My weaknesses and threats’

II. 100 words reflecting on your previous experiences of team-working, use an appropriate example and explain your role in the team.

While you are away

I. At the end of each day you should write a short reflective piece – think about what you have achieved, and what you have learnt about yourself. You should hand this to a tutor before the end of each day.

When you get back

I. You are required to look back at your thoughts about yourself/your role in a team before you left for the trip and whilst you were away; you should reflect on what you have learnt about your strengths and opportunities through the challenges of fieldwork.

II. Bring the reflective pieces to the individual Personal Development Planning meeting with your tutor.

III. Discuss your reflective writing with your tutor and present in a final form under the ‘Team Working Skills’ learning outcome in your portfolio.

APPENDIX B


Pre Field Trip questionnaire

Fieldwork Residential Trip to Aberdovey, 30th October – 1st November, 2006 

Liverpool Hope is one of four Universities involved in the STAR (Student Transition And Retention) Project, which is looking at how best to ease students’ paths into and through Higher Education. Students’ views on any initiatives taken are a vital part of this process. In this instance, STAR has contributed to the funding of the Fieldwork Trip to Aberdovey and your completion of this questionnaire will be very much appreciated.

The purpose of this questionnaire is to ascertain your perceptions and expectations, as first year students moving into Higher Education, of the Residential Trip to Aberdovey.

Following the trip you will be asked to complete a second questionnaire to see how your perceptions and expectations were met.

All information will be treated in strict confidentiality. Your name is needed to compare pre and post field trip answers.

1. Name____________________________________________________

(Please circle the appropriate responses)
2. Do you live




(a) At home?

(b) in Campus Halls? 


(c) in remote University Halls?

(d) in privately rented accommodation?

3. Are you sharing accommodation? 


4. Gender


5. Course Title_____________________________________

6. Is your course at Liverpool Hope your first preference course?   

                                                             

 (Please circle the appropriate responses)
7. If  ‘No’, what was your first preference course? 

____________________________________________________________________

8. Where was your first preference course? _________________________________

9.  What was your mode of entry?

(a) UCAS (First Choice)

(b) UCAS Clearing

(c) Mature Student

(d) Transfer from another course.  Name of Course   __________________

                                                   
Name of Institution___________________

(e) International Student

(Nationality) _______________________                     

10. Have you been involved in fieldwork, either at school or within a previous course of study, before?










11. If yes, rate on a scale of 1 to 5 how much you enjoyed this work. 


                                     

(1:not enjoyable, 3:neutral, 5:very enjoyable)

12. If yes, rate on a scale of 1 to 5 how useful to your studies you feel this was.







(1:not enjoyable, 3:neutral, 5:very enjoyable)

13. On this residential Field Trip you will be sharing a room with one or more people you may not have met before. On a scale of 1 to 5 how anxious are you about this?


(1:not anxious at all, 3:neutral, 5:very anxious)

14. At the time of completing this questionnaire, how many students do you know by name?    

 (None)  
(1)   

(2-5)  

(6-10)   
(More than 10)

(Please circle the appropriate responses)

15. At the time of completing this questionnaire, how many of the lecturers in Health & Applied Social Sciences do you know? 

 (None)  
(1) 

(2-5)

(More than 5)

16. If this is your first introduction to Higher Education, do you think your relationship with staff will be similar to that at secondary level/school?



17. Field work is an important aspect of my studies.

(a) Strongly disagree 

(b) Disagree

(c) Neutral

(d) Agree

(e) Strongly agree.
18. Finally, please rate the following feelings about going on the Field Trip.

1. Strongly Agree, 2. Agree, 3. Neutral, 4. Disagree, 5. Strongly disagree.
	Rating.
	        1
	       2           
	      3
	      4
	        5

	Don’t want to go.
	
	
	
	
	

	Anxious.
	
	
	
	
	

	Apprehensive.
	
	
	
	
	

	A necessary evil.
	
	
	
	
	

	Relaxed.
	
	
	
	
	

	Happy.
	
	
	
	
	

	Looking forward to it.
	
	
	
	
	


Thank you for taking the time to complete this Questionnaire.

APPENDIX C

Post Field Trip questionnaire
Fieldwork Residential Trip to Aberdovey, 30th October – 1st November, 2006

Thank you for completing the pre Field Trip Questionnaire. This post trip Questionnaire is to ascertain whether or not the perceptions and expectations you had before the trip were met and if your feelings in advance of the trip have altered.

Again all information will be treated in strictest confidentiality. Your name is needed to compare pre and post field trip answers. 

1. Name________________________________________________

(Please circle appropriate responses)

2. Rate on a scale of 1 to 5 how much you enjoyed the fieldwork.



   
(1:not enjoyable, 3:neutral, 5:very enjoyable)

3.  Rate on a scale of 1 to 5 how much you enjoyed sharing a room.













(1:not enjoyable, 3:neutral, 5:very enjoyable)

4. How many students do you know by name?  

(None) 
 (1)  

(2-5)  

(6-10) 

(more than 10)

Were any friendships made

(a) with the people you shared a room?

(b) with people in your field work groups?

(c) both of the above?

(d) neither?
5. How many of the lecturers on your course do you know by name?

(None) 
(1) 

(2-5) 

(More than 5)

Following the Field Trip and your first few weeks at University do you find the staff

(a) More or Less approachable than at Secondary Level/School or the same.

(b) More or Less helpful than at Secondary Level/School or the same.
(Please circle the appropriate responses)

6. Please rate the following reflections about the field trip. 
From the information given beforehand:

I knew what to expect,

1. Strongly agree. 2. Agree. 3 Neutral. 4. Disagree. 5. Strongly disagree.

I knew what was expected of me.

1. Strongly agree. 2. Agree. 3 Neutral. 4. Disagree. 5. Strongly disagree.

I am looking forward to more field trips.

 1.Strongly agree. 2. Agree. 3 Neutral. 4. Disagree. 5. Strongly disagree.

7. Did this fieldtrip help you to settle at university?            


Why was this? ________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

8. Should we take the first years next year on this fieldtrip?


Why? ______________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

9. Do you have any comments as to how the trip could be improved?

_____________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________

10. To be answered by mature students only. 
(Please circle the appropriate responses)

I feel out of place at university.

1.Strongly agree. 2. Agree. 3 Neutral. 4. Disagree. 5. Strongly disagree.

I feel out of my depth.

1.Strongly agree. 2. Agree. 3 Neutral. 4. Disagree. 5. Strongly disagree.

I have made friends with other mature students.

     1.Strongly agree. 2. Agree. 3 Neutral. 4. Disagree. 5. Strongly disagree.

I have made friends with younger students.

     1.Strongly agree. 2. Agree. 3 Neutral. 4. Disagree. 5. Strongly disagree

Thank you for completing this questionnaire.

Yes / No





Male/Female





Yes / No





Yes / No
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Yes/No
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