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Preface

The purpose of this booklet is to describe practices that have worked in some institutions to ease the stresses of students’ transition into Higher Education and to help to improve retention. Most of these practices were developed in the Biosciences and the accounts provided here are implementations in other subject areas. The waste associated with student withdrawal need not be rehearsed here; suffice it to say that a student who leaves a course early represents wasted time both for themselves and for the staff and other resources devoted to their teaching and support.  
The STAR studies reported here have arisen through additional funding being provided to support the development of practices in contexts not included in the original project which was firmly based in the biosciences. In addition, staff associated with the STAR project mentored staff in other subject areas and included institutional student retention or widening participation initiatives so that the experience residing in the project could be left behind in the institution.

Transferring Practices from One Context to Another

Anthony Cook, STAR Project, University of Ulster, Coleraine, Northern Ireland, BT52 1SA
The first phase of the STAR (Student Transition and Retention) Project was loosely based in the Biosciences.  Of the 32 practices which have already been reported 22 were prepared by staff working with students in Bioscience and a further seven were prepared by staff in central departments. The remaining three case studies were reported from computing, arts and applied social sciences. While the teaching and support of students in Bioscience may present some particular difficulties and opportunities, these students are not unique and many of the problems they face are also faced by students in other disciplines.

Additional funding awarded to the STAR project through the Higher Education Academy was used, therefore, to extend the work of the project into other disciplines and other aspects of student support. Each consortium member sought a partner outside the Biosciences or, in one instance, outside the institution and worked with them to ease the transition of a new group of students into Higher Education. The resulting projects mostly involved the adaptation and implementation of a STAR study which had already been reported. 

At the University of Manchester there is a foundation year in Engineering serving the needs of those students whose qualifications are not appropriate for entry into the conventional first year of a variety of engineering courses. These students may be international students or those with identified weaknesses in their academic background. All are considered to be at risk of non-progression.  In addition to the normal pastoral care provision, the Faculty of Engineering and Physical Sciences mounted three websites within WebCT to provide information firstly prior to entry (WebCT for New Students) and secondly during induction processes (Welcome to Foundation Year). A third website (Foundation Noticeboard) was established to facilitate discussion between students and between staff and students. 

The effectiveness of these measures is seen in the frequency with which students used the sites, the positive comments made and a 50% reduction in enquiries being made to the Foundation Office. Furthermore, although this was only one of a range of changes taking place at the same time the use of these websites was accompanied by a reduction in early withdrawal from 28% in the previous year to just 12% in the year of introduction.

Another group of students who have traditionally found the transition to Higher Education difficult is those studying a full time Higher Education course but in a Further Education environment. At Plumpton College a significant number of students are studying for a Higher Education qualification and, as is common in such colleges, they come from extremely diverse backgrounds. The University of Brighton and Plumpton College collaborated to provide an initial induction which not only introduced new students to the College but also to the association with the University and the possibility for further study.  It was acknowledged that trying to do too much in the initial few days serves only to disorient some students and so induction processes were extended through the first semester in the form of support for the development of study skills. 

Student feedback on these new procedures illustrates the difficulties of serving the needs of a diverse student body. Groups dominated by students from ‘traditional’ backgrounds felt that the extended induction was boring presumably because they may have covered the material before whilst those containing greater numbers of non-traditional students appreciated the support more.

Social integration is a key objective of induction and this is often best achieved by taking small groups of students away from the campus for a short period of time. In this way they can become interdependent, develop a cohort identity and become more familiar with some of the staff. This was demonstrated by two of the original STAR studies (McLaughlin et al., 2006; Pearce and McLaughlin, 2006). The main obstacles to a residential induction are financial, the exigencies of the timetable and the academic relevance of the activity early in the student experience.  At Liverpool Hope University a group of students from the School of Health and Applied Social Sciences were taken to an outward bound centre for three days. All students were taking a combined honours course and it was felt that the formation of a team spirit among this group of students would be important given their diverse interests and choice of courses. Activities focused on team working skills and the preparation of a piece of reflective writing. 

The success of this activity is almost inevitable and measures of the numbers of students known by others increased markedly as did the number of staff known by students.  It has been shown that most students are anxious about many aspects of their early experiences at university and that these anxieties are subsequently seen to be unfounded (Cook and Leckey, 1998). Similarly students were either reluctant or apprehensive about going on the trip beforehand but a large majority appreciated the experience when it had been completed.

The lessons learned from this type of exercise are firstly that practices need to be adapted to suit the needs of the course and of the students involved, secondly that the development of social bonds between members of a class who are essentially strangers is promoted by taking them away together and finally that residential induction works best when there is strong staff support.

Psychology is a kindred subject to the Biosciences with many of the same problems and opportunities. It is not surprising therefore that two of the consortium partners found willing allies in psychology departments. The project in the University of Sunderland involved the development of extracurricular activities – the so-called co-curriculum.  These are common at secondary level with sports clubs and societies but they are becoming increasingly unpopular in British universities. The STAR project surveyed new students in its consortium members in 2004 and nearly half of the students did not agree that they had made friends through clubs and societies. Most social contact is made through subject based activities (90% of students agreed that they had made a circle of friends through their course). The co-curriculum can be diverse but at the University of Sunderland it was developed in alignment with the subject area and engaged students outside timetabled hours and attracted no marks.

Staff encouraged a group of students to form a student society which organised a series of early evening events and promoted student membership of the British Psychological Society. The second initiative was to provide a ‘Sandbox studio’ in which students could discuss with colleagues and engage in a range of activities involving selected stimulus material (video games, novels, videos, etc.). 

The effectiveness of these activities can only be judged if they survive the passing of the initial enthusiastic group of students. However, it is clear from the feedback in the first year of operation that these extracurricular activities are taken up enthusiastically by the students and have impressed the staff to the extent that additional effort may be put into maintaining the initiative.

The School of Psychology at the University of Ulster identified a different issue which was affecting the progression of students and that was their difficulty with statistics. Many students were failing the research methods module at their first sit and this was despite the module content having been revised many times over the previous years. The content of the module, however, was not the only issue and the STAR supported project involved a change in the teaching methods to incorporate weekly small group (8-10 students) workshops. The workshops were accompanied by an attendance monitoring scheme and weekly assessment. Little change was observed in the overall average marks for students. However, the frequency of failure dropped from about 30% at first sit to about 19% in the examination and from about 13% to about 8% in the coursework. It would seem that the changes made to the teaching methods in the module, particularly the supportive environment of the additional small groups, help those who needed it most.  While the failure rate in the module remained high it was at least comparable to other modules taken by the same students.

Student mentoring was a strong theme in the STAR case studies (Macintosh et al., 2006). It has been shown to be effective in the social integration of new students and to have a beneficial influence on student retention (Topping, 1996).  The responsibility placed on mentors however, is considerable and there is an institutional responsibility to ensure that they understand the extent of their role. At Liverpool Hope University a system was established in which senior students mentored first year students to speed their integration into the institution both socially and academically. They were themselves supported by key members of academic staff. As with many activities success appears to be related to the commitment of those involved and while some mentors remained in contact with their mentees through the whole of the year the activity of others rapidly tailed off. It appears that the effectiveness of such a programme lies in the selection and training of the mentors.  Where schemes have been established for longer then mentorship becomes embedded in the institutional culture and, under these circumstances, it is much more likely to be self sustaining (McCormick et al., 2006).

The successful adaptation of some of the STAR case studies to different contexts demonstrates that students are students. Although they are diverse in their backgrounds and attributes and will need to be treated as individuals, the subject they came to study at university is probably not a significant dimension which needs to be taken into account. Students present a similar set of problems and opportunities independent of the subject they came to study at university and the adaptation of support practices in one subject area is likely to be effective in another.
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Step in to Higher Education
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SUMMARY

This case study describes a number of ways in which a virtual learning environment (VLE) has been used to facilitate the transition and progression of Foundation Year students in the Faculty of Engineering and Physical Sciences (EPS) at the University of Manchester and the outcomes of evaluation of the practice. The report explains the purpose, development and evaluation of three WebCT sites that address the specific needs of Foundation Year students, a group who are considered to be ‘at risk’ with regard to retention and progression. The WebCT sites have been successfully integrated into the Foundation Year, to support students both prior to registration and throughout the academic year. The feedback that has been received suggests that WebCT provides an ideal method for facilitating student transition into Higher Education, as well as supporting them through the year.
Keywords: prior to entry, transition to university, foundation year, virtual learning environment, VLE.
INTRODUCTION

The overall aim of this project has been to improve student experience prior to and post registration and to improve recruitment, conversion and induction within the Foundation Year of students in the Faculty of Engineering and Physical Sciences (EPS) at the University of Manchester. This was broken down into the following core aims and objectives:

1. To ease transition to Higher Education for new students by:

· Providing new students with accurate information about the course, city, study methods and expectations;

· Providing new students with introductory information about the programme of study and individual course units; and

· Revising induction week activities.

2. To provide Foundation Year students with a supportive learning environment by:

· Creating a self-profiling questionnaire; and

· Introducing students to study skills.

3. To evaluate the effectiveness of pre-registration and ongoing online support provided to facilitate transition and improve retention of Foundation Year students.

BACKGROUND

The Faculty of Engineering and Physical Sciences at the University of Manchester consists of nine schools along with an in-house Foundation Year programme. The Foundation Year programme offers two courses, each lasting one academic year at Year 0 level (Engineering with a Foundation Year and Science with a Foundation Year) to a growing number of both home and overseas students, whose qualifications are not appropriate for entry to a level 1 EPS programme. In 2006, the Foundation Year catered for around 150 students. This number rose to 226 in 2007.  

Foundation Year students are considered to be an ‘at risk group’ regarding retention and progression for a variety of reasons related to both the course and the students themselves. Many of the issues contributing to the ‘at risk’ status of Foundation Year students are similar to those experienced by any student as they settle into Higher Education; for example Scott and Graal (2006) provided the following reasons that have been given by students failing the first year of their degree: 

“Lack of appreciation of the amount of work required, lack of incentive because the first year does not count towards the final qualification.” 

“Lack of motivation in specific modules where the subject matter was not found particularly interesting.” 

“Absence of someone who monitored their progress and made them do the work.” 

However, these are exacerbated by factors such as the short duration of the course (which can result in commitment problems), the subject matter (which may lead to motivational problems due to its apparent similarity to some A-level courses) and the different teaching and learning styles in Higher Education (which may not be expected despite the course being Year 0 of a degree). Additional factors include the increasing number of home students who have been unable to enter a degree course at level 1, and who applied to the Foundation Year through clearing. Foundation Year students’ issues tend to fall into two categories, which differ according to whether students are ‘home’ or ‘international’. Each category presents a specific set of needs and issues which make it particularly vulnerable to withdrawal from the course (Table 1). 

	Home students
	International students

	Studied the ‘wrong’ subjects at A-level for Year 1 entry (i.e. require Maths + Sciences)
	Students with qualifications that are taught or assessed at lower-levels or standards than those required for Year 1 entry

	Students narrowly failing to achieve the required grades for Year 1 entry
	Students requiring further English Language experience

	Mature students
	Students narrowly failing to achieve the required grades for Year 1 entry

	Students identified through University Widening Participation initiatives
	Students with qualifications in the ‘wrong’ subjects


Table 1: Foundation Year student profile in the Faculty of Engineering and Physical Sciences at the University of Manchester.
ORIGIN OF PRACTICE

In 2005-06, a WebCT site called ‘Welcome to Foundation Year’ was developed for the Foundation Year with the help of staff in the University’s Teaching Support and Development Unit. The WebCT site was specifically designed to inform and welcome the increasing number of international applicants to the Foundation Year. 

The success of the ‘Welcome to Foundation Year’ site led to the development of two further WebCT sites and a number of related initiatives which were piloted with the 2006-07 student intake. 

RATIONALE

This project builds on good practice disseminated through the STAR project, including ‘Bridging the Gap’ at the University of Sunderland (Hills, 2006) and ‘Providing quality information prior to entry’ at the University of York (Davies et al., 2006), and was also informed by the ‘Stepping Stones’ project at Bournemouth University (Keenan, 2006).

Research into student retention in Higher Education has led to the identification of common reasons for withdrawal (Yorke, 1999; Macintosh, 2006). It is apparent that a significant number of these factors relate to information and support, and either originate or can be addressed ‘prior to entry’. While the extent to which student retention is affected by prior to entry information and support is likely to vary within and between universities, it was felt appropriate to provide a simple starting point for approaching the issue of student withdrawals, particularly within the early stages of a programme. 

Many students (particularly international students and students applying through clearing) have to make a judgement about whether a course or institution is suitable for their specific requirements, based only on the information provided by the university. Due to the increasing number of international applicants and students applying through clearing, an increasing number of Foundation Year students are relying on the prior to entry literature to prepare them for the programme, both in terms of academic requirements and personal expectations. The importance of providing accurate information is, therefore, vital if students are to have their expectations met and to avoid any nasty shocks when they arrive at university.

A number of the commonly cited ‘reasons for withdrawal’ (Cuseo, 2003) were identified as potential areas that may be addressed through ‘prior to entry’ support or information. Having identified the reasons for withdrawal, a number of strategies were developed, as shown in Appendix 1, and these strategies were all incorporated into the WebCT resources.

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 ‘Step in to Higher Education’ project is relevant to the STAR themes of ‘Prior to Entry’ and ‘Induction’, and addresses STAR guidelines:

1.1
Information about campuses and courses should be accurate and lead to realistic student expectations. 

1.3 
Support should be available prior to study particularly where problems of transition may be predictable. 

 Cook et al. (2005)
THE PRACTICE

This project is concerned with the development and evaluation of three WebCT sites (Table 2) that were developed for the Foundation Year in the Faculty of EPS at the University of Manchester. The logistics of this project meant that the new resources needed to:

· Incorporate the existing WebCT resource which should continue to be available to international applicants alongside any new developments;

· Contain all relevant information in one single location; 

· Overcome the frustration arising from dead links to external websites;

· Maintain consistency with the University’s centrally supplied material;

· Provide opportunities for new students to ask questions and voice their concerns or worries; and

· Devise an alternative to ‘discussion boards’ that realistically could not be effectively managed with the resources available.

WebCT for New Students

The initial phase was concerned with the ‘WebCT for New Students’ site, which was developed from scratch using Dreamweaver to create individual pages that were subsequently uploaded into WebCT. Work on this site started in May 2006 and the live site was launched during August that year. 

Access to the site is limited to new students who have met the conditions of their offer, and information about how to enter and use the site was sent out to students along with their joining instructions. Students received a unique WebCT ID and password that allowed them to access the site prior to receiving their Student ID. While this system overcame the problems of providing students with personalised access prior to registration, it involved a significant amount of work during the clearing period when new IDs and passwords had to be constantly generated and added to the WebCT system. 

This year, it has been possible to generate passwords for students who have applied prior to clearing by basing passwords on an applicant’s UCAS number. A slightly less time consuming system has been devised for dealing with students applying through clearing, involving batches of generic passwords and student IDs being uploaded to WebCT in bulk. These are then assigned to individuals and recorded along with the standard applicant data that are entered onto a database. The ID and password can thus be automatically included in the joining letter that is sent to students. Whilst this has significantly reduced the amount of time spent generating and adding passwords to the WebCT system, it is still an issue that requires further consideration.

	
	WebCT for New Students
	Foundation Noticeboard
	Welcome to Foundation Year

	Aims
	Facilitate transition, promote a supportive environment and inform realistic expectations 
	Provide students with information in a single location
	Maintain contact with students offered a place on the Foundation Year

	Target users
	New students prior to arrival
	All students successfully registered on the course
	International applicants 

	Availability
	Pre-registration until registration successfully completed
	Following successful registration until completion of year
	Early pre-registration 

	Access details
	Access provided with joining instructions
	Access provided with registration
	Access provided with offer letter

	Content
	One-stop-shop providing accurate and brief information
	One-stop-shop providing general and course specific information
	Basic information about the city and course

	Interactive elements
	Degree course confirmation form

IT Skills assessment questionnaire

‘Getting to Know You’ questionnaire 

Newcomer’s question submission
	Notification of absence form, course unit evaluation, feedback on accommodation, evaluation of induction and registration, general question submission
	‘Keep in Touch’ online submission of questions and comments sent directly to administrative staff


Table 2: The functions and characteristics of the Foundation Year WebCT sites.

The pre-registration site was developed with the intention of providing an informal and informative ‘one-stop-shop’ for students to use prior to arriving in Manchester. Much of the site’s content is generic information about the University and the city, which was made accessible in one location to new students to simplify the task of locating information on the University website. Furthermore, information was also sourced from pamphlets that had been developed through the University’s ‘Students as Partners’ scheme and, for areas that were not covered by the University (such as advice on homesickness), permission was sought to use content from other university websites.

By providing students with a unique ID and password, it was possible to track and respond to individual students completing the online ‘Getting to Know You’ questionnaire. This online questionnaire had been developed to not only resemble the questionnaire on Bournemouth’s Stepping Stones website but also to incorporate a (longer term) system of monitoring and identifying characteristics of ‘at risk’ students (see Appendix 2). Students’ access to this site was blocked during the first semester, in order both to avoid confusion over which WebCT site to use for information and to allow changes to be made.

Foundation Noticeboard

Work had already been started on developing this WebCT site, however the original structure was significantly altered as the site grew. The site was developed throughout the academic year and was increasingly incorporated into the course units as the year progressed. Students automatically gained access to this site and this was organised by linking site access to course unit codes, allowing access to all students registered on the Foundation Year with Science, Foundation Year with Engineering and Foundation Year with Informatics. 

The Foundation Noticeboard WebCT site was designed to act as a virtual notice board for students throughout the year. In addition to providing students with access to a number of the resources that had been developed for the ‘WebCT for New Students’ site (such as the support and study skills elements), this site also provided detailed information about course units, assignments, course resources, lists of tutorial groups, messages from course staff, timetables, contact information and the opportunity to submit feedback and forms online. 

The concept of students regularly checking the Foundation Noticeboard site for information and resources was facilitated by their experience of using the ‘WebCT for New Students’ site. This was further supported by the incorporation of a WebCT based activity in the ICT course unit, which provided an opportunity for us to ensure that all students were able to use the system. Because the development of the site was ongoing through the year, a significant amount of work was required as course staff generated new material. The site also included a page that was used for important messages (such as room changes and timetable amendments), which were added regularly through the year. 

Welcome to Foundation Year

This existing ‘Welcome to Foundation Year’ site had been developed to inform and introduce international applicants to the course. When international applicants are offered a place on the Foundation Year, they receive a generic username and password for this site along with their offer letter. The site contains introductory information about Manchester, the University of Manchester and the Foundation Year, as well as video tours of the campus and clips of past students answering questions in both English and their home language. The aim of this site is to encourage applicants to explore what the city, University and course have to offer, answer questions and to maintain contact through the period between a place being offered and a place being accepted. 

EFFECTIVENESS

Evaluation strategy

An evaluation strategy (set out in Table 3) was incorporated into the project in order to assess the effectiveness of the resources and to inform future practice. One of the beneficial aspects of WebCT is that it provides a number of built-in tools that facilitate this process:

· Tracking the use of the site; total number of pages, total number of hits, total time spent on the site and average time per hit;

· Tracking individual student’s use of the site; distribution of use, history of specific elements used, calculation of total number of times accessed, first and last login dates;

	Objective
	Method
	         Details

	Determine the content of the pre-registration sites 
	Content analysis
	Formulate a list of items/themes covered by each site (see Appendix 3)

	Examine the extent to which the information provided by the Foundation Year sites meet the standards set out by the STAR guidelines regarding ‘Prior to Entry Literature’
	Comparative analysis
	Compare the above list to STAR’s recommended ‘Prior to Entry Literature’ (see Appendix 1 on which the content is based)

	Determine the extent to which Foundation Year students (2006 entry) found the sites useful
	Questionnaire
	Questionnaire available to students during Semester 1

	
	Focus groups * 
	Consult with students about the information that they required prior to registration

Discuss the extent to which their needs were met, and the role of the sites in achieving this

	
	Comparative analysis
	Compare the students’ requirements with provision on WebCT

	Establish areas for improvement and development
	Focus groups *
	Allow students to go through sites and highlight areas that are missing or could be improved

	Investigate the impacts of providing pre-induction information online
	Focus groups *
	Preparation for HE

	
	
	Accuracy of information

	
	
	Supporting transition

	
	
	Facilitation of orientation

	
	
	Clarification of expectations

	
	
	Creation of dialogue

	Examine the effects of pre-induction provision on student retention
	Statistical analysis
	Compare the number of students that have completed the course for years with/without the online pre-registration provision


Table 3: Details of evaluation methodology. (* In addition to focus group meetings, feedback was also obtained through informal discussion with students during ICT sessions and with student representatives.)

· Tracking the use of distinct elements of the site; total hits, total time spent, average time per hit; and

· Producing detailed statistical data that can be accessed and downloaded for questionnaires; mean, median, mode, standard deviation, charts and tables.

However, two problems were encountered with this tracking and monitoring system. 

Firstly, due to the limited time available to develop the resources, the ‘WebCT for New Students’ site was not structured in a way that made particularly good use of the tracking system. This, however, has been corrected, but has resulted in a lack of detailed data available for the use of distinct elements of the site for 2006-07.

Secondly, the calculation for the average time spent per hit may be easily skewed by extreme values, for example one page has only been visited four times but has an average time per hit of 30 minutes (this is likely to be the result of a student accessing the page and remaining logged on to that page for a while before returning to the site). 

The results of evaluation

Evaluation has demonstrated that sites are well-used and generally well received, as detailed below. 

1. Tracking data 

 
WebCT for New Students:

Average number of pages visited by students = 51

Foundation Noticeboard: 

Purposes of use. The site is most commonly used for academic reasons, and also for finding general course related information, additional learning resources and to provide feedback.

Level of use. Site statistics show that the average use equates to each of the 145 students using the site once every day of the semester.

The total time the Foundation Year students spent on the site was  984 hours.

The average time spent per page was 3.08 minutes.

Student appraisal. WebCT was generally appreciated by students. The responses to the generic end of year questionnaire for the Foundation Year regarding positive aspects of foundation year included:

“WebCT almost always helpful.”
“Online resources were good.”
2. 
The questionnaire
The WebCT questionnaire about pre-induction and registration was completed by 19 students, although the extent to which students were referring to the ‘Foundation Noticeboard’ rather than the ‘WebCT for New Students’ site is unclear. The results demonstrate, however, that the following areas of the ‘WebCT for New Students’ site were particularly useful for students:

Courses: How the course is structured / Key dates / How to progress through the Foundation Year / Course unit details / Course options available to you (19/19 responses) 

Expectations: What you should expect of us and what we expect of you / Student life / Common worries / Survival tips (14/19 responses)

Studying here: University resources / University life / City living / Information for mature students / Information for students living at home / Information for students with disabilities (14/19 responses)

Furthermore, responses provided both positive feedback and valuable suggestions, including:
“The WebCT is well designed and useful.”
“Site map – is there one? Would be dead handy …”
“WebCT is well organised, I like it. Maybe it is useful to do something like comments / place for questions, where students can leave their messages or questions for staff or other students.”
“Difficult to find what you want a lot of the time.”
3. Focus group

The focus group was arranged to discuss the experiences of students in greater depth. A detailed plan (see Appendix 4) was developed in order to ensure that relevant topics were covered and the session incorporated a number of different strategies, including general discussions with the whole group, brainstorming, paired work and an opportunity to look through the revised WebCT for New Students site. The results are summarised in Appendix 5. They provided useful insights into the expectations and experiences of students from a range of backgrounds, including mature, overseas, home and local students.  
4. Comparative analysis

As a result of the questionnaire and feedback from informal discussions with students during ICT sessions and with student representatives, a number of alterations have been made to the ‘WebCT for New Students’ site:

· The layout of the WebCT for New Students site has been altered to make themes clearer and easier to find;

· Lots of photographs have been included to help students familiarise themselves with the area including interactive campus maps;

· Maps have been added to help students determine a route from their student accommodation to the campus;

· Floor plans have been created for buildings used in induction week;

· Information has been added to inform students of the diagnostic maths test during induction week which clarifies that it will be used to determine tutorial groups;

· Information about the registration process has been added;

· Guidance on preparatory work has been added; and

· Advice and comments from past students have been added.

In addition, a number of alterations were also made to the ‘Foundation Noticeboard’ site and were implemented for Semester 2:

· The layout of Foundation Noticeboard has been changed so that it is subject-based;

· Each course unit has an online comments and feedback form; and

· The home page has been reorganised so that it fits better on an average-sized monitor.

The focus group feedback has demonstrated that the revised version of ‘WebCT for New Students’ provides the required level and range of information. Students particularly identified the following aspects as important to themselves:

· Plenty of images of the city and campus to help with familiarisation;

· Practical information such as how to travel around the city; 

· Information about reading lists, course unit topics and any preparation that can be done prior to leaving home; and

· More details about course assessment.

5. Overall impact

The Foundation Year programme was significantly modified between 2005-06 and 2006-07 (for example, the introduction of a ‘no resits’ policy), and there was a significant increase in student numbers. This was at the time when these web sites also became available for the first time.  It is difficult, therefore, to assess the overall impact of this provision in itself. The following data on student performance, however, demonstrate a significant reduction in the number of students withdrawing from the course during 2006-07:

Students withdrawing from the Foundation Year during 2005-06: 28%

Students withdrawing from the Foundation Year during 2006-07: 12%

Furthermore, the WebCT resource was directly responsible for approximately 50% fewer enquiries to the Foundation Year office, reducing the amount of staff time being taken up responding to students’ questions and therefore freeing more staff time to work on other course related activities.

Embedding and Proposed Future Developments

During the academic year 2006-07, all three WebCT sites were updated and refined in order to reflect the feedback. For example, the ‘WebCT for New Students’ site has now been amended, so that page use can be monitored and tracked, interactive campus maps have been developed and added, and the ‘Getting to Know You’ questionnaire has been refined, e.g. by introducing multiple choice type questions, so that the data can be more easily analysed. 

As far as the Foundation Noticeboard is concerned, the ongoing development of the site through the academic year has allowed Foundation Year to embed the WebCT resources firmly into the day-to-day running of the programmes and course units. Any teething problems that had been encountered by teaching staff appear to have been addressed during the second semester, and it is likely that there will be a substantial reduction in the amount of time needed to maintain the site because the majority of the content has now been developed.

Due to the generic nature of much of the information (such as content relating to the University, the city and student life), the ‘WebCT for New Students’ can be transferred easily across the Faculty, with only limited alteration. The web resource has been presented to other schools in the Faculty. The School of Electrical and Electronic Engineering has expressed interest and the School of Mechanical, Aerospace and Civil Engineering plans to implement a similar site customised for their particular needs during 2007-08 ready for the 2008 intake.

RESOURCES

The project required a post (0.5 FTE initially for 12 months) with the remit of piloting and evaluating pre-registration and ongoing WebCT provision for the Foundation Year. The following activities were carried out by this 0.5 FTE staff member over a 12 month period:

Creation of ‘WebCT for New Students’ site from scratch.

Development of ‘Foundation Noticeboard’ site and ongoing updates and maintenance.

Redesign of the ‘Welcome to Foundation Year’ site. 
Developing and undertaking evaluation, analysing evaluation findings and further developing the Foundation Year WebCT provision on the basis of the findings.
It is estimated that the resource required for continuing the maintenance and further development of the WebCT material, and the ongoing collection and analyses of data will be around 45 days per year (equivalent to 0.2 FTE).
THE CONTEXT

	Institutional profile
	The University of Manchester

	Academic Year
	2006-2007

	Size of Faculty
	> 20,000

	Course title
	Foundation Year with Engineering

Foundation Year with Science

Foundation Year with Informatics

	Course level
	Year 0

	Admission requirements
	B, B, B for students with inappropriate A-level subjects and overseas equivalent

C, C, C for students with appropriate A-level subjects and overseas equivalent

	Size of intake
	Approximately 150

	% Direct/Cascade *
	Direct application to Foundation Year: approximately 45%

Internal cascade from other schools: approximately 55%

	Entry through clearing
	Clearing: 31%

	% home/overseas
	Home students: approx 75%

Overseas students: approx 25%

	% per course
	Foundation Year with Engineering: 71%

Foundation Year with Science: 27%

Foundation Year with Informatics: 2%

	Schools to which students progress
	Foundation Year with Engineering


Mechanical, Aerospace and 

Civil Engineering


Chemical Engineering


Petroleum Engineering


Electrical and Electronic 

Engineering


Materials Science

	
	Foundation Year with Science


Chemistry


Computer Science


Earth, Atmospheric and 


Environmental Sciences


Mathematics


Physics and Astronomy


Textile Technology

	
	Foundation Year with Informatics


Informatics

	Progression data
	Students sitting examinations: 86% progression to EPS degree

	Details of Progression
	Foundation Year students are guaranteed a place on their chosen degree (EPS) on achievement of the specific entry requirements set out by that school


* ‘Cascade’ refers to ‘internal clearing’, used for applicants to Year 1 disciplines who fail to meet entry requirements of those disciplines.
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APPENDIX 1. Summary of ‘Prior to Entry’ Strategies that Address Common Reasons for Withdrawal that have been used in the Foundation Year WebCT Resources

	Reason for withdrawal
	‘Prior to entry’ strategy

	Unexpected course content or level
	Provide accurate and detailed information about the course, course units, options and level of difficulty.

	Lack of preparation
	Include information about the course, advice on coping with student life from past students and suggested activities to complete prior to arrival.

	Incompatibility with course/institution
	Clarify what is expected of students and what they can expect from the course and the institution.

	Study skills and time management
	Distinguish between the study skills that are expected and those that will be developed through the course.

Provide guidance on how to develop study skills and where to go for help both before and during the course.

	Workload
	Clarify the number of hours spent in lectures, tutorials and the amount of personal study time required to successfully pass.

Include information and key dates of assessments and deadlines.

	Lack of integration into institution
	Include information describing the institution and where they fit within it and direct students towards societies and groups.

Establish supportive environment.


	Social environment: isolation/loneliness
	Provide information and advice from past students. 

Establish friendly and supportive relationship with students and encourage them to discuss problems with staff or others.

	Poor course choice
	Provide accurate course information on which to base decisions and highlight procedure for withdrawals.

	Lacking self confidence/belief
	Include information about these issues to acknowledge their common occurrence.

Provide advice on dealing with and overcoming concerns and highlight support systems that are available.

	Uncertainty: career education
	Provide information about possible career opportunities and flag up the careers service.

	Living away from/missing home 
	Include information to acknowledge that it is a common feeling and provide basic advice (e.g. past students) on how dealing with and making the most of living away from home.

	Overwhelmed/

difficulties adjusting
	Provide clear and realistic information about what to expect from both academic and social sides of university.

Include comments from past students about adjusting to university and sources of advice and support.

	Accommodation problems
	Include information about locations of accommodation relative to campus, and comments from past students. 


APPENDIX 2. ‘Getting to know you’ Questionnaire

This questionnaire is available on the ‘WebCT for New Students’ site and students are asked to complete it prior to arrival. This provides staff with the opportunity to identify any concerns and worries that students may have prior to induction week, as well as allowing students to ask any specific questions they may have. 

Note: the questionnaire mostly uses multiple-choice questions and therefore some of the questions below are reworded to account for this.

1. What is your name?

2. How old are you?

3. Where are you currently living?

4. How will coming to university change your situation?

5. Where will you be living when you come to Manchester?

6. Please provide the details about your first choice of course and university (this may/may not have been Manchester).

7. What made you decide to study at university level?

8. Why did you choose to study at the University of Manchester?

9. Via what route did you enter the course?

10. How will you be financing your studies?

11. Will you have to work whilst you are at university?

12. In what type of institution did your most recent formal learning experience take place?

13. In which subject(s) did you achieve your best grade(s)?

14. What is your favourite subject?

15. Why did you enjoy this subject?

16. What is your least favourite subject?

17. Why did you not enjoy this subject?

18. What teaching and learning methods have you experienced?

19. How do you feel about your previous learning experiences and how have they helped you to prepare for university? (Were they enjoyable? Did they meet your expectations? Were they relevant?)

20. How do you feel about the workload you will be given during the Foundation Year?

21. How do you feel about making friends at university?

22. How do you feel about the transition to university?

23. How do you feel about the skills you will need for university?

24. How do you feel about adjusting to the teaching and learning methods at university?

25. How do you feel about coming to university? (What are you looking forward to? Is there anything that worries you?)

26. Please enter your e-mail address in the space below. Also ... do you have any urgent questions that we can answer for you? We will try to respond within a couple of days of you submitting the questionnaire.

APPENDIX 3.  Contents of Pre-registration Sites

WebCT for New Students – site contents and structure
● Enter the site


○ The City



Maps – City life – Photographs – Questions – Transport – Things to do


○ The University

Resources – Questions – The Campus – Expectations – Rules – Support


○ The Course



Progression – Contacts – Study skills – Questions – Handbook – Assessment – Aims – Expectations – Course structure – Teaching and learning – Important diary dates – Course units


○ Student Life



Attendance – Free time – Accommodation – Money – Studying – Questions – Top tips – Support


○ You



Things to do – Survival tips – Confused? – Anxiety – Homesickness – Settling in – International students


○ Support



Student Support Services – Communities – Foundation Year Who’s Who? – Students Representatives

● Registration


○ The registration process


○ Where to register


○ Other bits

● Questionnaire


○ Getting to know you


○ Course choice


○ ICT skills

● Feedback


○ Submit a comment or a question

● Induction Week


○ Timetable


○ Notices

Welcome to Foundation Year – site contents and structure

● Manchester


○ Photographs


○ City maps


○ City life

● FAQs


○ The University


○ The City

● The Course


○ Foundation Year structure


○ Key dates


○ Teaching and learning


○ Contacts


○ Video clips



The course – Coursework – Prospects – Support

● International Advice


○ Tips for international students


○ International societies


○ Video clips



Accommodation – Arriving here – Choosing Manchester – Entertainment – Food – Getting here – International Society – Money – Shopping – Transport – Weather


○ Leaflets to download



Student health – Studying in the UK – Working while you study – Living and studying abroad

● International Students


○ Where are students from? Video clips



Bulgaria – Nigeria – Greece – India – Saudi – Syria – Turkmenistan

● Keep in Touch


○ Submit a comment

APPENDIX 4.  Focus Group Plan
Foundation Studies Workshop

Begin by splitting the students into groups of 3-4.

Ask them to think back to last summer when they were applying for the course.

· Why did you choose Foundation Year?

· Why Manchester?

· How did you feel when you were offered a place?

· How were you feeling; were you scared/excited/nervous?

· What did you want to know before you came to Manchester? (post-its)

· What questions did you have? (post-its)

· What do you wish you’d known that you do know now? (post-its)

· Were you worried about anything? (post-its)

(While the workshop continues, all the post-it notes will be typed up as a checklist.)

Hand out slip with six questions and ask them to rate these on a scale from 1 (Agree) to 5 (Disagree). 
	Your experience of coming to university …
	Agree
	Mostly agree
	Neither agree nor disagree
	Mostly disagree
	Disagree

	I had a smooth transition to university. 
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 1
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 2
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 3
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 4
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 5

	I was provided with an accurate idea/picture of what to expect.
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 1
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 2
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 3
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 4
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 5

	I felt confident finding my way around when I arrived in Manchester. 
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 1
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 2
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 3
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 4
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 5

	I received enough information about: 

The University


The course
University life
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 1

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 1

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 1
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 2

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 2

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 2
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 3

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 3

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 3
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 4

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 4

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 4
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 5

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 5

 FORMCHECKBOX 
 5

	I knew what was expected of me as a student on the Foundation Studies degree programme. 
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 1
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 2
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 3
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 4
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 5

	I felt prepared for Higher Education; different teaching and learning methods.
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 1
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 2
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 3
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 4
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 5


Discuss the following questions, making notes on A3 paper in the middle of the table.

· Do you feel you had a smooth transition to university? What enhanced/prevented it?

· Do you feel you were provided with an accurate idea/picture of what to expect?

· Did you feel confident in finding your way around once you had arrived in Manchester?

· Do you feel you received enough information about the University, the course and university life in general? What do you think was missing?

· Did you know what was expected of you as a student on the Foundation Studies degree programme?

· Did you feel prepared for Higher Education; the different teaching and learning styles?

WebCT Site

Ask students to sit at the computers in their groups and have a look at the Foundation Pre-Arrival Web CT site.

Go through the ‘checklist’ from the post-its; has the website covered everything they originally identified as being needed/wanted? Is there anything missing or unnecessary? 

Also ask for their general opinion on:

Layout

Ease of navigation
Appearance

APPENDIX 5:  Focus Group Results

These responses formed a ‘check list’ for participants to use while assessing the new WebCT for New Students site. Students commented that the new site covered all aspects that they felt should be covered by the information that is available prior to arrival.

· What did you want to know before you came to Manchester? 
Reading lists

How assessments are structured

Places and dates: where to go and what time to arrive

Subjects of course units

· What questions did you have?

Bus timetables and fares

Locations of campus buildings and rooms

Amount of practical work to be expected

Support available to students

What to do on arrival in the city – where to go

Where to go out, etc.

· What do you wish you’d known that you do know now?

More about the subjects to allow revision before arriving

How university life was going to be

More about the staff – who’s who and where to find them

More information about nightlife, especially during freshers’ week

More about career prospects

How we are assessed

More about the official documents that are needed so we could be more organised

· Were you worried about anything? (post-its)
Getting used to the idea of living alone

Ability to cope with the work

Will I be able to afford to live?

Will my English be good enough to understand the lecturers?

Will I find good friends?

What were the Halls of Residence going to be like?

Finding way around the campus and city

Will my maths be good enough?

Loosing contacts from home

Who will I be living with? Will we get on?

· Do you feel you had a smooth transition to university? 

What enhanced it?
What prevented it?

Open day for mature students
Housing not up to standard

Interview – chance to meet
Could do with more 

staff and Open day
input from schools

· Do you feel you were provided with an accurate idea/picture of what to expect?

Assumption that there would be more practical content in the course

Super units were explained well

Halls of Residence were not portrayed accurately
· Did you feel confident in finding your way around once you had arrived in Manchester?

More maps and photos

Information about bus routes

Could distinguish between North and South campuses more clearly
· What information was missing from the information (paper, online, etc.) that you received?

Information could be available earlier

Details about coursework:examination ratio

More information about syllabus

Information about how to become a student representative
Information about nightlife


· Did you know what was expected of you as a student on the Foundation Studies degree programme?


More details before induction week


Information about Semester 2 units earlier in Semester 1
· Did you feel prepared for Higher Education – the different teaching and learning styles?
More information on note taking skills, etc.


Details of preparatory reading

RESULTS FROM QUESTIONNAIRE

	Your experience of coming to university …
	Agree
	Mostly agree
	Neither agree nor disagree
	Mostly disagree
	Disagree

	I had a smooth transition to university.
	50%
	50%
	
	
	

	I was provided with an accurate idea/picture of what to expect.
	17%
	66%
	17%
	
	

	I felt confident finding my way around when I arrived in Manchester.
	50%
	17%
	33%
	
	

	I received enough information about:

The University

The course

University life
	66%

33%

33%
	33%

33%

33%
	33%

33%
	
	

	I knew what was expected of me as a student on the Foundation Studies degree programme.
	50%
	50%
	
	
	

	I felt prepared for Higher Education; different teaching and learning methods
	66%
	17%
	
	17%
	


Induction of Students Studying Vocational Higher Education Bioscience in a Further Education College

Steve Waite, School of Pharmacy and Biomolecular Science, University of Brighton, Cockcroft Building, Lewes Road, Brighton, BN2 4GJ

SUMMARY

Plumpton College, a Further Education college and partner institution of the University of Brighton, has developed their induction procedures using guidelines on supporting students produced by the STAR project. Initial Higher Education induction has been shortened and an extended induction now takes place as well. Induction activities have been altered both in content and delivery. Feedback from students on the changed procedures has been positive.  

Keywords: retention, induction, further education, non-traditional.

INTRODUCTION

Plumpton College, a Further Education college and partner institution of the University of Brighton, has been offering Higher Education provision since 1996. From a starting point of one HND course in Wine Studies and fewer than 15 students, the College now has over 300 full time equivalent Higher Education students studying across a range of eleven different land based vocational foundation degrees and B.Sc. degrees. In the 2006-07 intake, 43% of students were aged above 30 and 11% reported no formal qualification on entry. Gender balance was even, 88% of students were white and 14% declared a disability. These statistics demonstrate the success of the College’s attempts to widen participation to non-traditional learners. The diversity of the students, however, also reflects the need to provide a high level of quality student support. This is particularly important through the induction process.

Since Higher Education provision first started at Plumpton, induction procedures have changed as both the number of students and subjects delivered have increased. Student feedback is collected yearly via an induction questionnaire and this, along with the STAR guidelines (Cook et al., 2005) has led to the introduction of the current induction events.

Retention in the first semester of study has been considered, in the past, an issue. With the improved induction procedures in 2006-07 an analysis of students’ reasons for withdrawal showed that the majority did so due to personal reasons.

Induction now consists of a two-day initial induction and a series of extended induction activities that take place during the first semester. An example of an initial induction timetable can be found in Appendix 1.

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 report are:

2.1 Induction activities should familiarise students with the local area, campus and its support services.

2.3 Induction activities should support the development of those independent study habits suitable for Higher Education.

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

Cook et al. (2005)

THE PRACTICE

Research conducted as part of the STAR project has shown that induction should include opportunities for both academic and social integration (Maguire, 2006). Student feedback from the previous year’s induction showed that students considered the initial induction process too lengthy and found that there was too much information to take in. 

A mature student was quoted as saying:

“It was all too much in the first week. One session after another, rules, regulations, tours, talks. My head was ready to explode by the end of the second day.”

For these reasons induction activities were separated out into different events.

Initial induction now takes place over a period of three days. During this period students complete their official enrolment with both the College and the University. A number of activities then take place, both within subject groups and as a year group.

As a year group the students have an introductory talk with a welcome from both the Principal and the Head of Higher Education at Plumpton. The University of Brighton Students’ Union and Student Services also give talks on their roles and the services they can offer to students. The college also organises a lunchtime social for all the students in the HE Common Room, thus giving the opportunity for students and staff from different subject areas to interact and get to know each other. All staff attend the event.

In subject groups ranging from ten to 25 students they are shown round the campus with a focus on relevant subject specific resources. Each course leader runs a ‘getting to know each other’ activity. Choice of activity is dependent on student numbers but all are ‘game’ related. They also go through the student handbook and timetable information with all the students.

Extended induction takes place throughout the first semester, in subject groups. Each group has a weekly tutorial slot timetabled with their course leaders. Prior to the session in the first teaching week students complete a questionnaire relating to study skills and a short mathematics test. In the first tutorial they are asked to write a short piece (one side A4) on why they have chosen to study the course.

The course leader uses all the information gained from these questionnaires and tests to inform the tutorials through the first semester. Each week is themed and attendance is compulsory unless students can show that they have already acquired the skills being covered.

This is supported by an individual academic and personal development tutorial system. Each student sees their academic tutor individually twice in the first semester. This gives them the opportunity to discuss any problems they have relating to their studies. In addition to this they have a tutorial with a development tutor in which they can discuss issues relating to non-academic matters such as finance and welfare needs.

In an attempt to gain feedback from students an induction survey is given to all students, the data are then collated and discussed at course team meetings. The results of these discussions are then presented to the Plumpton College School Board. A copy of the survey used can be found in Appendix 2. 

In general, more positive feedback has been received from the students since the change in procedures. An overall improvement in retention has also been seen with withdrawal rates in 2006-07 lower than those in 2005-06.  

All students felt that the timings for induction activities were appropriate. Activities in initial induction that were particularly appreciated were the lunchtime social event and some of the ‘getting to know each other’ activities. Some students complained that the official enrolment procedures took too long and that having to register on-line prior to coming to the College was difficult and confusing.

The feedback from students on extended induction varied between courses. Some groups thought the sessions very useful and attendance was good. In other groups, notably those with the highest number of ‘traditional’ students, feedback showed that they found the sessions dull and thought that attendance should be voluntary.

Conclusion

The changes made to induction procedures at the College based on student feedback and the STAR guidelines have, in general, led to positive feedback from students. There are some disparities between student groups and these need to be looked into. Also, the initial enrolment, especially on-line, needs to be made more straightforward, particularly for students with few/no IT skills.
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APPENDIX 1. Induction Timetable for a Foundation in Science Course at Plumpton College

FdSc Countryside Management

 INDUCTION TIMETABLE 2006

	Time
	Tuesday, 26 September 2006

	10.40

11.00
	Plumpton College enrolment

Introduction to the course:


Timetable


Modules


Assessment schedule


Part-time/full-time modes

	14.00

15.15
	Work placements

Tour of Estate with appropriate course leaders

	
	Wednesday, 27 September 2006

	  9.15

10.00
	University enrolment

Study skills

	13.00
	Two minibuses depart from students’ car park to Freshers’ Fair, Brighton Racecourse

Minibuses leave Freshers’ Fair at 1600 and return to College

	
	Thursday, 28 September 2006

	  9.15

11.00

11.30
	Welcome

Student support talks (Development Tutor, Student Services/UoB – Welfare/Finance/Careers and Univeristy of Brighton Students’ Union)

Plumpton Library induction

Questions

	12.30

14.00
	All Year 1 students are invited for drinks in HE Common Room

Head of Higher Education available for individual tutorials by arrangement in her office


APPENDIX 2. HE Induction Student Survey at Plumpton College, 2006

[image: image1.png]



Plumpton College
HE INDUCTION STUDENT SURVEY

AUTUMN TERM, 2006

This survey is part of the College’s quality assurance initiative. It asks for your views and impressions of the period prior to joining your course and the first part of the autumn term.

The response from you and the other members of your group will be collated and the results discussed at a Course Team Review meeting at which your elected student representative will be present. The minutes of this meeting will be passed on to senior management in the College and posted on Student Central.

Please give plenty of thought to the questions as you complete the survey and make the responses your own rather than those of a group and then return to your COURSE LEADER.

	THIS SECTION TO BE COMPLETED BY THE COURSE LEADER

	Course:
	Please indicate whether

Full-time

Part-time
	Date survey completed:

	Number of forms returned:


	Total number in group:


For each question, please circle ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ or ‘N/A’ (Not Applicable) as appropriate, or provide free response answers.

	PRE-ENROLMENT

	1.
	How did you find out about your course?


	
	
	

	2.
	What finally persuaded you to join the course?


	
	
	

	3
	Was your first enquiry dealt with efficiently?


	Yes
	No
	N/A

	4.
	Was your initial application dealt with efficiently?


	Yes
	No
	N/A

	5.
	Was the College prospectus and other literature helpful in your decision to choose a course?


	Yes
	No
	N/A

	6.
	Did you find the College website helpful in your decision to choose a course?


	Yes
	No
	N/A

	7.
	If you asked, were you satisfied with the guidance available from the College over the telephone or by e-mail?


	Yes
	No
	N/A

	8.
	Were you satisfied with the interview afternoon that you attended?


	Yes
	No
	N/A

	9.
	Were you satisfied with the joining instructions that were sent to you?


	Yes
	No
	N/A

	10.
	If you have circled ‘No’ to any of the above questions and would like to make any comments about pre-enrolment, please do so here.


	
	
	


	ENROLMENT

	11.
	Was the enrolment process handled in an efficient manner?


	Yes
	No

	12.
	If ‘No’, please state why.




	INDUCTION

	13.
	Please give:

Two of the best things about induction week:

Two suggestions for improving induction week:




	THE COURSE SO FAR

	14.
	Are you satisfied with the course so far?


	Yes
	No

	15.
	Please give:

Two of the best things about the course so far: 

Two suggestions for improving the course:




Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey. Your views are very much appreciated and they will be presented at your Course Team Review meeting via your course representative.

Residential Field Trip for Health and Applied Social Sciences Students

Bill Norton, Centre for Learning and Teaching, Liverpool Hope University, Hope Park, Liverpool, L16 9JD

Carl Larsen and Cathy Walsh, Health and Applied Social Science, Deanery of Sciences and Social Sciences, Liverpool Hope University, Hope Park, Liverpool, L16 9JD
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. A group of students studying science subjects at Liverpool Hope University were taken on a field trip lasting three days and two 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 and their reflective diaries and the staff views were sought through interview. The evaluation showed similar results to those from the original STAR study viz:  participants reported an increase in the numbers of fellow students known and an increase in confidence through the enhancement of a sense of belonging. 

Keywords: prior to entry, transition to university, foundation year, residential induction.

INTRODUCTION

In 2006, a School of Health and Applied Social Sciences was established within the Deanery of Sciences and Social Sciences at Liverpool Hope University. The first cohort of students for the new School were recruited for the academic year 2006-07 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 2004-05 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 field trip for environmental science and geography 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 two students). In the event, of the cohort of 134 students, 102 went on the trip and were accompanied by five 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 and 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 
Year 1 students together with academic members of staff attended the Outward Bound Centre at Aberdovey in North Wales for three days in week four of the first semester. 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 three 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 four 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 1), 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, each group of students were immediately assigned to one of the Centre’s instructors 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 and traversing a plank spanning a boggy pool.  Activities ran from 8.30 a.m. until midnight and in all weather conditions.  This is a strategy used by the Outward Bound Centre 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 field trip. 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 Personal Development Planning 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 was mainly the responsibility of one 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 demand was the 15 days of staff time (five members of staff for three 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 field trip was evaluated through two questionnaires, the first administered to students before the trip (Appendix 2) and the second at the conclusion of the trip (Appendix 3), 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). One hundred and two 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 (Table 1). Students reported knowing significantly more fellow students at the end of the trip with 98% knowing six 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 three weeks later in the term than planned. 

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 (five 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 two and five staff before the trip compared to only 25% of the Ulster students.
	
	Percentage of Liverpool Hope University students knowing other students

	Number of students known
	None
	1
	2-5
	6-10
	>10

	   Before trip
	1.8
	5.4
	51.7
	30.4
	10.7

	   After trip
	0
	0
	1.8
	26.8
	71.4

	
	Percentage of University of Ulster students knowing other students *

	Number of students known
	None
	1 
	2-5
	6-10
	>10

	   Before trip
	7.7 
	9.6 
	67.4 
	11.5 
	3.8 

	   After trip
	1.4 
	1.4 
	2.9 
	22.5 
	71.8 


Table 1: Number of students known to Liverpool Hope University and University of Ulster students before and after a residential field trip. (* Comparable data taken from a STAR case study described by 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.)
Nevertheless, there was an increase in the number of staff known to Hope students at the end of the trip (Table 2). Several students when asked ‘Did this field trip 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 stated:

	
	Percentage of Liverpool Hope University students knowing staff

	Number of staff known 
	None 
	1 
	2-5 
	>5

	   Before trip
	3.7
	14.8
	79.5
	1.8

	   After trip
	0
	7.4
	83.3
	9.3

	
	Percentage of University of Ulster students knowing staff *

	Number of staff known
	None
	1
	2-5
	>5

	   Before trip
	30.8
	44.2
	25.0
	0

	   After trip
	2.8
	1.4
	87.3
	8.5


Table 2: Number of staff known to Liverpool Hope University and University of Ulster students before and after a residential field trip. (* Comparable data taken from a STAR case study described by 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.)

“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.”

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 experience (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 field trip, 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 (85%) thought that first year students should be taken on the trip next year. 

The questionnaire included two open-ended questions to explore students’ responses further. The most frequent responses when asked ‘Did this field trip 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 commented 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 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 ten 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 field trip 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 field trip we (staff and students) share funny anecdotes from the field trip 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 University of Ulster study gave a useful basis for planning the Liverpool Hope University field trip 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 field trip 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 and student with staff, had clearly been provided for those who attended the trip.
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APPENDIX 1: Student Hand-out for Team Working Skills

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 2
. Pre Field Trip Questionnaire

Fieldwork Residential Trip to Aberdovey

30 October – 1 November, 2006

Liverpool Hope University is one of five 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 residential 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 field 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 confidence. Your name is needed to compare pre and post field trip answers.

1. Name: _______________________________

 (In the following questions, please circle the appropriate response.)
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?


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 before, either at school or within a previous course of study?





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 useful, 3: neutral, 

5: very useful)

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

15. At the time of completing this questionnaire, how many of the lecturers in Health and 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.

Strongly disagree   Disagree   Neutral   Agree   Strongly agree

18. Finally, please rate the following feelings about going on the field trip.

	Rating
	Stronglyagree
	Agree
	Neutral
	Disagree
	Strongly disagree

	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 3. Post Field Trip Questionnaire
Fieldwork Residential Trip to Aberdovey

30 October – 1 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 strict confidence. Your name is needed to compare pre and post field trip answers. 

1. Name: __________________________________

(In the following questions, please circle the appropriate response.)

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 with?

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 ‘More’ or ‘Less’ or ‘Same’ )

6. Please rate the following reflections about the field trip. 

a. From the information given beforehand, I knew what to expect.

Strongly agree  Agree  Neutral   Disagree  Strongly disagree

b. From the information given beforehand, I knew what was expected of me.

Strongly agree  Agree  Neutral   Disagree  Strongly disagree

c. I am looking forward to more field trips.

Strongly agree  Agree  Neutral   Disagree  Strongly disagree

7. Did this field trip help you to settle at university?

Why was this? ________________________________________

____________________________________________________

8. Should we take the first year students on this field trip next year?


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.)

a. I feel out of place at university.

Strongly agree  Agree  Neutral   Disagree  Strongly disagree

b. I feel out of my depth.

Strongly agree  Agree  Neutral   Disagree  Strongly disagree

c. I have made friends with other mature students.

Strongly agree  Agree  Neutral   Disagree  Strongly disagree

d. I have made friends with younger students.

Strongly agree  Agree  Neutral   Disagree  Strongly disagree

Thank you for completing this questionnaire.

Extra-curricular Opportunities for Improving Social Interaction and Commitment to the Subject

Diane Westwood, Department of Psychology, School of Business, Law and Psychology, University of   Sunderland, SR6 0DD
Mark Davies, School of Health, Natural and Social Sciences, University of Sunderland, SR1 3SD
SUMMARY

The past few years have seen a range of strategies designed to address issues of student retention in the Department of Psychology at the University of Sunderland  – but these have been focused mainly around pre-induction and induction week. This project looks at induction and beyond, aiming to improve the student experience and, therefore, transition and retention, through a range of extra-curricular activities across the academic year. The activities are designed to improve social interaction among students as well as their sense of identity and commitment to the subject. This case study outlines the creation of a student society and studio environment to support social and intellectual interaction among students. These initiatives are evaluated from both a student and staff perspective. 

Keywords: retention, induction and beyond, social interaction, student experience.

INTRODUCTION

Over the past few years, student retention, particularly during the more vulnerable first year of study, has been highlighted as a priority issue at the University of Sunderland. In the Department of Psychology, during 2004-05, 75% of students at Level 1 continued with their studies.  A variety of initiatives during 2005-06 improved student retention to almost 90%. To an extent, however, this was achieved through delaying transition (20% of students did not progress). Most initiatives have been focused around pre-induction and induction week. There remains a strong case for initiatives that look beyond induction and that have some focus on improving transition as well as retention. 
The undergraduate intake into Psychology at Sunderland includes students taking both Single Honours degrees and Combined Subjects degrees that generate around 400 FTE students across three levels.  Discussions with students and observations by staff in the Department of Psychology support the views of McLaughlin et al. (2006) that modularisation, together with increasing student numbers, has resulted in large scale teaching and learning environments that make academic and social integration difficult. The anonymous nature of these large-scale sessions and the lack of possibilities for interaction can result in a sense of ‘treadmill’ learning and a poor student experience. This seems in contrast to the intimacy of the studio-based disciplines and the emotional engagement and commitment to a subject that a studio environment can promote.  The subject-specific context, together with the opportunities for informal social interaction, suggests a potentially powerful (and empowering) combination for student learning. Certainly, requests for a social space of their own and more opportunities to meet informally with their student colleagues feature frequently in our student feedback.  More recently, students have sought advice on setting up a student society as a forum for discussing psychology in an informal social context. 

This case study outlines two initiatives designed to encourage mixing of students and to promote student commitment to the subject: 

· The creation of a student society and programme of events for the academic year; and

· The design and development of a creative studio environment for psychology students. 

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 project guidelines relevant to this project are: 

2.4
Induction events should provide the foundations for social interactions between students and the development of communities of practice and in particular to provide staff support for subject-based student societies to encourage mixing of students and the promotion of student commitment to the course/subject. 

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

Cook et al. (2005)

It should also be noted that the aims of this case study are closely aligned to three of the ‘Principles for good teaching and learning practice in Higher Education’ (Chickering and Gamson, 1987) promoted by the STAR project: 

1. Encourage contact between students and faculty;
2. Develop reciprocity and co-operation among students; and
3. Encourage active learning.

THE PRACTICE

Psychology Café: the creation of a student society

A small group of students, who had recently expressed an interest in setting up a student society, were invited to act as a working group or committee during the academic year. The group also included the academic responsible for the STAR project in Psychology. The student committee registered the society with the University’s Students’ Union (USSU) and completed the training for their various committee roles.  USSU stipulated that student membership should be set at £3 and that opportunities for funding the Society would become available after its first year of running.  

The first committee meeting (early October 2006) drafted the overall aims and objectives of the Society.  The need for opportunities to meet informally and socially was highlighted as a clear priority, but it was also suggested that there should be some theme or focus to stimulate intellectual discussion. Café Scientifique was proposed as an interesting model, details of which have been published on the Internet (Café Scientifique, 2007). In principle they provide a series of locations where: 

“For the price of a cup of coffee or a glass of wine, anyone can come to explore the latest ideas in science and technology. Meetings have taken place in cafes, bars, restaurants and even theatres, but always outside a traditional academic context.”

Café Scientifique (2007)

It was agreed that the student society would be Psychology Café. This model provided the opportunity to invite guest speakers to talk about issues of professional practice and/or topics of interest to students but currently outside the psychology curriculum.  Events were planned to take place in the early evening, talks being followed by refreshments and the circulation of one or two questions arising from the talk to stimulate discussion and conversation among the participants. 

Student membership of the British Psychological Society (BPS) was considered a good opportunity to improve student commitment to the subject by strengthening student identification with the discipline and with communities of practice through its professional body.

Psychology Café agreed to promote student membership of the BPS and to act as a portal for information and upcoming events. 

Other possible future activities discussed were trips to sites of psychological interest (e.g. the Freud museum, old mental institutions), a film night (screening of a psychologically-relevant mainstream film in the University’s cinema), a book group or, alternatively, a collection of psychologically relevant novels with brief reviews and comments provided by students. Suggestions for films and novels were invited at the opening meeting with members.

A programme of events for the academic year was proposed, agreed and implemented and is detailed in Appendix 1.

Sandbox Studio: a creative studio environment for psychology students

The Sandbox Studio provides a studio environment for psychology students. It is designed to support creative exploration and the generation of playful ideas, encouraging psychology students to think ‘outside the box’, or at least to ‘think differently’ about psychology far from the ‘treadmill’ and to explore these ideas through discussion with their student colleagues. In selecting the sort of stimulus material that could engage and sustain interest and discussion in a sufficiently powerful way, film, TV and videogames became obvious candidates in addition to novels, magazines and games.  

The Sandbox Studio is designed as a pleasant lounge space that can accommodate around 15 students at any one time.  It is furnished with comfortable sofas and cushions arranged to encourage conversation. Stimulus materials include a DVD library of mainstream films with psychological relevance (plus the equipment for screening these); an Xbox videogame console and selection of games (donated by the Department); a Nintendo Wii system and games linked to a TV screen; a PC with a collection of computer games; an alternative reality game (donated by staff); a small collection of novels with particular psychological relevance (donated by staff) and copies of scientific, philosophical, cultural and design magazines (donated by staff).  Students are encouraged to develop these various stimulus materials over time so that they can, for example, collate questions and comments for subsequent student viewers, players or readers to address or to add to.  In developing the studio space further a variety of notice boards and whiteboards will be introduced to the room as comment and communication tools. 

EFFECTIVENESS

Students have been involved in the evolution of this project throughout the academic year and have helped shape its final form. As a result there have been numerous opportunities for feedback and comment throughout.  Other comments appeared in quite unexpected contexts (e.g. during our recent revalidation event). More formally, an e-mail questionnaire was distributed to students and staff asking for their feedback about the project and their suggestions for the future. 

The Psychology Café attracted 67 members mainly from Levels 1 and 2 indicating a healthy degree of support for a student society in Psychology. This society was identified as the fastest growing new student society in the University this year. 

At the time of writing this report, the academic year is not complete and so data relating to transition and retention for the current year are not yet available. The impact of the project on the student experience is, therefore, considered in relation to student and staff feedback below. 

Student feedback
This was achieved through an e-mail questionnaire. All of the 52 respondents (77% of the constituency) were extremely positive about the opportunities offered by Psychology Café during the year and all indicated an intention to renew membership next year.  The guest talks were clearly the most popular events with 48 students (92%) noting that they would like them to continue next year. 

Eighteen students attended the BPS Student Members’ Group conference in York. Feedback was collected at that time as the BPS had asked specifically for feedback on the event. Overall, the day was regarded as a very positive experience, with interesting talks, workshops and poster session particularly cited. There were also opportunities to mix with psychology students from other institutions during the day and at the evening meal and there was much interest among the students in browsing and buying books and collecting free copies of journals from the various publishers’ representatives.  Some minor disappointment was noted about the exclusion of students from some of the main conference talks (the BPS annual conference was running at the same time), particularly since the rooms were only partially filled by main conference delegates. Relevant comments have been returned to the BPS student office.  Thirty six (79%) students indicated in their feedback that they would like to see this opportunity offered again next year.  

Numbers of BPS membership applications were not recorded but it is evident that there has been a large increase in membership applications from Sunderland students this year, suggesting that Psychology Café is an effective portal for BPS-related information.

A ‘film night’ was planned for late April, however, this coincided with the students’ revision period just before exams and so the event was cancelled. There are clear indications from 36 (70%) students that this would be a popular event next year. In the meantime a list of suitable films has been collated, and will be added to. This list will also be used to collate the DVD library in the Sandbox Studio.

A few of the responses to the e-mail questionnaires included more qualitative comments. These were invariably positive and supportive of the project. Typical examples of comments were:  

“Psychology Café has been the best thing to happen in Psychology this year.”

(Level 2 student)

“I met students that I didn’t even know were in my year.”

(Level 1 student)

“Never thought I’d say it but I can’t wait for next year.”








(Level 2 student)


“What you’re doing is great – I just wish you had done it earlier because I leave this summer!”









(Level 3 student)

In addition, during our recent revalidation event, the Chair reported that, during the panel’s discussion with students, the students had been keen to note the Psychology Café project as an exciting development in Psychology this year and had made extremely favourable comments about it. 

Whilst it has taken most of this year to design and equip the Sandbox Studio students have been closely involved with its design and development.  They have shown considerable interest in this and are enthusiastic about the prospect of their own social space. This development has also been a focus of interest and enthusiasm among prospective students attending open days recently. 

Staff feedback

All staff have been aware of the project’s implementation this year and the subject has been mentioned in a variety of contexts, e.g. departmental meetings. Staff agree that the project has had a very positive effect on students, commenting particularly on the level of student enthusiasm and ‘buzz’ generated by the various events.  Those staff that have presented guest talks note the excellent organisation achieved by the students and the enthusiastic and convivial atmosphere surrounding the events.  Staff have also shown great interest in the development of the Sandbox Studio and this has already generated suggestions for films, novels and magazines that might be included – and in some cases offers of donations. The videogame facilities are also generating much interest among staff and early indications suggest that this has motivated some proposals from final year students for projects on videogame play next year. 

PROPOSED FUTURE DEVELOPMENTS

This project has produced outcomes that have had a high value, positive impact on the student experience over the past year and has resulted in two initiatives that are clearly sustainable.   Having spent the year establishing the Society, the aim is to ensure that Psychology Café continues into the future with an expanded committee structure to ensure effective management of the expected numbers of members and events. A larger committee will also enable role shadowing and continuity across years, helping to make the Society a sustainable venture.  On the basis of student feedback, guest talks and a film night are obvious priorities for the programme next year and, whilst costs for the Dublin BPS Student Members’ Group conference are likely to be prohibitive, possibilities of a trip to the BPS Edinburgh Lectures in December will be explored.

The Sandbox Studio offers a range of facilities that clearly enhance the student experience and is a highly sustainable outcome of the project that can be developed by both staff and students well into the future. 

RESOURCES

The costs associated with this project were related to: equipping the Sandbox Studio (furniture, TV, DVD, videogame equipment, laptop); supporting student attendance at the BPS Student Members’ Group conference, York (transport, registration); hosting four events/guest talks (refreshments); and associated staff costs.
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APPENDIX 1. The Programme of Events for the Psychology Café, 2006-07
PSYCHOLOGY CAFÉ: PROGRAMME OF EVENTS

October 2006, OPENING MEETING

Introduction to Psychology Café, its aims and membership information. 

Suggested future events were discussed: 

· Guest talks: suggested themes invited;

· Film night (suggestions for appropriate films invited);

· Book group (suggestions for appropriate novels invited);

· Trips to places of interest and psychological interest (museums, old psychiatric hospitals and mental institutions, conferences, etc.); and

· Quiz.

Refreshments were provided.
November 2006, GUEST TALK: Criminal Profiling

The guest speaker was a recently retired criminal profiler from the CID. 

Refreshments were provided.
14 February 2007, GUEST TALK: Serial Killers 

The guest speaker was a relatively new member of the Psychology team whose specialist topics are not currently delivered within the curriculum. Students requested the theme of this topic.

Refreshments were provided.

28 February 2007, GUEST TALK: Paranoia

This event was held in a local café and a buffet followed the talk, which was given by a member of staff who is researching this topic as a Ph.D. candidate.

21 March 2007, CONFERENCE TRIP: BPS Student Members’ Group Annual Conference (York)

A coach trip to the University of York was organised. The one-day conference enabled students to attend specialist papers presented by leading researchers in psychology and to participate in a workshop. Various opportunities throughout the day and the evening meal enabled students to mix with the psychology community – both researchers and students from other institutions. 

This event also helped to promote membership of the BPS among our students.
Peer Support by Student Learning and Achievement Mentors (SLAMS)

David Smith, Deanery of Education, Liverpool Hope University, Hope Park, Liverpool, L16 9JD
 Bill Norton, Centre for Learning and Teaching, Liverpool Hope University, Hope Park, Liverpool, L16 9JD
SUMMARY

This case study describes a recent peer mentoring initiative at Liverpool Hope University, during which Year 1 undergraduate Education Studies students were supported, socially and academically, by their more experienced peers. The mentors, who were Year 2 and Year 3 students studying similar subjects, were in turn supported in their role by a structured programme of training and by on-going support provided by key members of the course team.  Working in pairs, mentors were assigned to a weekly seminar group of 20-25 Year 1 undergraduate students.  The aim of the project was to improve the retention and achievement of Year 1 students and to develop supportive mechanisms and materials, which could also serve to underpin any future extension of the scheme. Also, it was hoped this programme would have additional value in terms of CV enhancement and relevant work experience for the student mentors, all of whom had expressed interest in working in Education following graduation.  In addition, the involvement of key senior staff in the project would, it was felt, serve to progress and embed the initiative in institutional practice.  Analysis was carried out on a range of evaluative data collected from students, both mentors and mentees, from staff and on retention data for the last three years. In general, staff and students, mentees and mentors believe that the scheme was of benefit. Variability in the commitment, knowledge and skills of individual mentors however was a problem, one that will need to be addressed in future. 

The key outcomes from the project were: a commitment to see this initiative developed and embedded further within the Education Studies pathway at Liverpool Hope University; evidence of the value of peer mentoring, particularly in terms of support for less experienced students and CV enhancement for the mentees; and a commitment to the future development of on-line support facilities and resources, both for mentees and mentors.

Keywords: prior to entry, transition to university, student mentoring.
INTRODUCTION

Education Studies is currently one of around 30 undergraduate pathways available on a combined honours degree programme at Liverpool Hope University. Approximately 200 students are recruited each year to this pathway. Delivery takes place at the main university campus and also at two adult education outreach centres. The majority of students on the main University campus are young adults studying full-time (>75%), while those in the outreach centres are predominately mature students studying on a part-time basis (>80%). The average for non-completion of Year 1 on this programme was 12% in 2004-05, which compared favourably with the national average of 12.1% (HESA, 2006).  However, breaking this figure down revealed that the non-completion of young students was higher than that for mature students, a reversal of the national picture. Thus, while in 2004-05 16.8% of mature students nationally did not continue in Higher Education after the first year, on the Education Studies programme at Liverpool Hope the figure was only 6%; and conversely, where nationally 10% of young adults do not continue in Higher Education after the first year, this figure was 14.6% within Education Studies. 

So while we were pleased both with the situation as it applied to the majority of our mature students and with the proximity of the average for all students on this programme to the national average, these figures highlighted an urgent need to support the younger students. These were predominantly based at the main University campus. 

Further investigation showed that the majority of those who did not progress into Year 2 had terminated their studies well before the end of the first semester and, where we had received feedback, home sickness, not feeling part of the university life and outside pressures were cited as reasons for dropping out, just as often as academic issues.  Wood (1997) confirms that the most critical phase of vulnerability for students is the first year and Tinto (2005) highlights that this is a problem right across the Higher Education sector; one he considers which is set to get worse before it gets better.  With this in mind, in 2005 the Education Studies staff team began to look for strategies to improve retention on this programme. Peer Assisted Learning (PAL) was identified at an early stage as one possible improvement strategy.  This particular form of student-to-student intervention, which owes much to the North American ‘Supplemented Instruction’ model (Arendale, 1994) has operated in the UK at least since the early 1990s and there is a growing body of literature in support of its application as a retention strategy in Higher Education within the UK (see Coe et al., 1999; Packham and Miller, 2000; Ashwin, 2002).  While pointing to the problematic nature of research into peer-assisted learning, particularly the difficulty of demonstrating a direct and concrete relationship between intervention and outcome, encouragingly Capstick (2004) concludes:

“The research base in the US is now so large and varied and is now inclusive of some rigorous longitudinal studies and imaginatively-designed evaluations … that it is reasonable to conclude [that] PAL – or at least its North American precursor – may be considered efficacious in this way.”

More recently, student mentoring and peer assisted learning has been identified in the work of the STAR (Student Transition and Retention) project as one method of easing students’ transition into university and improving retention by enhancing their engagement both socially and academically with university life (Macintosh et al., 2006).  Its usefulness in the Higher Education context has been illustrated in several case studies, including a number produced under the aegis of the STAR project (Macintosh et al., 2006), for example at the University of Wales at Bangor (McCormick et al., 2006) and at the University of Sheffield (McLaughlin et al., 2006).  Bearing in mind the following relevant STAR guidelines (Cook et al., 2005):

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

2.6 Induction is required to manage transitions between elements of the course.

the Education Deanery of Liverpool Hope University undertook a project to pilot a peer mentoring programme designed to support Year 1 Education Studies undergraduate students, both socially and academically.

PROJECT AIMS

The principal aim of the project was to improve the retention of students at Year 1, through a structured programme of academic and pastoral care support provided by their more experienced peers.  Secondly, as an integral part of the project, the intention was to develop mechanisms and materials to underpin the operation of the scheme and which then could provide a sound basis for any future extension to other discipline areas in the University.  By the end of the second year of operation (2007-08) it is planned that this will include the establishment and development of:

1. A mentor forum (and appropriate user protocols) for student mentor to student mentor communication and for staff mentor to student mentor support;

2. A forum for mentor/mentee communication (with appropriate staff supervision and support and user protocols);

3. A set of generic mentor training materials, ultimately suitable for use on all Deanery/University pathways and programmes (linked to the National Standards and possibly offering internal/external accreditation); and

4. A set of generic mentee support materials, suitable for face-to-face or on-line delivery by trained mentors (linked to induction, Personal Development Planning (PDP), pastoral care, socialisation, academic support, etc.).

In addition, since many Education Studies students express a desire to take up a career in Education, it was hoped that this programme would have additional value in terms of CV enhancement and relevant work experience. 

PROJECT IMPLEMENTATION

Year 2 and Year 3 Education Studies students were trained to act as mentors to Year 1 students on the same pathway.  Mentors were supported in their role by a structured programme of training and by on-going support provided by key members of the course team.  Where possible a gender balance was sought within each group of mentors, although with a two-thirds majority of female mentors, this was not always possible.  The project was managed by a project team comprising the student mentors, a core team of four Education Studies tutors and a representative from the Write Now Centre for Excellence in Teaching and Learning (CELT) based at Liverpool Hope University.

For this pilot project, 21 students were selected from a larger group of applicants.  Selection was by means of a short letter of application (200-250 words) and evidence of recent academic performance.  Around three-quarters of the applicants were female, which broadly reflects the make up of the Education Studies pathway.  Successful applicants were offered a two-day intensive training course at the University’s own residential training centre in North Wales. Training for the first cohort of mentors took place early in September 2006, such that the mentors were ready to be introduced to mentees during their induction week later the same month.

With training taking place at the University’s residential centre we were able to combine team-building exercises with a structured programme of mentor training.  We were fortunate in being able to attract support for this project from Aim Higher.  This was largely on the basis that the student mentors would also be assessed for their suitability to contribute to the Aim Higher National Mentoring Scheme. This meant that they would also be offered the opportunity to work as Higher Education mentors within local schools and colleges, for which they would receive basic remuneration and expenses.

OPERATION OF THE SCHEME

Two or three mentors were attached to each of eight seminar groups, with each seminar group comprising 20-25 Year 1 students.  Meeting rooms were booked so that mentors could meet their mentees at least once a week throughout the year.  With a little rearrangement of the timetables, it proved possible to organise all these mentoring sessions to coincide with timetabled seminar sessions on the same day each week, immediately before or immediately after their scheduled weekly seminar.  Thus the mentees did not need to come to the campus solely to see their mentors and therefore, it was hoped, they would be more likely to engage on a regular basis.  One meeting slot per month was allocated to a project team meeting.  These working lunches, which ran from September to May, proved an invaluable source of information on the operational effectiveness and were a basis for an on-going evaluation of the project.  Project team meetings were focused on:

· Supporting mentors in their role, including acting as a forum for exploring some of the wider issues;

· Developing the mentors (particularly through a writing workshop); and

· Informing operational changes.

The meetings also provided data that supported any development of our aims resulting from mentor feedback.

In this, the first year of operation of the scheme, peer-mentoring sessions were largely unstructured.  That is, mentors were free to support their mentees as they saw fit and to devise their own interventions based on the identified needs of the seminar group or individuals within the group (supported where appropriate by the seminar tutor).  There were several exceptions to this; for example, students were set a number of formative assessments, on which feedback was provided by the tutor.  Students were then encouraged to discuss this feedback with their student mentors and, where appropriate, to work with them to devise an action plan aimed at addressing any development issues identified.  Mentors were, in turn, supported in their role by an experienced staff team, led by a member of staff from the Write Now CETL at the University.  Mentors were asked to keep a record of the number of contacts they had each week and the frequency of contact with any one individual.  They were also asked to keep a note of the range of issues arising and, where they felt it appropriate to do so, to share this information with the other mentors and the staff team at the monthly Steering Group meeting.

DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS

The following data were collected and analysed:

· Retention figures for the last three years;

· Records from Management Group meetings and staff comments; 

· Contemporaneous records of the frequency and nature of their contacts with mentees from peer mentors;

· Comments on their experiences over the year from peer mentors;

· Responses to a questionnaire circulated to all first year students; and

· Focus group discussion.

Retention

As highlighted by Capstick (2004), comparison between retention figures prior to and post intervention must be treated with caution especially when the project has been in operation just one full year.  Nevertheless, comparing student achievement and retention statistics over a three-year period from 2004-05 to 2006-07 an improvement in the retention data is apparent (Table 1).

While these findings are encouraging, a longitudinal study would clearly be necessary before claims of a direct relationship could be established with any confidence.

	
	2004-05
	2005-06
	2006-07

	% retention on main campus
	85.4
	86.5
	88.0


Table 1. % retention in the Education Studies programme at Liverpool Hope University over three years from 2004-05 to 2006-07.
Staff contribution and comments

Fully aware of the pressing need to address achievement and retention issues on this Year 1 programme, all tutors showed their on-going support for the project.  This was most evident in the way they regularly encouraged their students to make use of this resource and also in the support they offered to the student mentors.  Colleagues from the Write Now Centre CETL also gave encouragement and practical support for the project.  By supporting student mentors in the development of generic writing skills and by attending regular steering group meetings, the CETL contributed significantly to the overall success of the project.

Feedback from the staff team arose from: 

· Ad-hoc comments; 

· The monthly project team meetings; and 

· A final project review meeting held in July 2007.  

Most tutors commented positively on the rapport that they had observed developing between the mentors and their mentees and on the high level of engagement of some of the Year 1 students.  Concern was expressed, however, that this intervention might not be reaching some of the more vulnerable students, who were, after all, the main target group.  Where tutors indicated mentors had been proactive in contacting students who had not attended for some time, levels of engagement were reported to be much higher.  Some tutors commented extremely positively on the effort made by mentors to engage their mentees, including maintaining regular e-mail contact and being prepared to meet with their mentees outside the formal structure of the programme (in informal settings).  Unfortunately, some others were less impressed by the mentors attached to their group.

Responses from students

Student perceptions were primarily taken from a questionnaire sent to students at the end of the project, but also drawn from a small-scale research project conducted by two of the mentors as part of an assessment project.  As might be expected on such a new project, the feedback varied widely.  The following sample is typical of the range of comments received and points to some of the key development issues:

“During my first year at university it was very difficult trying to adjust to a new environment, meet new people and understand what the tutor’s expectations were of the students … having a mentor was extremely helpful and I believe put me on the right track to gain such high and consistent grades. My mentors made everything seem clear and offered support with referencing, LearnWise [the University VLE] and essay writing. They were very approachable at all times and I was able to discuss with them any problems I was having.  Also, after talking with other students who had different mentors to me, I do think the success depends on the relationship that is built between the student and the mentor. I was extremely lucky to have been given such a supportive mentor and think that all students require additional support.”

“Hi xxx, I found your mentoring very helpful, when I gave you my essay you gave me some really good points for it, which also helped me with my essays in other subjects, thanks.”

“When I first met up with my student mentor I felt that she was extremely nervous and unprepared … she read through my essay and told me it was fine.  I found this helpful in terms of confidence.  I did however have a lack of faith in this mentor, as she did not seem very confident and sure about what she was saying.  I was reluctant to approach her with any kind of issue and instead approached my tutor.  I took it upon myself to approach a different mentor.  She was extremely helpful, gave me websites to visit to help with my referencing and told me what I needed to change.  As well as telling me what was good, she told me what was bad.”

“I did have contact with the writing mentors assigned to my seminar group and had contact with them continually after Christmas.  I found the writing mentors very helpful and useful.”

“Unfortunately, I didn’t find my assigned mentor much help, however I found another seminar group mentor, who I know as a friend.  She was extremely helpful; she helped me get an A+ in my first essay and built my confidence while doing this.”

“I was happy to receive help from mentors but from receiving e-mails I think there was a bit of a mix up with rooms and times.”

The level of response to the questionnaire was relatively low, at around 25% of the student group.  However, this represented a good proportion of those who had actually engaged with the project at some point during the year (approximately 36% of the total student group). The majority of respondents felt that it had been a worthwhile experience and most indicated that they would recommend it to other students.  The level of applications from Year 1 students to be trained as a student mentor for 2006-07 is almost double what it was the previous year, which we take as a clear signal that some benefit has been gained and also as an indication of the value Education Studies students attach to this area of personal and professional development.

Feedback from mentors

The main sources of feedback from the student mentors were: 

· The regular monthly meetings; 

· A final review meeting; and 

· Ad hoc feedback, usually directed to the project leader.  

In addition, two of the student mentors undertook a review of the project as part of an assessed research project and their report, which included feedback from mentors and mentees, was made available to the project leader.  On the whole, feedback from the mentors was positive and helpful in informing in-year changes and in supporting planning for the following year.  All of the mentors questioned felt that the timing of the training was good, in that it was undertaken just prior to being introduced to their mentees.  Most felt that the fact that this was a residential course was also a positive, in that the team building aspect of the training had helped them to develop effective working relationships.  Several students commented positively on the Aim Higher link within the training; in particular, they felt that they were valued members of the team.

Mentors were asked to provide formal feedback on the project and the following comments are taken by the staff team as representative of the views of the student mentor group as a whole:

“I found the mentoring very useful. I completed a placement [involving] mentoring young children following our meetings, and was asked to work on further projects. I also gained a paid work placement from the student associates, doing three weeks teaching in June. Thank you again for your help.”

“Within weeks of completing my degree I had a full time job as a school based mentor, supporting the PE department.  I know the mentor training and the experience I had working on the project and with Aim Higher helped me get this job.”

“As a result of the mentor training we had and all my experience working as a HE mentor with Aim Higher, I have recently become employed on a full time basis, by Widening Participation at xxx university, with the Primary team!”

“In all honesty I didn’t learn an awful lot from the mentor training because I had already done similar training. However, this was a little more in depth and if anything I gained confidence and team building skills. I have applied for academic writing mentor positions next year. Hopefully it will be of some help to me in my application and my experience.” 

“Following my mentor training I ran a nutrition club.  It helped me to understand the kids a lot better and where they are coming from.  I’m applying for jobs as a teaching assistant with a recruitment agency.”

“Well I did Aim Higher last year. It was a good experience although I haven’t been looking for employment I am sure it will help me find some in the future.”

It is clear from the feedback received that most mentors felt positive about the benefits to them of the training they had received.  Very few commented formally on the impact they felt they had had on their mentees at the final review meeting.  However, from informal discussions with mentors during the year, it was clear they felt their interventions had been beneficial and their efforts appreciated by many of their mentees.  Most of the mentors felt that levels of communication (mentor/mentor and staff/mentor) could have been better.  Overall, the feedback was positive, particularly in terms of the need to offer this support again and to extend it to include support for Year 2 and Year 3 students.

RESOURCES

The resources associated with the project comprised four elements: 

· The direct financial cost to the Education Studies pathway; 

· The contribution made to the project by Aim Higher (principally in the form of two experienced mentor trainers for two days); 

· Staff time; and 

· University accommodation (eight rooms ( one hour per week throughout the year).  

A two-day residential training course for 21 students and four staff, including accommodation, food and transport, cost £1,750.  We were able to keep these costs low by using University facilities.  The resources provided by the Education Studies pathway were principally in the form of refreshments for the monthly meetings and for the first formal meeting of the mentors and their mentees (a total around £750) and also for staff time.  Staff time was the major resource cost and it is estimated that the total Liverpool Hope staff time contributed to the project over the eight months of its operation was around 150 hours.  However, this was split between a team of eight and most staff contributed around 8-10 hours over the year, with the project manager contributing around 50 hours.  Aim Higher considered the cost of providing two trainers for two days to be a good investment, already involved as they were in training Higher Education mentors to work in local schools and colleges.  In effect, their staging costs were offset in part by our own project and so there was clear financial benefit to both parties in working together. 

OUTCOMES

Although mentors were not asked to record their interventions in any detail, they were asked to record the number and frequency of contacts with mentees. While it was anticipated that the level of take-up would vary from one student to another, what was not expected was that there should be such wide variation in take-up across the various seminar groups.  As the project progressed, it became clear that levels of mentee engagement were closely related to the enthusiasm and commitment of the mentors.  In effect, while some groups thrived, others hardly got off the ground at all.  This was identified in the informal feedback given by students to their seminar tutors each week and could also be seen in the varying levels of engagement across seminar groups. Where mentors were able to develop a rapport with their mentees, interventions were sustained throughout the year.  In the most successful groups, mentors and mentees made arrangements to meet outside the formal framework of the project, in other words, at times and in locations of their own choosing.  Seminar tutors have been asked to identify those student mentors who showed commitment and these will be invited to the next iteration of the mentoring scheme.  In addition such exemplary mentors will be invited both to contribute to the training of the next cohort of new mentors and to provide them with an additional layer of support.

The link with Aim Higher was helpful to the project team in a number of ways and served to attract students. It actually created significant problems later in the year, however, when the project found itself competing with the Aim Higher programme for student time with the almost inevitable result that some students prioritised income generation (Aim Higher) over commitment to an unremunerated peer-mentoring project.

The first year’s experience will be used to further develop supportive mechanisms and materials and this development will be progressive for as long as the scheme runs.  Plans are in place to train the next cohort of student mentors to offer both social and academic (writing skills) support.

The link with the Write Now CETL has been of direct benefit to the scheme. The CETL’s Writing Fellow gives additional training for mentor’s academic writing. The CETL, in conjunction with Hope’s Writing Centre, is currently running a writing mentor project for Year 1 students in five additional disciplines in the University which facilitates cross fertilisation of ideas and experiences gained. 

It does appear that staff and students, mentees and mentors generally believe the scheme to have been of value. However, variability in the commitment, knowledge and skills of individual mentors was clearly a problem and this is something the staff team will be looking to address as a key issue in the next phase of development.

Based on the experience gained on the project in Education Studies, an online peer mentoring system is being established in Information and Computing Technology in the Education Deanery.
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Enhancement of Research Methods Learning Through Small Group Workshops

Melanie Giles, Frances McLernon, Robert Bones, Gordon Rae and Ronnie Wilson, School of Psychology, University of Ulster, Coleraine, Northern Ireland, BT52 1SA
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SUMMARY

In response to relatively high failure rates and poor retention in Year 1 of Psychology programmes at the University of Ulster, Coleraine, a number of measures were introduced to enhance the student experience and improve performance. Over a four year period student feedback about the delivery of the programme became more positive, and performance improved with a reduction in the rate of failure overall from 22.4% to 5.8%. However, this was based on progression following re-sit examinations, and it was noted, despite this improvement, that failure rates in the second semester in the May examinations remained comparatively high. Students found one module, PSY109C2 Research Procedures in the Behavioural Sciences, particularly difficult. 

A series of small-group statistics workshops was introduced since there is generally less emphasis on small group activities during the second semester and there are difficulties associated with teaching statistics to large groups of students.  These tutorials were designed to support and develop material covered in the lectures. Each weekly workshop comprised some 8-10 students and was led by a statistics tutor. Attendance was closely monitored and during each session students were required to complete and submit a worksheet, which contributed to the overall assessment of the module. The initiative was found to be highly effective in reducing the fail rate and improving student experiences. The course team agreed to maintain this method of statistics teaching in future years. 

Keywords: research methods and statistics, workshops.

BACKGROUND 
For several years, a key objective of the School of Psychology has been to enhance student retention and reduce early leaving and failure in Year 1. Strategies employed to address this issue have included: 

· Monitoring student progress; 

· Timetable changes; 

· Restructuring of undergraduate teaching programmes; 

· Changes to the assessment methods; 

· A review of the methods of teaching across campuses; and 

· The introduction of a tutorial system involving studies advisors.  

Data suggest that, although the relative frequency of early leavers has not changed appreciably, the rate of failure and, correspondingly, the rate of successful progression to Year 2, have increased significantly (Table 1).  

Whilst these trends are encouraging, the data on performance have been computed from overall progression statistics that include the results of re-sits and first sits in August. (‘Re-sits’ are an opportunity for students to gain a pass mark in modules that they failed in June – a maximum of 40% is awarded if they pass. ‘First sits’ are an opportunity for students to take assessments in August which they may have missed through some legitimate and documented reason in June – there is no maximum mark.) At the beginning of the academic year 2006-07 the Course Committee noted that a relatively high number of students took a re-sit or first sit for one or more modules.

	Year
	Early leavers (%)
	Failure (%)
	Success (%)

	02/03
	11.4
	22.4
	66.2

	03/04
	10.7
	18.9
	70.4

	04/05
	11.2
	10.1
	78.7

	05/06
	10.1
	5.8
	84.1


Table 1: First year retention and performance in Psychology programmes at the University of Ulster, Coleraine during the period 2002/03 to 2005/06. 
The Committee therefore examined performance in individual modules, in particular to identify modules ‘at risk’ (with a fail rate above 30% at first sit) in the University’s module monitoring scheme. These data, presented in Table 2, indicate that, whilst the rate of failure increased in Semester 2 (coded C2 in Table 2), it was particularly high in one module, PSY109C2 Research Procedures in Behavioural Science, which according to the University criterion is a ‘module at risk’. Moreover, the Course Committee had noted a fail rate of 30.5% in this module during 2005-06 and had reviewed its operation prior to the present project. 

The finding that relatively more students failed PSY109C2 is perhaps not surprising given the emphasis of the module on the statistical analysis of quantitative data. In reviews of the literature, Onwuegbuzie and Wilson (2003), Gordon (2004) and Street (2005) have noted that the majority of psychology students taking introductory statistics courses experience high levels of anxiety and have largely negative attitudes toward such courses. Pitrowski et al. (2002) remarked that statistics has “failed to inspire generations of psychology students”. Therefore, based on the performance data in our own programmes, and evidence from studies in other institutions, the course team decided to plan an initiative to enhance learning in this area.

	Module
	Title
	N
	Failure (%)

	PSY105C1
	Introduction to Research
	162
	4.9

	PSY110C1
	Psychology, Human Nature and Society
	161
	4.3

	PSY112C1
	Psychology Applied to Health
	229
	2.2

	PSY131C1
	Introduction to Psychology
	253
	7.5

	PSY106C2
	Culture and Society
	263
	9.5

	PSY108C2
	Introduction to Learning
	161
	14.3

	PSY109C2
	Research Procedures in Behavioural Science
	161
	31.7


Table 2: Module monitoring data for the seven Year 1 modules in Psychology at the University of Ulster, Coleraine. (N = number of students enrolled for the module.)

At the outset a small group of staff reviewed the module during 2005-06 and as part of the review held focus groups with students. A number of issues were identified that may have been adversely affecting performance. Specifically, it was noted that there was generally less academic support provided during the second semester (compared to the seminar programme and study skills activities available throughout semester one) but perhaps more importantly, it was clear that students considered that the practical workshop groups in PSY109C2 were too large. Certainly, some students did report that they were reluctant to ask for clarification of difficult concepts in these groups and felt that support from demonstrators was often limited. Based on this evidence a small-group, problem-focused teaching programme was introduced for PSY109C2 in 2006-07.

Introduction of Small Group Teaching

The class of 112 Year 1 B.Sc. Psychology and B.Sc. Social Psychology students in PSY109C2 were allocated to ten groups. These groups were supervised by four tutors for one hour on a weekly basis beginning in the second-week of the second semester (see Figure 1).


Figure 1. Schematic representation of the small-group initiative for module PSY109C2 Research Procedures in Behavioural Science, University of Ulster, Coleraine. 

The group sessions included a recap of the previous week’s lecture in PSY109C2, a weekly worksheet on research methods and statistics, and also a question and answer sessions on any topics covered in the module. The group sessions ran for ten weeks and the tutors recorded both attendance and performance. Two members from each group were also assigned to a focus group that met the Course Director at the beginning and end of the semester to discuss any issues related to the module. 
RESULTS OF THE INITIATIVE
Evaluation of student performance

Comparing 2006-07 to the previous year, there was an improvement in student performance. Whilst the mean coursework marks were similar, 54% for each year, there was a small improvement in the mean examination mark, 54% (SD = 18) for 2006-07 compared to 51% (SD = 17) for 2005-06. However, there was a marked lowering of frequency of failure (18.6% compared to 30.4% in the examination and 8.3% compared to 13.4% in the coursework). The overall failure rate for PSY109C2 in 2006-07 compared to the previous year, and compared to other modules in the same year, is shown in Figure 2. The marked reduction in the fail rate in PSY109C2 is striking, and it is significant that this occurred when the fail rate in other modules had increased, indicating that the improvement in performance took place against the trend of a poorer performance in other modules. 

Experiences of students

In an attempt to obtain some feedback from students on the success of the initiative, two focus groups were conducted at the beginning (time 1) and end of the semester (time 2). Each focus group comprised some five or six students and lasted approximately 45 minutes. Several key issues were used to structure the focus group sessions: small-group teaching, attendance monitoring, weekly assignments and support from demonstrators.
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           in 2006–07 compared to 2005-06.
At time 1, students generally welcomed the idea of small group teaching for statistics, believing they would benefit from the additional support it would provide. Many were critical of the demonstrating support that had previously been provided in practical classes, claiming that there were typically too few demonstrators who were often monopolised by a few of the more demanding students. Some also commented on their reluctance to speak out in large groups for fear of ‘appearing stupid’ and welcomed the opportunity to discuss difficult concepts in more informal surroundings.

Students were also favourably disposed to completing weekly assignments believing that it would not only help them to master statistical concepts but would encourage attendance especially since marks were awarded for the completion of these tasks. Some students were also of the opinion that small-group teaching would in itself help to maintain attendance since students were less likely to feel anonymous and therefore more likely to be missed! They also welcomed the additional feedback that would be provided believing this would help them to more closely monitor their progress.

Students who participated in the focus group sessions at the end of the semester (time 2) remained positively disposed to the support of statistics teaching by small group tutorials. Some issues did emerge with respect to the timing of classes. For example, some did not like having their workshop immediately after the lecture as it was thought to be ‘too tiring’ and did not allow sufficient time to digest the material that had been presented. However, others were of the opinion that this was better as the information was ‘fresh’ and therefore easier to remember and apply. Also, whilst some students at time 1 had reported that the fear of no longer being ‘anonymous’ would facilitate attendance, at time 2 it became apparent that, for some, the lack of anonymity prevented attendance.  Specifically, some students reported that they were less likely to attend the workshop if they had missed the lecture for fear of not being able to complete the assignment and of ‘getting into trouble’. 

In general, however, students welcomed the additional help and support that had been provided. Those re-sitting the module believed it was a distinct improvement on the previous year and agreed that as long as students were encouraged to attend, regardless of whether they had missed the lecture, the practice should be continued in subsequent years.

Experiences of teaching staff

Colleagues who taught on the module reported that lectures were generally well attended (70%+) but somewhat rushed towards the end of the term since one week was lost due to a public holiday (St Patrick’s Day). Staff reported that the initiative worked well since the students were able to get good feedback on the exercises attempted and were able to ask questions in a small group context (something they are reluctant to do during lectures). Attendance at the small group sessions was higher than 80%, and remained consistently high throughout the term. 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The results of the present initiative indicate that small-group, problem-focused teaching brought about a substantial improvement in student performance in a research methods and statistics module, PSY109C2. Positive feedback was also provided by students on their experiences of working on statistics problems in small groups. The findings of the initiative are in agreement with other studies of the effectiveness of small group teaching and co-operative learning (Garfield, 1993; Anderson and Soden, 2001). Following the initiative the course team have agreed to maintain this approach in future years, with a number of innovations, and to continue to monitor its effectiveness.
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