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Abstract 

A learner centred first year transition curriculum is central to a university 

adapting to global shifts in higher education. Universities are under pressure to 

graduate highly skilled workers to cope with the demands of a highly technological 

society. Over the past fifty years, higher education practitioners have: identified the 

first year of higher education (FYHE) as being critical to the successful completion 

of undergraduate degrees; implemented programs for improving the co-curricular 

and curricular experiences of first year university students; and articulated 

pedagogical practices that should inform the design of institution-wide transition 

curricula. While there is a rich tradition of research that concentrates on how the 

experiences of first year students can be improved, only a small portion of the 

research centralises student voices. 

Political and cultural forces are demanding a shift in the conceptualisation of 

university in the twenty-first century. Recent research suggests that to address the 

shift, pedagogy should be the focus of academic professional development. This 

thesis argues that the shift should not be to pedagogy but to learning, and this study 

conceptualises ways in which this shift can be achieved. This thesis acknowledges 

the necessity for creating a transition curriculum that helps a university reach these 

goals, but argues that while past research is highly valuable, building on ideas that 

were developed in a different communicative, technological and social context will 

only provide a partial understanding of the needs of contemporary first year students. 

In this study, to ensure student voices were centralised, the social network site 

(SNS) Facebook was used as the data collection tool. Firstly, through analysing 

Facebook status updates, the experiences of first year students during four critical 

times were examined to understand the students’ focus. Secondly, the variation of 

experience was explored in order to determine a set of themes that could frame a 

transition curriculum. Finally, the participants’ transition into the university lifestyle 

was considered, so that suggestions could be made about when transition success 

could be monitored and evaluated. 
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The conceptual framework of this study is informed by two key sources. 

Firstly, it draws its organisation from Kift’s First Year Curriculum Principles (2009) 

and associated literature on transition pedagogy and curriculum. Secondly, it is 

underpinned by the phenomenographic conceptual understanding of learning 

centeredness.  

Phenomenography, with some adaptations for the nature of the data and the 

study, was used as the research approach. Phenomenographic research has not used 

SNSs as a data collection tool and this research validates the method. 

Phenomenography is also not often used for curriculum design. This study 

contributes to this emerging field. 

This study found that the students’ experiences of first year university are 

diverse. While this finding is well established in participating FYHE research, this 

current study is different in that the data highlights the diversity of experience for 

individuals, not just groups. The study also found that students are heavily using 

SNSs to navigate their way through their first year of university by building online 

informal learning communities. The students are opening for discussion important 

transitional problems as well as course content, often live from within their lectures 

and tutorials. The family, friends, past students, and peers that are interacting with 

the students on Facebook are providing feedback, advice and moral support.  

This thesis highlights the need to rethink the pedagogical approaches in higher 

education. The data presented here provides an intimate snapshot of the diversity in 

experience of each student, reminding practitioners of the importance of knowing 

who their students are. To address this issue, this thesis proposes a working model 

for a learner centred transition curriculum that embeds a process of learning about 

the students in its design. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Teaching is a complex art. And, like other art forms, it may suffer if the artist 

focuses exclusively on technique... In education, teachers and administrators 

often concentrate on their own techniques or processes and thus ignore or 

overlook what is going on with the student... Perhaps the first task in working 

with such students is to understand the principal objects on which their energies 

are focused. It might be helpful, for example, to ask the student to keep a 

detailed diary, showing the time spent in various activities such as studying, 

sleeping, socializing, daydreaming, working, and commuting.  

(Astin, 1984, pp. 526-527) 

Higher education in the twenty-first century is facing a tumultuous time. Not only 

are governments demanding structural change but the very nature of learning is 

evolving.  Universities are under pressure to graduate highly skilled workers to cope 

with the demands of an increasingly technological society. That very technology is 

changing how degree requirements are fulfilled. External forces are demanding a shift 

in the conceptualisation of the university in the twenty-first century and this thesis 

conceptualises the way in which this shift can be achieved: a learner centred transition 

curriculum sets aside the concentration of the first year of higher education (FYHE) on 

pedagogy; and is developed through researching the principal objects on which first 

year students focus. This study conceptualises a working model of such a curriculum by 

monitoring twenty-six first year students’ Facebook accounts, where they regularly 

record their “studying, sleeping, socialising, daydreaming, working, and commuting” 

(Astin, 1984, p. 527). 

A learner centred first year transition curriculum is central to the way a university 

adapts to global shifts in higher education. Issues of retention have been central to 

FYHE research since the 1950s (McInnis, 2001). During the 1970s and 1980s concerns 

about first year student withdrawal prompted Tinto (1990) to develop a model of 

student retention. Within the Australian context the experiences of first year students 

have been the focus of a large scale, government funded, longitudinal study, begun in 

the early 1990s (James, Krause, & Jennings). This study is still active and the next 

instalment is due in 2014. This longitudinal study has been integral to higher education 

government policy shifts during the first decade of the twenty-first century (Bradley, 
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2008). The Review of Australian Higher Education Report (Bradley Report) firmly 

placed the funding of undergraduate education in the hands of students with the 

recommendation that federal monies be attached to the student. The cost of attrition for 

each of the 38 public universities in Australia amounts to around $20-$36 million per 

annum (Adams, Banks, Davis, & Dickson, 2010). It has become in the best interest of 

universities to retain their students. Implementation of a successful first year transition 

curriculum is an institutional necessity because students are more likely to withdraw 

from higher education during their first year than any subsequent years (James et al., 

2010). This thesis argues in an economic climate where funding follows students, the 

success of a transition curriculum is in making sure that it is learner centred. 

Creating a learner centred transition curriculum is a multifaceted process. 

Innovative and flexible curriculum, environmental design, good classroom practice, and 

an understanding of the students all play symbiotic roles in enhancing the learning 

experience. There is a rich tradition of research within the phenomenon of FYHE that 

seeks to develop curriculum and improve pedagogy. While the students are usually 

alluded to, the emphasis on the role of the teacher or institution continues to dominate 

educational research (Mills & Gale, 2011) including that associated with the FYHE. 

This study is designed to add to the emerging literature that aims to fill this gap in 

FYHE research. To do this, student voices are centralised in this current research in 

order to better understand students’ focus during their first year of university.  The 

insight provided by this study about what students are focusing on at critical points in 

the year makes possible the basis for a model of a learner centred transition curriculum. 

Contextualising the student is essential in gaining an understanding of the learner 

and is central to the conceptualisation of a learner centred transition curriculum. The 

first year students of 2014 live in a very different globalised world to that understood by 

foundational FYHE research. In fact, the globalised world is very different to that which 

was in existence at the time of the release of the Bradley Report of 2008. In 2000, 

Bauman predicted that the mobile telephone would completely change the way the 

world was conceived and he was proved correct in a short period of time. In 2014, smart 

phones are an essential piece of personal equipment, enhanced by wireless connectivity 

technology. In 2010, when this study was conceived, social network sites (SNSs), 

particularly Facebook, had become essential communication tools especially for the 

youngest first year university students (Alexa, 2011). The combination of wireless 

technology and SNSs has created a communication revolution where 18 to 29 year olds, 
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who have at least some tertiary education experience, are leading the rest of the world in 

flexibility and connectivity (PRC, 2014).  

This chapter explains the focus of this study (section 1.1) and defines what is 

meant by a learner centred curriculum (section 1.2). Section 1.3 outlines the purpose of 

this research, the aims, research questions and objectives. Next, an overview of how the 

research was approached and understood is presented (section 1.4). Section 1.5 also 

outlines the remaining chapters of the thesis. The chapter concludes with a summary of 

this chapter and introduces Chapter Two (section 1.6). 

1.1 THE NATURE OF THE STUDY 

This is a longitudinal study that has tracked the experiences of school leavers 

throughout their first year of university using Facebook as a data collection tool. There 

are three main foci: the first year student; transition curriculum for the first year of 

university; and SNSs. This study is important because it looks at the experiences of the 

first year students through an emerging lens. Established knowledge that has to date 

informed FYHE programming is enhanced by this study because of the focus on student 

voices and the utilisation of a communication tool culturally significant to first year 

students. The following section justifies the significance of these choices. 

1.1.1 The first year student – school leaver 

First and foremost this study focuses on the first year student. First year students 

come from diverse backgrounds and enter university along multiple pathways. Since the 

1980s there has been a considerable expansion in the number of first year students as 

well as an increase in the diversity of age, experience and socio-cultural background of 

the entrants. The majority of first year students still remain school leavers. School 

leavers who enter tertiary education in Queensland, where this study was conducted, are 

generally aged between 17 and 19 years of age. This study defines the school leaver as 

being a student who enters university straight after graduating from Year 12, or after 

one gap year.  

I also chose to study school leavers because I am a high school teacher and I 

wished to explore how successfully senior high school prepared students for university. 

School leavers have traditionally been of concern in FYHE research because they are 

most likely to be uncertain of their role within higher education. Until the publication of 

the latest edition of the Australian longitudinal study into the first year experience, 
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school leavers have been found to be the demographic who most questioned the value of 

a university education (James et al., 2010). They have also been reported as being 

underprepared and less diligent in their study habits (McInnis, James, & McNaught, 

1995); however, the latest report about the national longitudinal study of the first year 

experience indicates that the participation and transition experiences of school leavers 

are improving (James et al., 2010).  

I chose to study first year students at university because tertiary education is 

associated with social and economic equality (OECD, 2011). A tertiary qualification is 

imperative for keeping up with the technological demands of an increasingly globalised 

economy (Bradley, 2008). In other words, higher education policy asserts that tertiary 

qualifications amount to a successful employment outcome. According to McInnis 

(2001), the first year university has been identified as being the year in which the 

highest percentage of students fail and/or withdraw from their courses, and it is the view 

of key FYHE researchers that successfully finishing first year is a highly significant 

contributor to the completion of a tertiary qualification (Harvey, Drew, & Smith, 2006; 

Kift, Nelson, & Clarke, 2010; Krause, Hartley, James, & McInnis, 2005; Tinto, 2006-7). 

Therefore, higher educational research gives precedence to the FYHE, as do I. 

James et al. (2010) also revealed a seemingly paradoxical trend in regard to 

student engagement on campus. On one hand, students reported that they spent less time 

on campus, did fewer extra-curricular activities, and made fewer friends. Conversely, 

the students indicated an increase in time spent in group work for study purposes, both 

in and out of class. Established FYHE theory asserts the importance of on campus 

engagement (Tinto, 1997b, 2006-7), however the students appear to be engaged in 

group learning but have lower attendance. James et al.’s report (2010) also indicated a 

dramatic rise in the use of information communication technologies (ICTs) in class and 

to facilitate study, and suggested these could play a role in the reduction in time spent 

on campus. This thesis suggests that SNSs also play a role in explaining this trend. This 

concept is explained further in section 1.1.3.   

Structurally, the core business of tertiary institutions has shifted from teaching and 

research to students, especially undergraduates. In the 1980s, Australia was a world 

leader in the democratisation of tertiary education. More recently, in response to the 

Bradley Report (2008), Australian universities have centralised their students by 

increasing access to undergraduate degrees, hoping to close the social and economic gap 

by graduating more highly skilled workers. Federal funding for undergraduates has been 



 

Chapter 1: Introduction 5 

attached to each student with extra funding provided for attracting students from low 

socio-economic areas. Furthermore, university accreditation is now linked to achieving 

targets for increasing the number of bachelor degrees, especially for students from low 

socio-economic areas. The concept of the elite university has been challenged (McInnis 

et al., 1995). 

 Conceptually, universities have changed very little. The bulk of current FYHE 

research focuses on pedagogy and curriculum development, which is understandable 

because they are processes which universities can control through policy and practice. 

They are also part of a structurally traditional approach to a concentration on teaching 

and research in universities. According to Mills and Gale (2011), this approach to 

higher education creates the one dimensional view that the way to improve learning 

experiences is by improving pedagogy. What is overlooked is the fact that student 

learning is not the sole responsibility of the teacher (Bowden & Marton, 1998). 

Learning is multidimensional, individualised, and experiential. Formal dissemination of 

knowledge about how to be a first year student, despite how innovatively it is delivered, 

is only one aspect of how student knowledge grows. When designing a contemporary 

transition curriculum, it is important to consider where and how first year students learn 

the university lifestyle, and what they are focusing on in their experience of learning 

throughout their first year.  This study contributes to this field of FYHE research.  

1.1.2 FYHE transition curriculum 

McInnis et al. (1995) outline four reasons why the first year of university is 

significant in higher education research: first, it is the meeting point of secondary and 

tertiary education where the effectiveness of high school preparation is assessed; 

second, the FYHE is a crucible where government social equity and access policy is 

tested; third, it is during the FYHE that students, especially those from non-traditional 

backgrounds, are most likely to be affected by external pressures; and last, it is a 

significant life transition for those who choose tertiary education as a pathway.  

I chose to conduct a longitudinal study and to focus on the entire first year of 

university because of the importance of curriculum design and the creation of 

educational programs that assist students to transition into new educational 

environments. I wanted to explore the development of holistic educational programs 

that include both co-curricular and curricular activities. During my career I have written 

programs aimed at easing the transition from primary to high school, and from middle 
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to senior school. The transition from Year 12 to university is a longitudinal progression 

in my field of experience. 

This current study is situated in the third generation of FYHE research as 

identified by Kift et al. (2010). First generation FYHE research looks closely at co-

curricular activities such as orientation programs and support systems that were 

designed to assist students’ transition into university. Second generation research 

explores curricular changes for improvement of pedagogy and on-campus experiences. 

In an effort to meet the external demands of higher education, research into first year 

transition programs has, until recently, fallen into categories that serve the structures 

and the system: orientation programs that induct the students into the FYHE, and the 

creation of processes that work to ease transition (Gale & Parker, 2012). According to 

Kift et al., third generation FYHE research aims to take findings from the rich bank of 

research generated in the first two generations and create institution-wide approaches to 

improving the experiences of first year university students. The researchers 

conceptualise that both orientation activities and first year processes should be adopted 

and adapted to become institution wide policies, intent on meeting national funding 

requirements and international benchmarks. I acknowledge the necessity for creating a 

transition curriculum that helps a university reach these goals. I argue that while past 

research is highly valuable, building on ideas that were developed in a different 

communication and technological context will provide only a partial understanding of 

the needs of contemporary first year students.  

Furthermore, this thesis provides a transition curriculum working model that 

outlines how the third generation of FYHE research can be applied. It provides a bridge 

between FYHE theory and the student experience. The aim of this working model is to 

provide practitioners with a practical means to apply the theory of learner centredness 

found throughout FYHE extant literature. 

The majority of the literature about the FYHE positions the transition process as 

"universally experienced and normalised" (Gale & Parker, 2012, p. 11) but the world is 

becoming increasingly individualised and “liquid” (Bauman, 2000). Students are 

arriving in higher education from multiple pathways, carrying with them a multiple of 

experiences, and multiple reasons for valuing (or not) higher education. In this vein, an 

emerging school of FYHE thought suggests that students’ experiences of transition are 

not linear but continuous and chaotic (Palmer, O'Kane, & Owens, 2009; Penn-Edwards 

& Donnison, 2011). The world of the first year student has changed dramatically during 
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the last decade and current FYHE research has noticed this change, however it has not 

sufficiently tried to understand the change.  

As my experience of the FYHE comes from the 1990s in a different technological 

and social context, for this study I must declare myself as being a learner of the 

experiences of the FYHE as expressed by contemporary first year students. In order to 

design a working model of a transition curriculum for contemporary first year students, 

I learned about being first year students from the students themselves. It is important to 

note that this study only provides insight into the first year students of 2011. The 

findings reported here will only be partial because technological advances and cultural 

norms in contemporary society are changing at an ever increasing rate (Bauman, 2000). 

The first year student of 2011 is probably different again from the first year student of 

2014. Nevertheless, gaining an understanding into the dynamics first year students is 

sustainable if universities could be conceptually restructured to centralise teachers and 

students as learners. By mapping both the generalised and variable transition 

experiences expressed by contemporary first year students, this study informs 

institution-wide curriculum design of the third generation of FYHE research. 

1.1.3 Social network sites (SNSs) 

This study uses the SNS, Facebook to collect data. This method of data collection 

is in its infancy in educational research. In a recent study, Bulfin and colleagues (2014) 

analysed the diversity of methods used in educational technology research. They found 

that from a survey of 462 “research active” academic researchers in the field, the clear 

majority of methods included participatory research and observation. Only 17.1% of 

researchers claimed to have expertise in documentary analysis. This study works to 

deconstruct and advocate for the growth of educational research approaches that 

embrace contemporary technologies, particularly those studies which analyse the 

information shared on SNSs.  

Before continuing, it is useful to explain the difference between social media and 

SNSs. Social media is a group of Web 2.0 internet-based technologies such as 

Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Instagram, Tumblr, LinkedIn and Wikipedia. Social media 

is defined by Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) as the “group of internet based applications 

that build on the ideological and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow 

for the creation and exchange of user generated content” (p. 61). Web 2.0 represented 

an ideological shift in software development from individual software publication (Web 
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1.0) to continuous open modification by all users. A practical example of the difference 

between Web 1.0 and 2.0 is the difference between the online version of Encyclopaedia 

Britannica and Wikipedia. Encyclopaedia Britannica is published and updated by 

employed and expert editors. Wikipedia has user generated content, meaning that the 

site can be edited and updated by the public (both novices and experts). User generated 

content is the text, images, and video footage that internet users upload to different 

applications. Kaplan and Haelien (2010) identify six different types of social media: 

collaborative projects, blogs, content communities, SNSs, virtual game worlds, and 

virtual social worlds. This study uses the SNS Facebook. 

SNSs are defined by boyd (sic) and Ellison (2007) as having three purposes. First 

they allow the internet user to create a personal or professional profile within a bounded 

system (or localised application) such as Facebook or LinkedIn. The user can choose 

whether the profile is public or semi-public. In the case of Facebook, two users must be 

mutually connected in order for either personal profile to be available for viewing. The 

applications also make possible a completely public profile or the ability to allocate 

accessibility. For example, some information can be made available only to family 

members. Second, SNSs allow profile owners
1
 to articulate and share a list of other 

profiles to which they are connected. In the case of Facebook, these connections are 

known as Facebook Friends or Friends
2
. Last, a SNS allows users to traverse their 

network as well as connections of others using the system.  On Facebook, the most 

public way to access information about Friends’ activities is through the Newsfeed. The 

Newsfeed consists of a profile owner’s Friends’ status updates that include text, images 

and film footage which Facebook users wish to share with their network. These status 

updates have the capability for the inclusion of comments and short text-based 

discussion. boyd and Ellison (2007) make clear that meeting strangers is not the primary 

purpose of SNSs, hence they avoid using the term social networking sites; rather, the 

word network draws attention to the idea that the primary purpose is the public display 

of an address book of sorts – the user’s network.  

                                                 
1
 There is debate about whether the Facebook user or the company owns Facebook data. 

Facebook terms and conditions state that the Facebook user technically owns their own profile and data 

but that the company can use the information for their own purposes ("Statement of rights and 

responsibilities," 2014).  

2
 This thesis will capitalise the word Friends when referring to Facebook connections to avoid 

ambiguity. 
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It would be irresponsible to conduct research into school leavers of the twenty-

first century without considering the impact and use of SNSs on global communication. 

The advent of SNSs has provided ample opportunity for understanding the experiences 

of first year students. In 2009, Selwyn reported that undergraduate students were using 

Facebook for ad-hoc learning experiences and for connecting with their classmates. The 

role of SNSs in enhancing social integration and learning experiences is extensive 

(Hew, 2011). The majority of the higher education research (for example see Lampe, 

Wohn, Vitak, Ellison, & Wash, 2011; Madge, Meek, Wellens, & Hooley, 2009) about 

Facebook has been oriented towards discovering how undergraduate students are using 

Facebook. Despite advances in the use of SNSs in higher education research, Selwyn 

(2012) notes that the bulk of the research is one dimensional and determinist. He 

explains that the research is primarily concerned with what should or could happen with 

SNSs in an educational setting. This concentration has led to a uniform view on how 

technology is used in education, usually centring on how digital technologies can 

enhance learning with little regard for the historical and sociological contexts within 

which education and technology exist.  

In recent years the increased use and accessibility of SNSs has opened doors to a 

multitude of experiential descriptions. Research interest in using SNS data has been 

increasing since the turn of the twenty-first century with more and more social 

researchers seeing the value of online data (Lazer et al., 2009). For example, Selwyn 

(2009) used Facebook status updates to discover that undergraduate students were using 

Facebook to record their experiences of university. Research that uses Facebook as a 

tool to collect data from undergraduates and uses that data for content analysis of the 

university experience is small but it is emerging. In 2001, McInnis made 

recommendations for longitudinal studies which follow students from high school 

through to at least the completion of their first university degree. Facebook or another 

SNS could provide the vehicle for maintaining communication with the participants of 

such a study. This study uses Facebook to maintain contact with participants throughout 

their first year. 

 Very few studies into the undergraduate experience have utilised Facebook data 

as a research tool to describe educational experiences separate from describing students’ 

use of Facebook. Baker (2013) discovered the usefulness of SNSs for conducting a 

longitudinal study. She used content analysis of Facebook as a component of a study 

into the reading and writing practices of 11 students moving from secondary school 
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study to undergraduate study. Baker used Facebook initially to communicate with her 

participants as they moved from their common secondary school to multiple geospatial 

and temporal boundaries as they attended different universities. As her study 

progressed, Baker used a content analysis of status updates made by her participants to 

enhance her inquiry. While Cheung, Chiu, and Lee (2011) did not analyse status update 

content on Facebook, they utilised the SNS for access and for the recruitment of 

participants to their study exploring what drives university students to use SNSs. 

Selwyn (2009), Jenkins et al. (2012) and Bosch (2009) all found that undergraduates are 

describing their university experience on Facebook, but only Selwyn (2012), in a later 

paper, extrapolated on the data to the question of how Facebook data can be used to 

describe participants’ perceptions of university. Through reviewing the literature about 

the theoretical direction of research into SNSs, Selwyn suggests that there is a gap in the 

research where SNSs are allowed to be simply SNSs. In other words, higher education 

research has usually investigated the potential use of SNSs to enhance university 

experiences rather that exploring what is being shared about the experience on SNSs. 

Jenkins et al. and Baker targeted first year students in order to understand the 

experience of first year students or transition. While both studies are longitudinal, they 

concentrate on a specific aspect of the experience of first year students (faculty 

experience or literacy) rather than looking at the phenomenon broadly. This current 

study undertakes the advancement of this field of research and employs Facebook status 

updates to gain insight into what the focus of first year students is and their variation of 

transition experiences in order to develop a working model for a learner centred 

transition curriculum. By comparing the well-established literature about the FYHE 

with data collected from a SNS, this study also aims to validate the use of SNSs as a 

method in FYHE research. 

1.2 DEFINING A LEARNER CENTRED TRANSITION CURRICULUM 

In the context of this study, I am a learner. I am learning about those learning to 

become university students. I use a tool that is integral to first year university life to 

discover the voices of the students. Using those experiences, I have developed a learner 

centred transition curriculum working model. The model is framed by learner centred 

transition pedagogy, student voices, and indicators of transition success. The aim of the 

model is to create a framework for the design of a learner centred transition curriculum 

that enhances the learning process of becoming a fully-fledged university student. The 
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following section reviews how a learner centred transition curriculum is perceived in the 

research literature. 

1.2.1 Transition curriculum 

As briefly mentioned earlier, Kift et al. (2010) divide the first two decades of 

FYHE research into two generations of research which demonstrate pockets of 

excellence but which have no institution-wide cohesion. The first generation focused on 

co-curricular activities and services for first year students. Co-curricular activities are 

voluntary but are designed to “support, enhance, build on or expand the learning 

opportunities of the formal curriculum” (p. 4). These include orientation activities 

(White, 1999), study skill sessions (Churkovich & Oughtred, 2002) and peer mentoring 

(Allen, McManus, & Russell, 1999). Kift et al. (2010) draw a distinction between co-

curricular and extra-curricular activities such as clubs and societies which are not 

closely aligned to the curriculum. The second generation of FYHE research 

concentrated on pedagogical practices and notably was research regarding student 

engagement (Krause & Coates, 2008) and assessment (Yorke, 2001).  

In recent years many universities have been leading towards an institutional 

approach to the FYHE. Kift et al. (2010) refer to this change in research direction as a 

third generation of FYHE research that integrates the findings from the first two 

generations to intentionally design a transition curriculum that “mediate[s] the learning 

experiences of diverse commencing cohorts” (p. 2). How two metropolitan universities 

in Southeast Queensland have conceptualised this process is outlined below. 

Wilson (2009) reports on how Griffith University began to design policy and 

programming intended to improve the experience of first year students across the 

institution. Griffith University implemented a first year university leadership role as a 

part of the whole institution working strategically towards students having a successful 

experience of first year. Lizzio (2006), one of Wilson’s colleagues, designed a Five 

Senses of Success (capability, connectedness, purpose, resourcefulness and academic 

culture) framework which provided a common language for Griffith University’s first 

year success leadership, advisors and students.  

Kift et al. (2010) report on how Queensland University of Technology (QUT) 

went about designing a FYHE transition curriculum. In this context curriculum is 

“conceptualised very broadly to encompass the totality of the undergraduate student 

experience of, and engagement with, their new program of tertiary study” (Kift, 2009, p. 
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9). This consists of all curricular and co-curricular activities being designed to enhance 

the experience of the first year both personally, academically and socially (Kift, 2009; 

Kift et al., 2010; Reason, Terenzini, & Domingo, 2006, 2007).  

The curriculum was framed by Kift’s (2009) articulation of FYHE transition 

pedagogy for the Australian Learning and Teaching Council (ALTC). Transition 

pedagogy is holistic and is defined as the “intentional design of learning, teaching and 

assessment practices that inform its enactment in ways that acknowledge the reality of 

the contemporary student” (p. 9).  In other words, transition pedagogy should inform a 

transition curriculum. Kift articulates six First Year Curriculum Principles: transition as 

a process not a point in time; consideration of the diversity of learners; learner focussed 

design; engaging and involving pedagogy; scaffolded assessment; and built in 

evaluation and monitoring tools. As well as the extensive tradition of research about the 

FYHE, the transition pedagogy is informed by Tinto’s (1990) model for student 

retention and the Australian longitudinal studies into the first year experience (James et 

al., 2010; Krause et al., 2005; McInnis, James, & Hartley, 2000; McInnis et al., 1995).  

Kift et al. (2010) reported on the process of visualising and beginning to 

implement an institution-wide transition curriculum. First, curricular and co-curricular 

influences on the FYHE within QUT were identified. During this process the 

researchers became aware of a connection between the two and the necessity for an 

“organising device... for program coherence” (p. 4). Second, Kift et al. recognised that 

the organising device should be an institution-wide transition curriculum. Third, the 

researchers understood that there would be no success in implementation of a transition 

curriculum without academic-professional partnership. Institution-wide initiatives that 

were considered useful were: orientation as a process rather than an event, peer 

mentoring, and the availability of organisational information and technological portals 

for first year student engagement.  

The transition programs that both Wilson (2009) and Kift et al. (2010) describe 

are aimed at enhancing the experiences of first year students based on substantial 

evidence from two decades of FYHE research. Both research teams report that QUT and 

Griffith University policy makers agree that a transition curriculum is important for both 

social justice and economic purposes and requires a rethinking of the conceptualisation 

of the first year of university (Engstrom & Tinto, 2008). Furthermore, both programs 

assert that retention and engagement is not just the responsibility of the student; tertiary 

institutions have an obligation to provide opportunities and conditions for engagement 
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(Coates, 2005; Krause & Coates, 2008). Additionally, both Wilson and Kift et al. also 

concur that while first year students come from a diversity of pathways, the similarity 

between the students is that they are at university to learn, and a transition curriculum 

must assist students in becoming self-directed or autonomous learners. These assertions 

are all strongly evidence based reasons for the implementation of a robust transition 

curriculum.  

There is a distinct absence of student voices in both QUT and Griffith 

University’s implementation of institution-wide first year programming. In order to 

design a curriculum that recognises the diversity of first year students, engages students, 

and provides life-long learning opportunities, student voices should be considered in the 

design of any curriculum. It is well established that a sophisticated curriculum is 

learner-focused and aims to improve student conceptions of learning (Prosser & 

Trigwell, 1997). These conceptions can largely only be understood through student 

voices; therefore, FYHE transition curriculum and programming would be enhanced by 

research that centralises the student voice. The research reported here uses SNS 

technology and provides an opportunity for the development of a unique insight into the 

experiences of first year university students. This thesis shows how this insight can be 

applied to the development of a working model for a transition curriculum.  

This research is designed to enhance and complement the emerging work on 

transition curriculum design by adding student voices and experience to the design of a 

FYHE transition curriculum. To do so, I have chosen phenomenography as a research 

approach. Phenomenography was designed to centralise the learner, therefore value the 

learner, and in the case of this research, student voices. Phenomenography approaches 

research from what Marton (1981), a founding member of the approach, termed a 

second order perspective. Researchers that use the second order perspective explore the 

experiences of learners or participants in their study through participant voices. First 

order perspective studies describe how the researcher understands the learners and their 

background, is frequently related to the researcher's experiences, and is usually within 

an explanatory framework (Marton & Svensson, 1979). A first order perspective 

research question within the field of transition curriculum would be "What can 

Facebook status updates tell us about how the first year student learns about the 

university?" Instead, I have asked a complementary second order perspective question, 

"How do school leavers describe, on Facebook, their learning experiences of first year 
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university?" (see section 1.3.1). Second order research should complement first order 

research, together creating a more holistic picture of a phenomenon. 

1.2.2 Transition 

It is important to conceptually define the notion of transition within the FYHE. 

This study defines transition as the process of learning to become a fully-fledged 

university student by transition into the university lifestyle. This definition is adapted 

from Gale and Parker’s (2012) discussion of the use of the concept of transition in 

FYHE literature. It is also adapted from Penn-Edwards and Donnison’s (2011) results 

where student participants agreed that the first year of university is for learning how to 

be a university student. 

 Gale and Parker (2012) identified three definitions of transition when reviewing 

the literature concerning students’ transition into higher education. The three definitions 

mean that three distinct approaches have been taken to transition policy, practice and 

research. The first two define transition as an induction and a linear progression 

respectively. The third defines transition as becoming. Gale and Parker suggest that 

there is still a substantial gap in FYHE research that is based on the understanding that 

first year transition is about becoming a university student. Transition as becoming 

expands current conceptions of transition in FYHE by situating it within the real world 

rather than just within university. Gale and Parker’s definition of transition rejects the 

process as a particular time of crisis or a linear progression, acknowledging that it is far 

more complex and not "universally experienced and normalised" (p. 11). For example, 

the time of crisis could be experienced daily as students negotiate their identity at home 

and then again at university. Additionally, a progressive approach to transition is not 

sympathetic to the wild and tumultuous reality of other life transformations such as 

childhood, adolescence, work life, and adulthood or the idea that it is possible to have 

several identities at the same time. 

 The research reported in this thesis focuses on aspects of the third definition but 

also frames itself within the first two definitions. Discussing how university affects 

identity formation is an emerging field (see Ecclestone, Biesta, & Hughes, 2009) 

adjacent to this study but not a part of it; however, it acknowledges the conditions 

external to university can affect the FYHE (especially the communicative and 

technological context). This study seeks to understand how transition pathways progress 

when the university context is conceptualised using student voice data gathered from 
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SNSs. Furthermore, in order to develop a working model for a first year university 

transition curriculum, a progressive framework which acknowledges that transition 

occurs at different points is practical. I concentrate on four critical points across the 

FYHE, and identify how the participant body generally progresses towards transition 

into the university lifestyle. 

In this study, transition into university life is judged using three indicators 

identified in the literature: self-efficacy, autonomous learning, and social integration. 

Self-efficacy is “belief in one’s capabilities to organise and execute courses of action 

required to produce given attainments” (Bandura, 1997, p. 3). This definition means that 

the students describe their confidence in their ability to fulfil university expectations and 

manage university life. Autonomous learning is “having both the basic skills to learn, 

such as time management and meeting deadlines (study habits), and an understanding of 

how they can best approach their learning (independence of learning beliefs)” (Brooman 

& Darwent, 2013, p. 2). This is shown by how the students are aware of how they learn 

and therefore how best to approach learning. Social integration is defined as the “extent 

to which a student feels connected to the college environment, peers, faculty, and others 

in college and is involved in campus activities” (Brooman & Darwent, 2013, p. 2). 

Social integration has been identified as being vital to the success of FYHE transition 

and a key aspect in assisting self-efficacy and independent learning (Tinto, 1997b). 

1.2.3 Learner centred, not student centred 

It is important to make the distinction between a learner centred and a student 

centred curriculum. While there are many similarities, including the collaborative 

creation of knowledge by both student and teacher, a student centred curriculum still has 

a barrier between student and teacher. In a student centred curriculum, the teacher is 

considered the expert and the student learns from that expertise. In a learner centred 

curriculum that barrier is removed. 

This thesis asserts that the holistic experience of the first year is better suited to 

learner centred curriculum. Teachers should not be expected to be experts in matters of 

each individual student’s transition experience, because the first year student is an ever-

evolving being. Teachers should should learn about their first year university students, 

their students’ experiences, and how their students learn in the twenty-first century. This 

process should be continuous, and be adapted each year for each new cohort of first year 

students.  
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The democratisation of universities has resulted in a much more individualised 

approach to higher education, which in turn, has led to academic discussion and policy 

decision making about how best to deal with contemporary undergraduates. One of the 

earliest Australian researchers to notice a shift in the character of university students 

was Little (1975). He suggested that the post-Vietnam moratorium university students, 

armed with evaluative questions about the validity of higher education and pedagogy, 

were more self-assured both as groups and as individuals. The Vietnam War was the 

first international event to be televised and scrutinised on a mass scale. It can be 

retrospectively assumed that access to information and results of international and 

national decision making would have contributed to this shift. 

The internet has played a vital role in the evolution of contemporary university 

students. Through this technology, students have access to a vast array of information at 

their fingertips. As established earlier, teaching contributes to learning but is not the 

sole provider of knowledge (Bowden & Marton, 1998). Students expand their 

knowledge from multiple sources and the number of these sources are increasing 

exponentially. This prompts the question of Who are the teachers? In fact, blogger 

Wohlson (2014) from Wired Magazine predicts that the move from the personal 

computer (PC) to smart devices such as iPhones and tablets, heralds the “death of the 

internet”. His predictions are supported by business entrepreneurs such as Keith Raibos 

who is responsible for applications (or apps) such as PayPal and LinkedIn, as well as 

Facebook’s creator, Mark Zuckerberg. Wohlson suggests that the corralling of 

information to applications such as Twitter, Pinterest, Wikipedia and YouTube means 

that users will soon have multiple pathways to online information, not just (or not even)  

“Googling it”. In other words there are a wide variety of pathways to expertise, and this 

variety is ever increasing. 

Research in higher education is now seeing a proliferation of studies about the use 

of social media, and more specifically social network sites (SNSs) (see Hew, 2011 for a 

comprehensive review). In 2004, Facebook was developed by Mark Zuckerberg 

(initially) to connect people enrolled in university, then high school, and by 2006 the 

application was rolled out to the general population who were aged over thirteen and 

who had a valid email address (Phillips, 2007). While Facebook was not the first 

application to connect people socially, it was the first SNS to become mainstream on a 

large scale, reaching one billion international users by October 2012 (Fowler, 2012).  

Through SNSs, social lives became an integral part of the information revolution.  
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How research into SNSs has been largely conceived as an example of the 

difference between a student centred and a learner centred approach to education. 

Selwyn (2012) indicates that the majority of research in education about SNSs asks how 

social media can be controlled or manipulated for educational use: for example, how 

Facebook can be integrated into teaching and learning (Bosch, 2009); how Facebook 

can enhance social integration into university (Ellison, Steinfield, & Lampe, 2007); or 

how Facebook can be a distraction from study (Junco, 2012). What this research 

neglects to understand is that social media is by its very nature social and personal 

relationships are unpredictable, therefore difficult to control. Selwyn calls for research 

that uses social media as its original intention. Students believe it is important, so it 

becomes the responsibility of the education researcher to respect that notion, and it is 

critical to the decision to use phenomenography as a research approach. 

Phenomenography is a participant centred research approach grounding analysis 

in the data, which are described experiences. I used Facebook status updates data 

because Facebook and SNSs are integral to the life experiences of the first year student 

– SNSs are, at the core, publically available diaries or journals where users record life 

events. This thesis seeks to highlight that phenomenography has excellent potential for 

methodologising the educational technology research and contributing to the dialogic 

about the gap in research identified by Selwyn (2012) mentioned in the previous 

paragraph. 

I seek to learn about the experiences of first year students whose pathway has 

become individualised. Within contemporary Western society which is so dominated by 

social media, it is illogical to consider the experiences of first year students and ignore 

the role of SNSs. I envisage SNSs as being personal record-keeping devices rather than 

being tools to be controlled. This way of seeing makes SNSs as central to my research 

as they are to the lives of the students who use them. Through the use of student voices 

collected via Facebook status updates, I aim to understand what the students are 

focusing on at critical points in their first year of university, and thereby visualize the 

transition pathway of the FYHE as expressed through the voices of the first year 

students. 

1.3 PURPOSES 

This study is conceptualised as taking a learner centred approach to understanding 

the experiences of a group of students as they move through their first year of higher 
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education. To ground the study in learner centeredness, I chose both a research 

approach and a data collection tool that centralised the learner and allowed me to learn 

about students in their natural environment.  

The purpose of this study is to propose a working model for the design of a 

learner centred transition curriculum. A learner centred curriculum places the 

experiences of the learner (both researcher and students) at the core of the design. To 

develop this model, I needed to understand and describe how students described their 

experiences of learning to become fully-fledged university students. To do this I applied 

two processes: I tracked the descriptions of their experiences of learning the university 

lifestyle throughout their first year; and I identified indicators of transition. The reason 

for a longitudinal study across the whole first year was that it provided the opportunity 

to show the change in student understanding of the FYHE. A comparison of the 

individual experiences enabled me to detect the participants’ generalised transition 

pathway. By identifying indicators of transition within the experiences, I sought to 

pinpoint when the participants completed (if ever) their transition.  

In order to achieve this purpose, I aimed at understanding what students were 

focused on at critical points throughout the first year and to note the variation in that 

focus at both a group and an individual level. As it is impractical to individualise a first 

year pathway for each and every first year student, it was important to apply a research 

approach that uses individual experiences to build a generalised understanding of how 

students learn to become university students. Phenomenography provided such a 

framework. 

Phenomenography aims to qualitatively understand the finite number of ways a 

group of people experience learning. By categorising individual experiences by 

emphasising how they are similar, rather than how they are different, the outcome of 

phenomenography provides a generalised map of the learning experiences of a group of 

people. In the case of this research, phenomenography provides a map of the three to 

four categories of student focus at critical points during the year. This outcome is useful 

for first year curriculum design because it provides strategic information about when to 

target which aspects of transition during the first year. While the generalised 

experiences are not tailored to each and every participant, there should be enough 

similarity within the categories for each participant to recognise them (Bowden & 

Green, 2005). 
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By identifying when the participants’ descriptions suggested they were 

experiencing indicators of transition, I aim to overlay the generalised map 

(phenomenographic outcome space) with some variation of individual experience. 

Through this process, I discovered themes which link the variation of experience within 

each critical time and across the year. I hypothesise about the participants’ experiences 

of transition indicators by applying basic, evidence based abductive reasoning as 

suggested by Blaikie (2000).  

1.3.1 Research questions and sub questions 

To achieve the above mentioned purpose, I use phenomenography, a research 

approach that acknowledges individualism but understands the practicality of the 

general, to answer the following research questions and sub questions: 

1. What are the finite numbers of ways school leavers describe, on Facebook, 

their experiences of their first year in university at four critical points in their 

first year? Asking: 

o What are the students focusing on and what is peripheral during: the 

orientation weeks; the preparation, submission and feedback around the 

first assessment piece; the final weeks of first semester; the final weeks 

of second semester? 

2. What is the variation of school leavers’ experience of transition during the 

FYHE as described on Facebook? 

o How does the group experience transition? 

o How do the individual participants experience transition? 

o What indication is there that the students have perceived that they have 

transitioned into the university lifestyle? 

The objective of this study is to add to current knowledge about designing first 

curriculum and programs for the FYHE. The scale of the study is too small to justify an 

overhaul of transition curriculum design; however, it does suggest direction for future 

research by developing a working model for designing a learner centred transition 

curriculum. This study develops a working model for the design of a learner centred 

curriculum through the use of a SNS as a data collection tool.  
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1.4 APPROACH 

The traditional outcome of phenomenography is to determine a finite number of 

ways a group of people experience a phenomenon by finding the similarities between 

individual experiences captured at a moment in time. Phenomenography is a generalised 

approach which is advantageous to the practicality of curriculum design, but the data is 

collected from individuals. The variation between understandings of a phenomenon is 

used to design learning activities that progress expansion of knowledge. 

This study uses an amended phenomenographic approach with four adaptations to 

compensate for the use of Facebook as a data collection tool: first, Facebook status data 

is added as a method of gathering participant voices; second, an element of quantitative 

analysis has been added because the frequency of Facebook updating has been found to 

be significant (Joinson, 2008; Skues, Williams, & Wise, 2012); third, an extra step of 

abductive reasoning to find indicators of transition success has also been added; and 

fourth, four phenomenographic studies are compared, whereas phenomenography 

traditionally explores just one moment in time. Justification for these decisions is 

detailed in Chapter 4.  

This study is limited to the experiences of first year students directly associated 

with university. It is also limited to those experiences recorded on Facebook during four 

of the five critical times nominated by participants in Penn-Edwards and Donnison’s 

(2011) research into transition experiences in the first year of university. The five 

critical times indicated in the research are acceptance of a place at university, 

orientation, the first piece of assessment, the end of first semester, and the end of the 

first year. The latter four are the critical times selected for this study. The first is not 

able to be included as the participants were not yet enrolled in university therefore were 

not covered by Griffith University ethical clearances. My nominated demographic were 

school leavers in Queensland, Australia. The majority of school leavers in this state are 

17 years old, therefore are under the age of independent consent and normally require 

parental consent. The Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC) determined that if 

the students were old enough to attend university they were old enough to give their 

own consent. 

This study was conceived during 2009 and 2010. The data was collected during 

the Australian university year of 2011. During each critical time I collected and 

archived twenty-six participants’ descriptions of their experiences at university. The 



 

Chapter 1: Introduction 21 

recruitment of participants was limited to those who attended one of three multi-campus 

metropolitan universities in Southeast Queensland and who held an active Facebook 

account. The data was analysed using phenomenography and some additional abductive 

reasoning. The product of the analysis was the development of a working model of a 

learner centred transition curriculum. Figure 1 shows a timeline of the current study. 

 

Figure 1. Timeline of the study. This figure shows the use of time to complete this thesis. 

The working model (described in detail in Chapter 7) uses the phenomenographic 

outcomes (see section 6.1) to nominate academic activities based on student focus 

throughout the year. It incorporates elements of three models for transition promoted in 

the literature (see section 2.1.) The model also uses indicators of transition into the 

university lifestyle identified in the literature for monitoring transition (see section 2.3). 

The model is further explicated in Chapter Seven. 

1.5 THESIS OUTLINE 

The remaining chapters of this thesis can be summed up as follows. 

Chapters Two and Three review the extant literature pertinent to this study. 

Chapter Two discusses the practical components of a transition curriculum based on the 

transition pedagogy outlined by Kift (2009). This incorporates the shape of, assessment 

in, and evaluating and monitoring a transition curriculum. Chapter Three is also framed 

by the transition pedagogy outlined in Kift but concentrates on conceptualising a learner 

centred curriculum using the conditions of transition as articulated by Tinto (2006-7) 

and the conceptual understanding of learning theorised by phenomenographic 

researchers Bowden and Marton (1998).  
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Chapter Four sets out the rationale for the research approach and the research 

approach itself. It explains the sampling, design, data collection processes, and data 

analysis. 

Chapters Five and Six describe the results and the discussion of the results in 

relation to the literature. Chapter Five details the particular data analysis used for this 

study and the results of the analysis. Chapter Six discusses the results in relation to the 

literature. Chapter Six incorporates an analysis of the results in relation to models of 

student transition, the variation and common themes of student understanding, and the 

indicators of transition success. 

Chapter Seven details the working model for a first year university learner centred 

transition curriculum. It also discusses the limitations of the study and makes 

recommendations for the expansion of the proposed model.  

1.6 SUMMARY 

Chapter One has set the international, national, and sociological context for this 

study. It has also defined a learner centred transition curriculum and argued for its 

importance in enhancing the experiences of students during their first year of university. 

The chapter has also outlined the approach taken in this study to arrive at the 

development of a working model for a learner centred transition curriculum.  

The next chapter will examine the literature that pertains to the purpose and 

conceptual framework of this study. It highlights existing theoretical models for 

transition that have been adapted and adopted from the inaugural work of Tinto (1975). 

This chapter also examines the literature about assessment in the first year of university. 

Finally, the chapter examines how student transition into university has been evaluated 

and monitored across the literature.  
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Chapter 2: Literature review  

Well, although I do not suppose that either of us knows anything really 

beautiful and good, I am better off than he is - for he knows nothing, and 

thinks that he knows. I neither know nor think that I know. In this latter 

particular, then, I seem to have slightly the advantage of him.  

(attributed to Socrates in Plato, 1904-14) 

For half a century the first year of higher education (FYHE) has been 

scrutinised. Research about the phenomenon has produced a rich body of work and 

healthy debate about the experiences of first year students at university. Tinto (2006-

7) noted that despite the intensity of attention to the subject, a small improvement in 

the experience of the FYHE has been difficult to come by, and to a large extent much 

of the theory has not yet moved into practice. To address this problem Kift (2009) 

proposes an institution-wide approach to the FYHE in the form of a formal 

curriculum and articulates transition pedagogy to guide its design. The transition 

pedagogy is focused around six First Year Curriculum Principles: transition, 

diversity, design, engagement, assessment, and evaluation and monitoring. This 

chapter’s review of the research literature and the following conceptual chapter 

(Chapter Three) will use these principles as an organisational device, concentrating 

where possible on research which centralises learners and acknowledges their 

contemporary context. 

This chapter begins with a review of four models of transition for the FYHE 

(section 2.1). Second, literature is reviewed which is part of the academic 

conversation about the nature of first year assessment (section 2.2). Last, studies 

which have concentrated on evaluating successful transition will be reviewed 

(section 2.3). Section 2.4 highlights the implications suggested by the literature.  

2.1 MODELS OF TRANSITION 

Several models for student transition into university have been outlined in the 

extant literature. A common understanding of the four models detailed below is that 

they all acknowledge that transition is an extended process and does not only occur 
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during the induction activities of orientation days and in the first weeks of lectures. 

Having a model of transition can help curriculum designers target specific times for 

tailored induction activities to minimise information overload common during 

orientation.   

Tinto’s (1975) interactionist model of student persistence provided the starting 

point for many revisions (Tinto, 1988, 1997b) and for reimagining the role of 

persistence in the FYHE (for examples see Bean, 1982; Braxton & Hirschy, 2005; 

Jardine, 2013). Based on Durkheim’s (1951) theory of suicide, Tinto theorised that 

dropout is less likely to occur when a student is socially integrated. Tinto, while not 

the first theorist of student retention, is the most referenced in the field of student 

persistence in the FYHE. Tinto began to develop his model of student retention 

during the mid-1970s which centralised involvement (or what is now termed 

engagement) as being critical to student persistence (Tinto, 2006-7). Tinto’s work 

has been criticised and expanded on by many researchers but his work still remains 

integral to the FYHE field. Tinto’s work evolved to include five conditions for 

persistence in FYHE (Tinto, 2003b, 2006-7): expectations, support, feedback, 

learning, and involvement. These conditions are outlined below. 

First, students respond to whatever expectations are set for them. If the 

expectations are high, they will rise to them. Furthermore, students’ expectations of 

their first year should align with the actuality. James et al. (2010) found that in the 

Australian context the gap is closing between personal expectations and actual 

requirements, particularly amongst school leavers. Second, students are more likely 

to persist if they have academic, social, and personal support. Third, early and 

effective feedback on academic work has been shown to enhance students’ 

perception of university. Fourth, Tinto recommends that an environment that fosters 

learning is essential for a successful transition into university. Kift et al. (2010) when 

reporting on an institutional approach to the FYHE identifies that the one conception 

that all students have in common, despite their background or the pathway they took 

to arrive, is that they are there to learn. Fifth, and of most interest to this study, 

students are most likely to persist if they are clearly acknowledged as being valued 

members of the institution. This concept of value will be further expanded on in the 

conceptual framework (see section 3.3). 
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The following details a linear, integrated and cyclical approach to 

understanding transition in the first year which has developed from critiqued aspects 

of Tinto’s model. 

Figure 2 is a graphic representation of the linear model that adapts Kift’s 

(2004) and Risquez et al.’s (2007/2008) explanations of a linear transition. Risquez, 

Moore, and Morley (2007/2008) adopt a linear approach adapted from the 

anthropological model provided by Oberg (1960) to describe adjustment to a new 

culture. The U-Curve Theory of Adjustment model has four stages: the honeymoon, 

culture shock, adjustment and mastery. During the initial honeymoon stage, first year 

students experience wonder and excitement about their new environment. They may 

feel like they have adjusted to the new environment but this feeling is superficial. 

Before long, first year students experience culture shock as they are confronted with 

the reality of university expectations. This period is often characterised by 

disillusionment and dejection. The third stage of adjustment is where the student 

makes a decision to transition into the new environment. While Risquez et al. do not 

give details of how a first year university student might do this, Oberg suggests that 

it is by learning the language of the new environment and by trying to make friends.  

 

Figure 2. U-Curve Theory of Adjustment model (adapted from Kift, 2004 and Risquez et al., 

2007/2008). This figure represents a linear transition model. 

In other words, to move beyond culture shock, first year students need to decide to 

understand academic expectations and begin to integrate socially into their new 

environment by making friends with classmates and talking to staff. The final stage 
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of mastery is the point where effective adjustment occurs. In other words, the first 

year student has learned academic language and expectations and is socially 

integrated. Kift (2004) proposes a similar model but adds that if the decision to 

transition is not made and acted upon, there is a higher likelihood of withdrawal.  

Lawrence (2005) challenges the idea of a linear model for student retention and 

proposes an integrated approach. She argues that a linear approach ignores the 

complexity of university. The Model for Student Success Practices suggests that 

student success is determined by the balancing of reflective, socio-cultural, and 

critical practice (see Figure 3).  

 

Figure 3. Simplified Model for Student Success Practices ( Lawrence, 2005). This figure 

represents an integrated transition model. 

Reflective practice is defined as the ability of first year students to “observe, watch 

and listen to the cultural practices occurring [on campus]” (p. 24). In other words, the 

students think about what they have learned and observed and make decisions about 

moving forward. Socio-cultural practice is defined as the ability of the students to 

establish interpersonal relationships that will help students become familiar with 

university culture. This means associations with professional and academic staff, not 

just classmates. Critical practice is intrapersonal, interpersonal, and reflexive. It is 

intrapersonal because students must have an ability to understand personal 

capabilities and to understand the milieu of the university. In other words, the 

students need to be metacognitive (discussed further in section 2.3). Critical practice 

is interpersonal because an awareness of the power structures within the university is 

required for successful transition. Critical practice also requires transitioning students 

to be reflexive when considering both their capabilities and the power structures 

within the university. 

Reflective 

Critical 
Socio-

cultural  
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The above models use well established literature and research approaches 

essential to the design of a robust FYHE transition curriculum. Curriculum design 

requires linear organisation for practicality but must also show an awareness of the 

complexity of student transition success. Neither of the above models utilise student 

voices or first year student experiences about transition to university. The following 

model fills that gap. 

Penn-Edwards and Donnison (2011) using the U-Curve Theory of Adjustment 

(Risquez et al., 2007/2008) as a framework, found that transition is not at all linear. 

They found that transition is not located at a point in time such as orientation, or even 

over a length of time such as the end of the first six weeks or the end of the first 

semester. The researchers found that transition is a continuous and cyclical process 

that occurs throughout the students’ time at university (see Figure 4).  

 

Figure 4. Critical points for academic support engagement (Penn-Edwards & Donnison, 2011, p. 572). 

This figure represents a continuous transition model. 

Furthermore, Penn-Edwards and Donnison found that not all students engage in their 

university studies in the same way, nor do they transition at the same time. As a part 

of a larger study, the researchers interviewed 36 first-year students about becoming a 

university student. Penn-Edwards and Donnison reported that the student participants 

unanimously believe that transition did not occur in the first six weeks of semester. 

They concur that the beginning of semester two and second year are also times of 

transition. They believe that transition is an ongoing, learning process that continues 

throughout a degree, and that the first year is primarily about learning the university 

lifestyle. The researchers acknowledge that there are certain critical points of the first 

year when experiences of transition are grounded in the university calendar: these are 

(1) acceptance of a place at university, (2) orientation week, (3) return of the first 

assignment (4) end of semester and (5) end of year. 
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Palmer et al. (2009) did not develop a model but they did utilise student voices 

in their research. The researchers found that student transition into first year is not 

only unpredictable but is also turbulent. This finding further suggests that a linear or 

integrated approach to transition does not tell the whole story. The researchers define 

transition as moving from one place to another and the process is the “in-between-

ness” experienced before a turning point that helps first year students become “fully-

fledged members of university life” (p. 37).  By asking the students to reflect on key 

transitional times (the first lecture, the first feedback, and the first doubt), Palmer et 

al. investigated the FYHE transition by accessing the student participant’s accounts 

of turning points in their transition to university. Palmer et al. define a turning point 

as “an event(s) or experience(s) in the first six to eight weeks at university that stands 

out, which triggers and results in the student developing (or not) a sense of belonging 

to university life” (p. 41). The researchers found that a vast array of people and 

objects assist first year students transition successfully into university life.  

Transition as being continuous throughout the FYHE at critical points is the 

foundational understanding of transition that this study integrates into its research 

design. This is because Penn-Edwards and Donnison’s (2011) model, and the 

findings of Palmer et al. (2009), use student voice and experience to reach their 

conclusions, and this is in keeping with the conceptual framework of this study (see 

Chapter Three). The linear and integrated models are also important for the design of 

a practical working model of a learner centred transition curriculum. The following 

outlines the critical points extracted from Penn-Edwards and Donnison (2011), and 

explores the literature available for understanding these important times in the 

FYHE. 

Orientation/induction 

In Australia, induction into university is usually termed orientation and is 

normally conducted in the week or days prior to the commencement of classes. The 

official purpose of orientation is to provide information to students on how to 

navigate university academic expectations, to discuss course requirements, and to 

meet academic staff. Orientation days also usually incorporate other activities: 

official ceremonies that open the university for the year; personal organisation 

activities such as campus tours, enrolment, sorting out textbooks, and generally 

working out life at university; services such as setting up internet access and student 
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cards; advertisement of social, academic, and personal support services; and social 

activities such as signing up for clubs and societies, and parties (White, 1999). White 

(1999) qualitatively investigated students’ understanding of the core business of 

orientation at Monash University using a focus group that brainstormed various 

orientation activities with staff and student association personnel. He found that 

students gave precedent to academic activities but that personal and social activities 

are also of high importance. While White’s study asked students what their priority 

was during orientation, the study was conducted in an academic environment with 

staff present. With these environmental parameters, it could be argued that the 

students nominated priorities were different from their actual focus. For example, the 

first year students may have prioritised academic activities because the power 

dynamic between the students and the teachers may have distorted the results. 

Furthermore, orientation is designed for organising and orienting academic activities 

and White’s student participants may have intended to prioritise them, but may not 

have done so in reality. This present study, set in a non-academic environment, aims 

to find out.   

A main criticism of orientation activities within the extant literature is that 

providing all information necessary for a successful transition in the few days at the 

beginning of the year creates an information overload (Harvey et al., 2006). The well 

established method for addressing this problem has been the implementation of first 

year seminars that take place over about eight weeks (Odell, 1996). More recently, 

the first year seminar concept has been adapted to provide the gradual delivery of 

information over the full first semester (Kift et al., 2010). The advantage of gradual 

orientation is that the students are given the necessary information over a period of 

time and/or at targeted times with the aim of minimising information overload. 

However, it is important to note here that this study uses the term orientation as 

being a critical time, not a process.  

First assignment 

According to Tinto (2006-7), fast and effective academic feedback is a key 

condition for a successful transition. Christie et al. (2008) argue that the feeling of 

getting “something ‘right’” (p. 574) helped students develop their sense of self-

efficacy because it helped them feel like competent learners. With similar ideas in 

mind, some institutions have made it common practice to assess the students around 
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the six to eight week mark. There are three key reasons for this practice: first, to 

provide feedback to students about performance, and hopefully strengthen 

confidence; second, to provide academic and student self-efficacy diagnostic and 

feedback to the university; and thirdly, to provide students with information about 

their decision to undertake tertiary studies before the tuition fee census date. This 

section briefly reviews general understandings of fast and effective feedback 

currently used in Higher Education. 

While feedback is usually associated with assessment, Hounsell and colleagues 

(2008) propose a model of a feedback loop that could be integrated into both 

coursework and assessments, meaning feedback is not only fast but continuous. 

Based on a mixed methods analysis of students’ perceptions, the model indicates that 

guidance and feedback as a sustainable process whereby students’ previous 

understandings of assessments are considered prior to the commencement of a new 

assessment.  The guidance and feedback loop has six stages: diagnosis of students’ 

prior experiences of equivalent assessments; preliminary guidance about 

expectations and requirements; ongoing clarification; feedback on performance; 

supplementary support; and feeding forward understandings from the assessment to 

future assessments. Hounsell and colleagues acknowledge that this feedback loop is 

subject in practice to many variables from both students and educators including 

misunderstandings and unclear or unconstructive advice. 

Evans (2013) reviews the literature to qualify what is meant by effective 

feedback in higher education.  She concedes that the types of feedback that are most 

effective for providing students and educators with the best information is not yet 

clear, but the different types of feedback considered are subject to a significant and 

expanding body of research. She found that the literature highlighted six principles of 

effective feedback. Feedback is: ongoing and integrated into assessment; explicit; 

designed to feed forward to future practice; engaging; appropriate; enhanced through 

professional learning. In terms of student retention, Evans found that feedback 

exchanges are considered vehicles for diagnosing student self-efficacy and inducting 

them into the academic community. However, if feedback is not designed to feed 

into future academic practices, there is no indication that the feedback will be useful. 

She concludes that there is much to be considered in relation to feedback in higher 

education because of the need for lecturers and tutors to provide high quality 
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feedback and engage students in feedback exchanges while at the same time 

considering the demands of academic’s workload.  The solution to this issue may be 

in the re-envisioning of assessment and literature targeting the trends in assessment 

during the FYHE and will be reviewed in detail in section 2.2. 

End of first and second semester (end of year) 

Despite the end of the first semester and the end of the first year of university 

being critical times for transition nominated by the students (Penn-Edwards & 

Donnison, 2011), there is no extant literature that holistically concentrates on these 

critical times. Typically, the end of semester is dominated by examinations and 

submission of written assessment. Also, much of the literature nominates the end of 

semester and the end of the year as being significant or convenient end points for 

research; however, the end of semester consists of other significant activities such as 

enrolment in the next semester and holidays where students may return home, move, 

and/or spend time with new friends. This study promotes the process of holistically 

looking at the end of semesters as being critical times in FYHE transition. 

This section has scrutinised transition models in the extant literature that aim to 

explain how students transition into their first year of university. The next section 

examines how the extant literature has conceptualised the role of assessment in that 

transition. 

2.2 ASSESSMENT DURING THE FYHE 

While assessment is not the only feature of first year students’ transition experiences, 

assessment is a key feature during three of the student- identified critical times for 

transition (Penn-Edwards & Donnison, 2011): first assignment, end of semester one, 

and the end of the year. These critical times could have been  identified by the 

students in Penn-Edwards and Donnisons’ study because assessment has a 

substantial scheduling and emotional impact on students’ lives (Boud, 2010).  While 

I will not be able to comment extensively on assessment as assessment pieces were 

not included in the data collected for this research, the critical times data that were 

collected suggest that it is important to provide a general overview of the direction of 

higher education assessment in Australia and particularly literature related to FYHE 

assessment.  
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Assessment in higher education has had two seemingly irreconcileable 

purposes: assessment for certification and assessment for further learning. In an 

effort to resolve this tension, Boud (2010) led a government sponsored  review of 

assessment research in Australia and internationally to propose a set of measures that 

could help design assessment for learning and certification. The review produced 

assessment resources and proposed guidelines for assessment reform in Australian 

universities. What Boud does not consider in depth is the extra layer of complexity 

that experiences of FYHE add to assessment decision making, but to which this 

study contributes. In first year university the classes are not hetrogeneous, not all 

school leavers, and have not all been initiated into academic culture; however, 

Boud’s work has been seminal to assessment reform in higher education. His review 

foregrounded the need for close scrutiny of assessment practices in higher education, 

thus reinforcing the established body of research about assessment reform in the 

FYHE.  

Kift (2009) states that assessment during the FYHE should be designed to 

assist transition; summative assessment should increase in complexity, not just 

during the first year, but also in subsequent years of higher education; and 

assessment should also include formative feedback to inform both staff and students 

of progress.  

As stated above, practitioners agree that fast and effective academic feedback 

is an essential element of transition success, and institutions committed to improving 

the FYHE have implemented early assessment in the first six to eight weeks of the 

first semester. What Taylor (2008) calls assessment for transition provides students 

with opportunities to actively engage with university for the first time at a tertiary 

level. The ideal FYHE early assessment condition would be that the assessment is 

relatively small and low risk, allowing for fast and effective feedback. These 

assessment practices include setting short writing tasks that can function as an early 

warning for students who might struggle with academic literacy (Pearson & Nuag, 

2013), skills assessments (Palmer et al. 2014), and online assessments that enable the 

use of technologies such as reflections for e-portfolios (Lawrence, 2013), 

automatically graded online quizzes (Schaffer, Doggrell, & Polkinghorne,2013), and 

interactive electronic modelling (Baker & Zuvela, 2013). While non-graded 

assessment may be theoretically ideal, Taylor (2008) found that those courses with 
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the highest retention rates used formative assessment that contributed to the students’ 

final mark. She argues that students will not necessarily engage with assessment 

without a concrete reason. Thus, Taylor recommends that the assessment have an 

impact, though minor, on the students’ overall grades. 

 Kift and Moody (2009) expand on Taylor’s model by explaining that early 

assessment should begin to teach scholarly language and conventions, and an 

understanding of the quality of evidence required in academic assessment. Wilson 

(2009) adds further that early assessment must be well timed, scaffolded, debriefed, 

and normalised. In other words, the assessment should be appropriate for students 

who have only just started university, expectations should be clearly explained, 

feedback should be constructive, and the process and the assessment pieces should be 

small representations of the high-stakes assessments the students will be required to 

complete as their studies progress. There are a several projects which are in place to 

review assessment procedures in universities in order to clarify expectations in first 

year assessment. For example, Macleod and Wilson (2012) report on macro and 

micro review templates that they developed to audit program and individual 

assessment tasks respectively. The audit identified discepancies and inconsistencies 

between programs and issues such as difficulty levels and non-alignment of 

assessments. The audit resulted in the renegotiation of programs and assessments to 

better align with FYHE assessment literature. Taib and Holden (2013) report on an 

ongoing project which aims to make research and learning skills explicit in first year 

core units. The project and outlines the pedagogical conversations had between 

academics, Learning Skills Advisors, and  librarians. Howlett, Arthur and Blomfield 

(2013) also report on a first year assessment review by the Griffith University School 

of Environment, via a Community of Practice (CoP) (Wegner, McDermott & Snyder, 

2002). The CoP meets regularly to look at and revise current assessment against 

literature on the importance of effective assessment. While the above projects do not 

consider how research and learning skills can be made explicit to the student body, 

the development of a common language between research and learning skills 

professionals is important for further developing academic process transparency. 

Lizzio and Wilson (2013) consider student voice in their student centred 

review of first year assessment tasks. Two hundred and fifty-seven first year students 

across four disciplines in the health sciences at Griffith University assessed their 
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tasks in terms of manageability and motivational value. The assessment tasks were 

essays, oral presentations, laboratory reports and closed-book exams. Lizzio and 

Wilson found that students were aware of the perceived manageability of their tasks 

based on the weighting, organisation and support provided. The researchers also 

found that relatively familiar assessment pieces such as laboratory reports and 

examinations were less influential on the students’ sense of self-efficacy than oral 

presentations. While these findings are relatively straightforward, Lizzio and Wilson 

found that the students’ sense of self-efficacy in relation to essay writing was closely 

associated with perceived support, indicating that assessment design is just as crucial 

as assessment protocols described above by Kift and Moody (2009) and Wilson 

(2009).  

If designed with transition in mind, early assessment is also capable of giving 

students a sense of self-efficacy, and provides scaffolding for autonomous learning 

within a university environment (Clark, 2005; Christie et.al., 2008). This self-

efficacy can be further developed through assessment that makes academic activities, 

expectations, and processes transparent to both students and teachers (Taras, 2001) 

and which normalises the academic environment (K. Wilson, 2009). Kearney and 

Perkins (2011) propose an undergraduate authentic assessment regime that 

normalises academic processes and develops professional skills. The Authentic 

Assessment for Sustainable Learning (AASL) employs a learning communities  

approach (Lave & Wegner, 1991), democratising the assessment process. The AASL 

model proposes a process of traditional, peer and self assessment in order for 

students to engage with professional learning skills needed for the workforce as well 

as practice course content. The assessment’s summative grade is 40% lecturer, with 

two peer assessments worth 15%, and self assessment worth 30%. The model makes 

academic activities, expectations and processes transparent because the students are 

integral to the development, marking and feedback processes.  

The assessment Kearny and Perkins propose aligns with FYHE transition 

curriculum thinking because it employs a learning communities pedagogy which is 

considered as central to the transition pedagogy as outlined by Kift (2009). Learning 

communities are designed to help students connect ideas between disciplines and to 

link students through ongoing social interaction (Zhao & Kuh, 2004). Learning 

communities are not a new idea (Smith, 2001) references a research report on them 
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from the 1920s), but since the 1980s learning communities have been gaining 

traction, particularly in the field of retention and engagement (Zhao & Kuh, 2004) 

and more recently in regard to transition pedagogy (Kift, 2009). Kift and Field 

(2009) report on several case studies where learning communities were implemented 

in the curriculum at QUT. The intention of each of the curriculum initiatives was to 

design a program that combined both the social and scholarly aspects of university 

life. The programs included: the creation of a dedicated first year student common 

room; promotion of opportunities for teacher-student interaction; and the utilisation 

of university support services within faculty programming. The researchers 

concluded that the intentional creation of learning environments that promote 

community are integral to a successful transition pedagogy. Discussion of learning 

communities is further expanded in Chapter Three.  

What learning communities need to be aware of is the cognitive load and 

manageability of authentic tasks. Understanding the level of cognitive effort required 

to complete a task by taking into account the intrinsic and extraneous loads placed on 

students when designing assessment tasks is well established in the literature 

(Kalyuga, 2011; Pass, Renkl, & Sweller, 2003). These loads are impacted 

significantly by the other learning students are experiencing, including learning to be 

university students.  Therefore, Kearney and Perkins’ vision for sustainable and 

authentic assessment may present problems for FYHE assessment reviewers. Lizzio 

and Wilson (2010), reviewed above, indicate that the more unfamiliar (essays) or 

public (oral presentations) a task, the more perceived support becomes integral to 

some students’ self-efficacy. In other words, the students perceive essays and oral 

presentations as having a higher cognitive load because they consider them less 

manageable.  Christie et al. (2008) found that first year students were often 

bewildered and experienced dislocation because the certainties of their past 

education experiences were lost when entering university. The researchers found that 

the need to learn the new rules of university and learning at university often 

translated into a crisis of confidence. Therefore, some FYHE researchers have 

suggested that expecting students to engage with complex assessments that require 

deep thinking, while having good intentions, may be overwhelming the students’ 

already weighty cognitive load. For example, Donnison and Penn-Edwards (2012) 

argue that all assessment during the FYHE should be surface level. Surface level 
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learning is usually considered to be ineffectual, allowing students to achieve course 

requirements with the minimum of effort; however, in the case of the FYHE, 

Donnison and Penn-Edwards argue for a re-imagining of the definition to a “a 

necessary and critical initial phase in a cycle of learning in higher education” (p. 16).  

The researchers’ proposal is based on the idea that coming straight from school, 

students are not well prepared by their previous learning experiences for the demands 

and expectations of university (Lowe & Cook, 2003; Wingate, 2007). Furthermore, 

whether capable of deep learning or not, those engaged in transition are likely to 

adopt “survival strategies” to cope with the tumultuous nature of their transition 

(Donnison & Penn-Edwards, 2012, p. 12).  

Donnison and Penn-Edwards used semi-structured interviews to discover how 

first year students prepared and presented their assignments. The researchers found 

through their data, wider reading, and personal experience of teaching in higher 

education, that first year student engagement is assessment driven. Donnison and 

Penn-Edwards debate the ingrained academic understanding that students should be 

engaged in deep learning, and argue that surface learning techniques should not be 

abandoned. They argue for assessment driven courses in the FYHE where processes 

are transparent, scaffolded, had the opportunity to engage and re-engage with 

academic convention, and are where students are given rote learning activities. The 

researchers argue that the intentional use of surface level assessment techniques 

should smoothly expose first year students to the rigours of university academic 

work and lifestyle.  

In their previous research, Penn-Edwards and Donnison (2011) found that 

students see the FYHE as a time to learn the university lifestyle; therefore, by getting 

the basics right in the first year, the remaining years of learning in higher education 

should be advantaged. What Donnison and Penn-Edwards’ proposal does not 

consider is that not all first year students are school leavers, and not all school 

leavers are under-prepared for the expectations of university (James et al., 2010). 

Nevertheless, Donnison and Penn-Edwards’ proposal is underscored by Race (2014) 

who suggests that despite the bad press that surface learning receives in education 

circles, the majority of post-compulsory learning that people engage with is surface 

level. In other words, people learn what is sufficient to pass an examination and then 

it is discarded. Race argues that this type of learning is not wasted because if 
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something is learned at even a surface level, it is still a starting point when the 

learner decides to pursue a concept at a deeper level. He argues for strategic 

learning. In other words, students should be encouraged to surface learn in order to 

better choose what they think is important for deep learning. Furthermore, Race 

argues that deep learners may show their mastery of one topic but other parts of the 

curriculum may be underdeveloped. For example, Salmela-Aro and Nurmi (2007) 

and Salmela-Aro, Tolvanin and Nurmi (2009) found a link between university 

learning strategies, self-esteem, and burnout in the workplace.   

This brief review of FYHE assessment literature indicates that assessment 

reform is more complex than simply implementing a feedback regime or adopting 

authentic assessment in learning communities. While assessment is not the focus of 

this thesis, it is important to note that assessment literacy is core to academic literacy, 

and academic literacy is an important key to a successful transition. The literature 

highlights the importance of embedding quality feedback and support into 

assessment tasks but also of considering the workload of FYHE academic staff in 

their design. While this study does not endeavour to propose FYHE assessment 

pieces, it is important to consider their design, as the conceptualisation of assessment 

affects the design of a curriculum (Kift, 2009).  

This section has reviewed the extant literature that examines the role of 

assessment in the FYHE. The following section considers the literature that has 

scrutinised evaluation and monitoring indicators of successful transition. 

2.3 EVALUATING AND MONITORING A SUCCESSFUL TRANSITION  

Kift (2009) states that a transition curriculum should have the inbuilt capability 

of program evaluation. It should also have the means of monitoring student 

engagement and applying intervention strategies if they are necessary. Evaluation of 

the success of transition has been the subject of much literature in the field of the 

FYHE. In general, transition success is associated with the fusion of self-efficacy or 

confidence about university expectations and the ability to fulfil them, autonomous 

learning, and social integration. Griffith University has attempted to implement such 

a process at an institutional level. 

K. Wilson (2009) reports on how Griffith University designed policy and 

programming to improve and evaluate the experience of first year students across the 
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institution. Griffith University implemented a first year advisor leadership role as a 

part of the whole institution working strategically towards a successful experience of 

first year. Early assessment was a key method for evaluating the success of first year 

transition because it has the potential to highlight warning signs of student dropout 

such as anxiety and disengagement. This information could then inform targeted 

support.  

Identifying indicators of transition is important for monitoring how students are 

learning the university lifestyle. It is the responsibility of an effective curriculum to 

provide opportunities for students to develop life skills that will ease their transition 

(Ecclestone et al., 2009). The indicators extracted from the literature and reviewed 

here provide signposts for determining whether (if at all) first year students have 

learned these skills and transitioned into the university environment. It is possible to 

not acquire all the above skills and still successfully complete a university degree, 

necessitating the need for multiple indicators. Boulton-Lewis, Marton, Lewis, and 

Wilss (2004) found that most of their Australian indigenous student participants 

successfully completed their degrees even though they continued to apply surface 

level learning approaches to their studies throughout their time at university. The 

researchers found that external factors such as the desire for self and community 

improvement motivated course completion. While the participants in Boulton-Lewis 

et al.’s study may not have become critical learners, they had a sense of purpose 

because they were confident a university degree would improve their lives.  

A sophisticated curriculum should be aware of multiple indicators of success 

and how they interplay (Bowden & Marton, 1998). Lizzio’s (2006) Senses of Success 

framework uses five indicators of transition success (a sense of capability, 

connectedness, purpose, resourcefulness, and academic culture). A sense of 

capability relates to self-efficacy or having a sense of confidence when challenges 

arise. A sense of connectedness is about developing relationships with peers and 

academic and professional staff. A sense of purpose concerns a student’s confidence 

that their chosen course will deliver a rewarding vocation. A sense of resourcefulness 

recognises that initiative is integral to successful learning. Finally, a sense of 

academic culture values learning and “how things are done” (p. 2) at university. 

These five senses correspond with the three overarching indicators that Brooman and 
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Darwent (2013) found were prevalent through their review of the literature: self-

efficacy, autonomous learning, and social integration.  

 As this study is conducted using data collected from Facebook, the following 

review of the literature is contained to those studies that explored the transition 

indicators with the aid of SNSs. 

Self-efficacy 

Brooman and Darwent (2013) take their definition of self-efficacy from 

Bandura (1997) as being a “belief in one’s capabilities to organise and execute 

courses of action required to produce given attainments” (p. 3). In other words, self-

confident individuals tend to take initiative, apply extra effort, and persevere in the 

face of difficulty; they have a sense of purpose and a sense of capability. The 

following studies contextualised my understanding of self-efficacy as represented in 

a social media environment. 

 DeAndrea, Ellison, LaRose, Steinfield, and Fiore (2012) considered the role 

of social network sites in improving first year student self-efficacy. Based largely on 

the work of Ellison, Lampe, Steinfield and other research that showed the importance 

of social media to social integration at university (Ellison et al., 2007; Lampe, 

Ellison, & Steinfield, 2006), the researchers created a bespoke social media site that 

connected enrolled students during the summer before they arrived on campus. The 

connections made via the bespoke website gave many of the participating students a 

sense of self-belief that they would cope with university life because they made 

connections before arriving. The study also showed that students were using the 

bespoke site for asking organisational questions, helping each other navigate the first 

weeks of university geographically, and for understanding university expectations. 

While the study does not show a relationship between the social media site and 

academic self-efficacy, it is well established that there is a connection between social 

integration and academic success (Tinto, 1997b). 

Autonomous learning 

Brooman and Darwent (2013) define autonomous or self-regulated learning as 

“having both the basic skills to learn, such as time management and meeting 

deadlines (study habits), and an understanding of how they can best approach their 

learning (independence of learning beliefs)” (p. 2) based on a review of the literature 



 

Chapter 2: Literature review 40 

by Macaskill and Taylor (2010). Lowe and Cook (2003) suggest that this life skill is 

in deficit, particularly among school leavers transitioning to first year university. An 

indicator of autonomous learning is the presence of metacognitive awareness or 

reflection on thinking and learning processes. If a learner has metacognitive 

awareness, they are considering their learning processes, evaluating them, and using 

those experiences to self-correct and set goals (J. Wilson & Wing Jan, 2008). The 

advantage of metacognitive practice is that it provides the learner with a starting 

point for the next learning experience. In a phenomenographic study of first year 

university students’ understanding of learning, Dahlin (1999) found that the students 

came to understand first through experiences, then through knowledge construction, 

and finally by application of knowledge to reality. Dahlin calls the development “a 

progression of metacognitive awareness” (p. 191).  

 In an adjoining area of research, Selwyn (2009) sought to discover what 909 

undergraduate students at a single university were saying on Facebook over the first 

six weeks of the academic year. By using Facebook status data, Selwyn aimed to 

discover how the students were using Facebook, what aspects of university were 

being described, as well as answering questions about the correlation between 

disengagement with study and Facebook usage. Selwyn found that students were 

using the SNS to critique their learning experiences (a display of metacognitive 

awareness), exchange information about their studies, and promote their academic 

success or failure. Jenkins et al. (2012) reported on the creation of a faculty 

Facebook page. They found that the students were using the page to help each other 

with academic questions, and that there was a strong correlation between use of the 

faculty Facebook page and key academic dates such as assessment. Through 

Facebook the faculty co-ordinators had a “backstage” view of students’ experiences 

of university. Bosch (2009) reported on such a backstage view of university related 

engagement on Facebook. She reviewed the content of 150 university students’ 

Facebook profiles (not controlled by privacy settings) to gauge academic 

involvement with the site. Bosch found that the students’ Facebook Friends were 

helping them with academic questions and that those actively engaged in university 

related Facebook groups were welcoming of the idea of using Facebook for 

academic purposes. While the above studies suggest that students use Facebook for 

informal and independent learning (that is they are using their own initiative to find 
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information), these studies do not consider whether the students are engaged in 

reflection about their experiences of learning.  

Social integration 

Brooman and Darwent (2013), informed by the work of Lotkowski, Robbins, 

and Noeth (2004) define social integration as the “extent to which a student feels 

connected to the college environment, peers, faculty and others in college and is 

involved in campus activities” (as cited in Brooman and Darwent,  pg 2). Tinto’s 

(1997b) model of student retention also gives enormous weight to social integration 

and involvement in campus activities as one being of the keys to limiting attrition. 

Social integration is about building community so that learners “learn from one 

another, collaborate, feel safe to experiment, and be prepared for a workplace that is 

increasingly more team based” (Cullen, Harris, & Hill, 2012, p. 65). Due to the 

social nature of SNSs, social integration is a key focus of the majority of literature 

that links the FYHE and SNSs. 

Lampe et al. (2006) were some of the earliest researchers to make a connection 

between the use of Facebook and the FYHE. The researchers asked why college 

students were using Facebook. They targeted Facebook because in 2005 it was a 

fledgling SNS, was gaining popularity, and was targeted at university students. The 

researchers delimited their participants to first year students because they specifically 

wished to explore whether the students were browsing Facebook for other students at 

their university to befriend offline, or whether they were connecting online with 

students they initially met on campus. Lampe et al. found that first year students used 

Facebook heavily and that the students’ social relationships predominantly moved 

offline to online. This research highlighted the need for future research into student 

usage of Facebook, especially longitudinal studies that show how their usage 

changed over time. This research by Lampe et al. sparked a new direction in research 

that connected college students and their use of Facebook.  

Madge et al. (2009) investigated the use of Facebook to improve the 

educational experiences (both social and educational) of first year students. Using an 

online survey, Madge et al. reported how pre-registration engagement with a single 

university Facebook profile influenced first year students’ social networks after 

registration. The researchers used survey questions to collect data about first year 

students’ use of Facebook in improving their experiences when they arrived at 
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university. Madge et al. found that the majority of the students used the SNS to build 

a social network but a minority used the site to organise academic group study. 

Madge et al. saw the potential for research using SNS experiences of first year 

students, suggesting the need for less homogenised longitudinal studies questioning 

how university oriented Facebook use has changed over time. 

 Stephenson-Abetz and Holman (2012) conducted a study into the transition 

experiences of first and second year university students and their experiences with 

old and new connections. Stephenson-Abetz and Holman found that Facebook 

provided a link to old connections, helping to preserve memories of their pre-

university life, easing homesickness and feelings of isolation. Additionally, they 

found that Facebook provided a space for the students to re-invent themselves if they 

so desired. Furthermore, the researchers found that students overwhelmingly loved 

how easy the use of Facebook was to communicate with and befriend people at 

university. Facebook allowed the students to connect with people on campus before 

starting first year, to get a sense of life at university, to chat with classmates about 

academic requirements, and to stay connected with high school friends and family 

members, often on a daily basis. 

 Gray, Vitak, Easton, and Ellison (2013) targeted first year students when 

researching the role Facebook had in the students’ social adjustment during their first 

year of college. Working on the well established premise that social adjustment plays 

a large role in the successful transition to first year college, Gray et al. created a 

survey based model that consisted of both traditional and Facebook-specific 

predictors of social support and adjustment. They then used this model to predict 

second year enrolment status. Gray et al. found that students who had a high number 

of Facebook friends and who engaged in university related discussions on Facebook 

were more likely to adjust successfully to university and continue their study. 

There is a large body of research into the social implications of SNSs and the 

experiences of the FYHE but none of the above literature considers the student 

experiences that they describe on Facebook. This research aims to fill that gap. 

2.4 SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS 

Using three of Kift’s (2009) first year curriculum principles as an 

organisational framework (transition, assessment, and evaluation), the literature 
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review has articulated what is necessary for the practical design of a transition 

curriculum. First, a model for application is needed that integrates the experiences 

and metacognitive processes that make up a successful transition. Each of the models 

in section 2.1, provides some useful insight into the transition experiences of students 

in their first year of university. Risquez et al. (2007/2008) and Kift (2004) articulate 

a linear model which is useful for the design of first year curriculum because the 

expansion of knowledge requires a pathway for development. The university 

timetable is also linear, making such a model useful for the practicality of curriculum 

design. Lawrence (2005) reminds the curriculum designer that transition is a 

complex process involving the juggling of various aspects of the university lifestyle. 

The decision to transition also involves the metacognitive practices of reflection, 

applying context, and critical practice.  Penn-Edwards and Donnison (2011) and 

Palmer et al. (2009) remind curriculum designers that transition is individual. 

Curriculum designers should never forget that they are designing for application with 

people; that every learner will have a unique experience of transition and that one 

size will never fit all. As Penn-Edwards and Donnison also highlight, the reality is 

that transition occurs continuously. University students make the decision daily to 

persist at university until they either graduate or withdraw; however, there are certain 

times in the university calendar when students’ decisions to transition is made 

consciously. Each of the above ideas will be considered in the development of the 

model for first year curriculum proposed in this study; however, Penn-Edwards and 

Donnison’s conceptualisation of the transition process is used to organise the data 

collection periods for this study. 

Assessment is also a key ingredient in a transition curriculum because self-

efficacy about university and the ability to practice autonomous learning is symbiotic 

with assessment. While there is some recommendation for surface level or 

scaffolding assessment to smooth transition and strengthen learning in the later years 

of higher education, it is important to remember that a curriculum must also provide 

for differentiation; that pedagogy must allow for all levels of ability and for diverse 

backgrounds. Within teacher training, inquiry based curriculum and pedagogy are 

usually recommended for negotiating variation of ability within the classroom 

because this means that the student and the teacher collaboratively generate 
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knowledge (Moss, 2013). The FYHE acknowledges the important role of inquiry 

based learning or what the field has termed learning communities (Tinto, 1997a).  

The key finding of research into the importance of community and retention 

seems contradictory to the most recent findings of the Australian longitudinal study 

into the first year of university (James et al., 2010) which reported first year students 

are spending less time on campus and are making fewer friends. The report does, 

however, indicate that first year students are more academically engaged with 

groups. Selwyn (2009), Bosch (2009), and Jenkins et al. (2012) indicate that 

undergraduate students are using Facebook to combine social and scholarly activity. 

These findings suggest that for a transition curriculum to incorporate effective 

learning communities, the location, both online and offline, of the communities 

within contemporary first year students’ lives must be considered.  

Evaluation of the success of a first year curriculum is necessary for continued 

improvement in design as well as for monitoring student success.  At the completion 

of a formal learning experience, good practice suggests the use of metacognition or 

reflection on how learning was learned (Metcalfe & Shimamura, 1994). The 

advantage of metacognition is that the learning process gains transparency. 

Transparency of practice (both why and how things are done) is highly 

recommended for success in any type of learning as it connects new knowledge to 

previous knowledge, increasing the probability of retention (Metcalfe & Shimamura, 

1994). A learner centred curriculum builds evaluation and monitoring into its design. 

This means that there is a process by which students evaluate their own progress, not 

just by teacher evaluation.  Furthermore, programmes should be regularly reviewed 

and adjusted for each new cohort of students. For example, qualitative research can 

prompt reflection by both students and teachers. An interview asks a participant to 

reflect on their experiences and/or understanding of the topic being researched. This 

process encourages metacognition where the participant reflects and interprets their 

experiences. Within, or separate to, the research process the participants will 

probably reflect on what they have divulged and they could be able to make 

adjustments to how they approach the same understanding again. Research then 

becomes a learning experience for both parties.
3
 Much research in the field of FYHE 

                                                 
3
 It is for this reason that phenomenography does not check the data interpretation with the participant: 

learning will have moved on and a new understanding may have emerged other than that understood 
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uses the end of semester or end of year as a convenient time in the university 

calendar to gather data. This practice allows for both the student and the researcher to 

reflect on their experiences and to adjust and adopt new practices for the next step in 

the learning process. 

This chapter has reviewed the literature that relates to three of the practical 

aspects of Kift’s (2009) six First Year Curriculum principles at the centre of this 

study: transition, assessment, and evaluation and monitoring. The other three 

pedagogical principles for first year curriculum design (diversity, design, and 

engagement) are explicated in the next chapter as a part of the conceptual framework 

of this study. 

 

                                                                                                                                          
at the time of data collection.  Phenomenography explores the understanding of a phenomenon at a 

moment in time. 
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Chapter 3: Conceptual framework   

University is no university at all. It is a multiversity, attempting to combine 

all the different ideas of the university...university is not so much a city on 

the hill, an outpost of dedication and devotions [but more like] a city of the 

plain, culturally and ethnically heterogeneous, full of milling crowds, 

jugglers and tumblers .. with suburbs, and sub-cultures, separate 

neighbourhoods, galleries, concert halls and museums.  

(Rothblatt, 1997 adapted by Bowden & Marton, 1998, p. 5) 

Kift (2009) states that a pedagogically sound first year of higher education 

(FYHE) transition curriculum should adhere to the principles of transition, 

assessment, evaluation and monitoring, diversity, design, and engagement. In the 

previous chapter, the practical implication of curriculum design was discussed using 

three of Kift’s concepts as an organisational device: models of the transition process, 

what the literature suggests assessment in the FYHE should entail, and how the 

success of transition could be monitored. The three principles of diversity, design 

and engagement can be addressed through ensuring that the curriculum is learner 

centred. This chapter uses these further three principles as an organisational device to 

explicate the conceptual framework for this thesis and to justify the choice of the use 

of phenomenography as the research approach. 

Key FYHE researchers have been advocating for learner centred transition 

programs for almost two decades (Tinto, 1997a, 2006-7) but these programs have 

been used by only a few practitioners. In 2005, Nelson and Kift identified that what 

was missing from FYHE research was an institution wide transition curriculum and 

in 2009, Kift articulated pedagogical practices which should inform such a transition 

curriculum. These two studies advance two fundamental aspects of a learner centred 

transition curriculum. A sophisticated curriculum should consider the organisational 

expertise of curriculum designers, the practical experience of teachers and 

professional staff, and relevant life experiences of contemporary students.  When all 
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three aspects of a curriculum are considered, learning should be central to each 

component of the curriculum (Bowden & Marton, 1998) (see Figure 5) 

 

Figure 5. Elements of a learner centred transition curriculum. This figure represents the 

stakeholders that should contribute to a learner centred transition curriculum. 

In a learner centred transition curriculum, everyone involved in the process of 

designing, applying, and studying a curriculum should have a voice in its 

conceptualisation. Current understanding of a transition curriculum has been 

developed by curriculum designers and teachers of transition curricula; however, 

there is a gap in the research into a transition curriculum that takes into consideration 

the experiences of contemporary students. Furthermore, communicative technology 

advancements, including social network sites (SNSs), have resulted in a shift in how 

first year students interact with their peers, university staff, and the curriculum. 

While student voices may have been a part of the foundational research that led to 

the development of the field of transition curriculum (see for example Howells, 

2003), social communicative change highlights the need for re-imagining what it 

means to be a first year university student in the second decade of the twenty-first 

century. This thesis brings the voices of contemporary first year students to the 

design of a learner centred transition curriculum. 

This thesis uses developmental phenomenography as a research approach. 

Phenomenography is a research approach that centralises participant (or student) 

voices. Marton (1981), a key founder of the research approach, conceptualises 
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phenomenography as “research that aims at description, analysis and understanding 

of experiences” in order to “systemize [socially significant] forms of thought in 

terms of which people interpret aspects of reality” (p. 180). Pure phenomenography 

uses the variation of individual experiences to develop a systemised understanding of 

a socially significant phenomenon, such as the FYHE. Developmental 

phenomenography applies the outcome to the phenomenon to affect change (Bowden 

& Green, 2005), making it the ideal research approach for designing learner centred 

curricula which considers student voices in their design. This study classifies 

individual experiences and applies the generalised outcome to the development of a 

working model of a learner centred transition curriculum. 

The following section uses a phenomenographic understanding of learning to 

conceptualise a learner centred curriculum. Using three of Kift’s (2009) pedagogical 

principles for a transition curriculum as an organisational device (diversity, design, 

and engagement), this chapter presents a critical analysis of a key FYHE theory 

using a phenomenographic conceptual framework. The chapter begins by defining 

learning (section 3.1). The phenomenographic definition of learning caters for 

diversity and also provides a practical framework for implementing differentiation 

within classrooms. Section 3.2 critically discusses the idea of learner centeredness in 

the structural design of an institution and the classroom. Last, engagement in a 

learner centred curriculum is translated as being the acknowledged value placed on 

learning experiences (section 3.3).  

3.1 DEFINING LEARNING FOR DIVERSITY 

Within a phenomenographic conceptual framework, learning is defined as a 

change in how an individual perceives, understands, and applies meaning to a 

phenomenon (Johansson, Marton, & Svensson, 1985). This framework considers 

learning as being "conceptual expansion" (Lupton, 2008, p. 43) or the process by 

which learners learn to hold multiple aspects of a phenomenon in focus. For 

example, curriculum designers, teachers, and students usually have different 

perceptions of a curriculum. Gaining an understanding of the experiences of all 

stakeholders should lead to a sophisticated understanding of how a curriculum could 

be designed which caters for the complex requirements of institutions, teachers, and 

students.  
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Phenomenographic researchers challenge the idea that learning is linear or that 

knowledge acquisition is the act of gathering facts and procedures to expand a deficit 

repertoire (Ramsden, 1988). Instead, phenomenography regards learning as the 

process by which someone’s understanding becomes more sophisticated or more 

complex. Learning that lacks complexity does not necessarily mean that there is a 

lack of ability; rather, the learner may only be focussing on one critical aspect of the 

phenomenon and may not be able to distinguish other aspects or their 

interrelationships (Ling & Marton, 2011). Sophisticated learning, on the other hand, 

is the ability to focus on several aspects simultaneously and to have an understanding 

of what connects them. For example, the absence of student voices in the design of a 

transition curriculum does not make current models deficit, rather less complex. 

Established research contains the starting points by which understanding of FYHE 

transition curriculum design deepens and becomes more complex. The more aspects 

of a phenomenon held in focus, the more complex the understanding.  

While not a phenomenographic researcher, Tinto (2006-7) describes the 

development of FYHE in a way that is reminiscent of conceptual expansion through 

his continual Socratic acknowledgement of the gaps and the partial nature of the 

extant research in the FYHE field. In his review of the literature on student retention 

and recommendations for future directions, Tinto describes how research and 

practice in the 1970s and 1980s lacked complexity and detail. The research was 

limited to residential universities and students from majority backgrounds and the 

practice was limited to student affairs officials. Through debate, dedicated 

conferences, and publications about student retention, how people understand the 

FYHE has grown more complex. Tinto frequently admits the limits of his research 

and appreciates the varied array of available models for explaining student retention. 

Critical and adaptive models come from sociologists, psychologists, economists, and 

educators, each claiming to explain retention most effectively. Astin (1984), who 

greatly influenced Tinto (Metz, 2002), begins his paper which proposes a theory of 

student involvement, with a desire to make sense of the “chaos” (p. 518) surrounding 

FYHE research findings and to simplify the understanding of student retention. He 

bemoans the inconsistency in the variables and the lack of coherence in methodology 

of the FYHE research undertaken in the late 1970s and 1980s. What Astin does not 

acknowledge is that there is value in the variety of understandings about FYHE. 



 

Chapter 3: Conceptual framework 51 

When learning is defined as conceptual expansion, each new study and each 

new model of the FYHE expands understanding of student retention. All knowledge 

of the area adds dimensionality to the field. Multiple understandings of a 

phenomenon are valuable because without variety there would be no new ways of 

seeing (Bowden & Marton, 1998). 

A key criticism of Tinto’s model of persistence is that it was initially 

developed at residential universities using participants from the socio-cultural 

majority (Jardine, 2013; Tinto, 2006-7). Diversity in learning style and ability is also 

largely absent from the literature. Kift (2009) states that a first year transition 

curriculum needs to be in tune with the requirements of all students. This 

incorporates: 

 membership of at risk or equity groups;  

 widening participation (for example non-traditional cohorts); 

 students’ existing skills and knowledge; and  

 patterns and timing of engagement with the first year curriculum (for 

example, mid-year entry). (Kift, 2009, p. 41) 

All of these requirements can be achieved within a learner centred research 

approach for curriculum design, because learning is expanded by exposure to the 

diversity or variation in understandings that make up a phenomenon.  

Differentiation of learning experiences is best achieved in a learner centred 

curriculum and in a learning community where both teachers and students 

collaboratively expand their understanding of a phenomenon such as the FYHE. 

Tinto (2003a) conceptualises learning communities as students co-registering and 

learning similar content areas together, with staff collaborating on the curriculum, 

thereby increasing the transparency of learning and practice. Tinto bases his 

understanding on a study of a learning community conducted in a community college 

where faculty and students worked together as one large class. Academics 

continuously tried to model learning and actively involved students in the acquisition 

of knowledge. The staff also challenged students by making transparent their own 

learning process, suggesting that “students appreciated the contrasting yet 

complementary ideas of different instructors” (p. 612). Tinto reports on a program 

that both engaged and enhanced learning. 
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Tinto admits that his definition of a learning community does not cater for all 

learning abilities and cultural backgrounds (for instance, some people do not like 

learning in groups) and that further investigation and theorising on the concept was 

warranted. Clark (2005) found that collaborative learning is not just confined to the 

classroom. Through qualitative interviews with eight first year students, Clark 

explored the ways in which they negotiated their assessment. She found that the 

students did so through the active process of strategising. Strategies for study 

consisted of consulting a variety of different sources such as text books, the Internet, 

and relatives. Selwyn (2009) and Greenhow and Robelia (2009) found that types of 

learning communities also exist online. Students regularly used their online network 

for informal learning, asking questions, and eliciting moral support which often came 

in the guise of past shared experiences. Students were learning about the 

contemporary university experience together. 

A differentiated curriculum takes cues from learners for expansion of 

knowledge rather that expecting learners to modify themselves to fit the curriculum. 

This type of learning community supplies multiple options for expanding learning in 

a given area (Hall, 2002). In this conceptualisation learning is lifelong. The teacher 

becomes a guide who signposts the way to the acquisition of complex knowledge.  In 

the process of guiding the expansion of knowledge, teachers, more than likely, will 

also expand their own learning, whether it is about the content or the diversity of 

learning styles.  

Metacognitive processes that concentrate on how each person learns are also 

integral to a learner centred curriculum that values diversity. This could be achieved 

through an understanding of personal cognition (see Gardner, 1985) or through 

formalised self-assessment. Taras (2001) suggests that in an effort to increase 

transparency of assessment procedures and protocols, students should undergo 

formalised self-assessment. She proposes that three conditions of self-assessment be 

applied to help students learn how they learn: the use of summative graded work so 

the process is shown to be valued and acknowledged; that feedback be given prior to 

self-assessment; and that grades be withheld until self-assessment has been 

submitted. While Tara’s proposal is related strictly to assessment and is not a 

proposal for whole-curriculum design, the metacognitive process is valuable for the 

enhancement of independent learning in all aspects of the curriculum.  
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The phenomenographic conceptual framework of learning is useful for a 

differentiated learner centred transition curriculum because a variety of experiences 

are considered in the design of the curriculum. By making the multiple pathways to 

transition observable and the processes transparent, curriculum designers’, staff and 

students’ understanding of the ways in which first year students become fully-

fledged university students becomes more complex. This transparency is essential to 

any learner centred curriculum. 

The phenomenographic researcher seeks to understand the different ways a 

group of people experience a phenomenon (Marton, 1981) and to reach this 

understanding, data are qualitatively collected from individuals. The purpose of 

phenomenography is to map a structure of the finite number of ways these 

individuals experience a specific phenomenon such as the FYHE. In other words, 

how to become a university student is learned in a variety of ways but some 

approaches have an observable similarity. By identifying the similarities in how the 

phenomenon is experienced, their connection to each other, and the relationship of 

the experiences to the participants, scaffolding techniques, teaching strategies, or a 

curriculum can be created. While there would be a finite number of ways to learn 

how to become a fully-fledged university student represented in a curriculum 

designed using phenomenography, there should be enough variety of strategies to 

effectively differentiate for individual learners.  

The following section argues that there must be a conceptual change in how 

universities are structured for a differentiated learner centred curriculum to be 

successful. 

3.2 DESIGNING LEARNING ENIVIRONMENTS 

Kift (2009) states that good curriculum design must be intentionally learner 

centred, but universities face a structural challenge in making this a reality. Kift 

(2009) suggests that one of the biggest challenges for the implementation of a 

transition curriculum into the FYHE is that it requires an overhaul of the focus within 

the instituted structure of universities. Tinto (2006-7) proposes an overhaul of how 

universities are conceptualised. Both Kift and Tinto believe that the structural change 

should centralise pedagogy; however, this assertion could mean that technique is 

prioritised over the needs of the students (Astin, 1984). 



 

Chapter 3: Conceptual framework 54 

The phenomenographic theorists Bowden and Marton (1998) also advocate a 

conceptual change within universities. It may be a controversial statement, but 

according to Bowden and Marton (1998), learning has been peripheral to how 

Western universities are conceptualised and this has been the case since their 

medieval inception (see Figure 6). Bowden and Marton explain that the output focus 

of universities was originally teaching. In 1088, the first self-proclaimed medieval 

university in Bolognia was created to teach law. Though the lecture or oration is an 

ancient form of communication, universities institutionalised the expertise.  Experts 

were brought together in one place to distribute their knowledge. In lectures, students 

sought clarification about their personal reading.  It was the responsibility of the 

students to comprehensively read and study their subjects to expand their knowledge.  

 

Figure 6. Historical progression of university design. This figure represents three stages of 

the Western tradition of university focus. 

According to Bowden and Marton (1998), at the beginning of the 19th century, 

universities’ focus shifted to research (known as the Humboldtian tradition). Under 

the research model of university, students were free to study their choice of subjects 

and staff were independent to pursue and publish their own research, teaching it if 

necessary (see Figure 6). The Humboldtian model of university established the 

binary system of research and teaching that is in common practice today; 

institutionalising and funding research in order to teach and expand the knowledge of 

students. 

In the twenty-first century, phenomenographic researchers Bowden and Marton 

(1998) argue that it is time for another shift to a model which centralises learning 

(see Figure 6). They argue that learning should be both a collective and an individual 

focus of universities. Research is collective learning because when new knowledge is 

formulated, humanity learns. Students are learning on an individual level in order to 
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graduate and find employment.  All those involved in learning at university are 

learners, whether they are research and/or teaching academics, or undergraduates 

training for their chosen career. A learner centred curriculum in a learning university 

would ensure teachers endeavoured to know their students before organising learning 

activities and while they are implementing them. Researchers would evaluate the 

effectiveness of the curriculum to inform re-design. Students would be encouraged to 

learn from course content and their experience but also self-assess through 

metacognitive practice.  

When research is the focus in a university, tensions develop between 

expectations of classroom performance and funding for research. In this situation, 

diversity cannot be truly addressed because attention is divided. While not a 

phenomenographic researcher, Tinto (2006-7) agrees, describing his understanding 

of the tension created by continuing a research focus on the FYHE:  

It is one thing to talk about the importance of increasing student retention, it 

is another to invest scarce resources and adopt institutional faculty and staff 

reward systems that promote the behaviours that would reinforce that goal. It 

is little wonder then that while many faculty members are willing to publicly 

proclaim the importance of retaining each and every student, they are in 

private the first to argue…that they will not get promoted and tenured unless 

they get research grants and publish. (p. 9) 

Tinto challenges the Humboldtian model of the research university that has defined 

the focus of university output for over two centuries. He is not the first. In 1873, John 

Henry Newman challenged the idea of the research university: “[If university is 

primarily about] scientific and philosophical discovery, I do not see why a University 

should have students” (as cited in Bowden & Marton, 1998, p. 4). The reason 

universities should have students in the twenty-first century is that undergraduates 

are both a socially justified and economically valued output of universities. 

Tinto’s answer to changing the emphasis on research in universities is to train 

the faculty to become effective teachers, pointing to the fact that of all teachers, from 

kindergarten to tertiary level, university faculty are largely untrained in pedagogical 

practices. He provides a solution for change, suggesting that pedagogy should be an 

important part of any doctoral program. As stated in the quotation above, Tinto 

advocates for a reward system to motivate good teaching practices. While a very 
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worthwhile notion, making teaching the focus of student retention regresses to an 

older tradition of university output, the teaching university. 

Furthermore, expertise is not necessarily useful in teaching because often the 

variation in knowledge, or the steps of expansion from basic to complex knowledge, 

is lost in the process. Solomonides (2013) references a reports he and Martin (2007) 

conduted where they noted the missing degrees of complexity between a novice to an 

expert when they explored the idea of student engagement from both students’ and 

teachers’ points of view. Academics saw engagement as “being prepared, active, 

critical, inquisitive, and constructivist” (Solomonides & Martin, 2007, p. 49). The 

students believed that “confidence, happiness, imagination and self-knowledge” were 

the keys to academic engagement, and they saw the conditions needed to achieve this 

as having “clear objectives, goals, feedback, resources and seeing the benefits of 

what they were doing in the broader context” (Solomonides & Martin, 2007, p. 49). 

These conceptions of engagement are almost synonymous. The students’ list simply 

lacks a few degrees of academic cognition. When the teachers were fresh 

undergraduates they may have defined engagement in similar terms to the way the 

students defined it, but how did they get from a novice understanding of engagement 

to one of sophistication? To understand this process research must value what 

learners bring with them to the learning environment (Marton, Hounsell, & 

Entwistle, 1997). 

Developmental phenomenographers do not often lend the research approach to 

the process to curriculum design, but the approach is used widely in the design of 

classroom learning experiences. This could be because phenomenography is a 

qualitative research approach, traditionally collecting the experiences of a maximum 

of 35 participants. Therefore, this method has usually been conceptualised for 

application on a small scale. Åkerlind et al. (2010) have used a phenomenographic 

process for the design of large scale curriculum. The researchers sought to 

understand how first year law students described their experiences of learning the 

phenomenon of legal reasoning and then applied that understanding to designing 

curriculum. The researchers distinguished less sophisticated through to highly 

sophisticated understandings of legal reasoning and developed a matrix that showed 

the varying levels of understanding, providing a map which underpinned the 

redevelopment of the first year law curriculum. The curriculum was redeveloped 
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using the pathway to more sophisticated understanding defined by the students’ 

descriptions of their experiences of learning legal reasoning. The variations in 

understanding collected from the students allowed for more effective pedagogical 

considerations. 

The learner centred transition curriculum conceptualised by this study values 

the variety of experiences of first year students. Through research, this study aims to 

learn about contemporary first year students to design a working model for a learner 

centred transition curriculum that benefits first year students. The transition 

curriculum reported here is fluid – many key understandings of the FYHE are valued 

in its development. A transition curriculum should also aim to be sustainable. The 

design is continuously updated through evaluative processes which understand the 

dynamic nature of first year students in a highly connected world. Each new cohort 

brings a new understanding to the design of an effective transition curriculum. This 

commitment is that learner centeredness should dictate pedagogy; if the academic 

and professional staff situate themselves as learners, a learning community that 

values learning should grow.  

The following section explores the relationship between engagement in the 

FYHE and the acknowledged value of learning activities.  

3.3 ENGAGEMENT AS VALUED LEARNING 

Kift (2009) states that a transition curriculum should engage; meaning it 

enables active and collaborative learning. Much of the contemporaneous literature 

about the phenomenon of the FYHE explores student engagement in both a 

theoretical and evaluative sense, but as both Kift (2009) and Tinto (2006-7) assert, 

much still needs to be done to apply theory and reflection to practice.  

Tinto (2006-7) asserts that a key condition for a successful transition is a 

feeling of value. Students are most likely to persist if they are acknowledged as being 

valued members of the institution. Astin (1984) initially defined a feeling of value as 

an involvement in activities such as honors programs, clubs and sporting teams. 

Tinto (1997a) defines a feeling of acknowledged value as student contact with 

faculty, other staff, and other students, not just for communication purposes but for 

working together as a learning community. Using both quantitative and qualitative 

approaches, Tinto sought to understand from both teachers’ and students’ points of 
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view their response to a collaborative pedagogy in a learning community. The 

students saw that collaboration increased their sense of value about university 

because it helped established supportive peer relationships, shared learning that 

bridged the teacher-student divide, and students gained voice a in the construction of 

knowledge. Tinto argues that this learner centred environment is a key factor in 

helping students to feel valued. By using student voices as data, the students may 

also have felt valued in the construction of new knowledge through his research.  

The value of learning experiences to individual learners, as well as valuing the 

information a learner brings to a new environment, is essential to engagement. 

Tinto’s (1997) findings are underscored by basic brain theory taught to those 

enrolled in teaching courses about how human brains move information from short to 

long-term memory. By connecting new learning to what is known, learners are more 

likely to retain the new knowledge. Nagel (2013) describes how long-term memory 

uses the limbic system (or the emotional part of the brain) as a “relay station to other 

regions for further use” (p. 97). The stronger the emotional connection, the more 

likely information will be retained. Therefore, when a person feels that something is 

relevant to their lives, that something is more likely to shift into their long-term 

memory. He then suggests that when someone queries the value of a learning 

activity, this is the first sign that the new learning is unlikely to enter the long-term 

memory. Transparency of practice, particularly in relation to academic activities and 

expectations, would provide meaning within the scheme of higher education 

experience, therefore imposing value. New knowledge needs to be linked to prior 

knowledge. Knowing what learners bring to a classroom, or to a new environment, is 

vital for the efficiency of knowledge expansion.  

Phenomenography was designed to centralise the learner, therefore valuing 

learners and the knowledge they have about a phenomenon. Phenomenography 

approaches research from what Marton (1981) termed a second order perspective, or 

concerned with the perspectives of learners or participants in the study. First order 

perspective studies describe how the researcher understands the learner and their 

background, is frequently related to the researcher's experiences and is usually within 

an explanatory framework (Marton & Svensson, 1979). What makes the 

developmental phenomenography different from many other research approaches is 
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that it is designed to find out participants’ current knowledge and develop programs 

using that knowledge.   

Phenomenographic research also values the experiences of the participants by 

taking the descriptions of the experiences at face value (Marton et al., 1997). It is a 

valuable tool for understanding how transition is experienced because it makes no 

judgment about why choices are made. Rather, phenomenography notes that a choice 

has been made and explores the participants’ experiences of the ramifications of that 

choice. This aspect of phenomenography also makes it valuable for research that uses 

SNSs.   

3.4 SUMMARY 

The aim of this study is to apply a learner centred research approach to the 

development of a working model of a learner centred transition curriculum. Kift 

(2009) asserts that a transition curriculum must be framed by a transition pedagogy 

that provides the philosophical foundation for the curriculum. As described in 

Chapter Two and Three, this transition pedagogy involves six principles of 

curriculum design which have been interpreted for this thesis: transition as a long-

term process; assessment which provides a foundation for future success in higher 

education; evaluation and monitoring processes embedded to critique the success of 

both the program and those experiencing it; caters for diversity and differentiates 

between learners;  advocates for the structural change of institutions and curriculum 

to centralise learning; and values the knowledge of students and makes transparent 

the reason for and process of learning as a means of engagement.  

Phenomenography is a research approach that complements the requirements 

laid out by Kift (2009), and interpreted by this thesis, as it acknowledges variation in 

learning. By centralising the learner and valuing the diversity of understanding each 

learner brings to an educational environment, differentiation for individual learners is 

possible. Phenomenographic researchers also advocate for a structural shift in the 

conceptualisation of a university arguing that by centralising the learner, research 

becomes embedded in pedagogy. This leads to a collective and individual output of 

learning: the researcher’s understanding of the student can benefit the field of FYHE 

research; and the individual targeting learning produces a graduates who fulfil the 

requirements placed on universities by governments and the OECD. 
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Phenomenographers also value learning because the method is centred on 

experiences of learners in order to develop educational programs and in the case of 

this study, curricula.   

The next chapter details the practicalities of phenomenography as a research 

approach for this study. It also explains the recruitment process and the data 

collection tool by explicating how phenomenography has been used to analyse the 

data collected from the participants’ Facebook accounts.  
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Chapter 4: Research design 

One should not resort to hypothetical mental structures divorced from the 

world...nor should one resort to the social, cultural world as seen by the 

researcher only. People live in a world which they – and not only the 

researchers – experience. They are affected by what affects them, and not by 

what affects the researchers. What this boils down to...is taking experiences 

of people seriously...  

(Marton & Booth, 1997, p. 13) 

This chapter describes in detail why phenomenography provides a suitable 

framework for achieving the aims and objectives of this study:  to understand what 

school leavers were focussing on at critical points throughout their first year of 

university, and note the variation in that focus at a group and individual level; to 

create a map of the qualitatively finite ways students describe their experiences; and 

to contribute to current knowledge about the design of learner centred transition 

curriculum and programs for the first year of higher education (FYHE). Four 

amendments to the traditional phenomenographic research approach are also 

explained and justified: (1) the use of Facebook status updates as data; (2) 

conducting four, rather than a single, phenomenographic analysis; (3) adding an 

abductive reasoning process to expand the interpretation of the outcome space of 

each phenomenon; and (4) the use of minor quantitative processes in justifying the 

outcome space.  

Section 4.1 discusses the research approach used in the study, the stages by 

which the approach was implemented, and the research design; section 4.2 details the 

participants in the study; section 4.3 describes and justifies the use of Facebook as a 

data collection tool; section 4.4 details how the data was analysed; and finally, 

section 4.5 makes a statement about the ethical clearance of the study. 

4.1 RESEARCH APPROACH    

Phenomenography comes from an interpretive non-dualist paradigm. 

Phenomenography is interpretive because it is concerned with understanding the 
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reality that is produced by social actors (participants) and is reproduced by their 

activities (Blaikie, 2000). The research approach specifically explores how a person 

constructs their subjective reality of a phenomenon. Green (2005) explains that 

phenomenography is an approach where the researcher must be aware of the multiple 

realities of each person's experience and that those realities are dynamic. This means 

that each person’s perspective on a phenomenon is not set; it changes, particularly as 

they develop a deeper understanding of a phenomenon. By connecting and 

overlapping each participant’s interpretations of a particular phenomenon a clearer 

view of how that phenomenon is generally experienced emerges.  

In 2013, the mapping website MapBox released an atlas that showed a 

cloudless view of the entire world (Woollaston, 2013). MapBox created the atlas by 

using two years’ worth of NASA imaging and selected more than 339,000 

photographs of Earth on cloudless days which they overlapped and connected to 

create the atlas. This is a digital age metaphor of how phenomenography works. Like 

the three dimensional reality of the planet Earth, phenomenography perceives 

personal reality as a vast theatre full of moving people and dynamic objects. Just as 

the NASA satellite that took the photographs could see continents and oceans, so 

each person in that theatre can see the objects in sight. As the NASA satellite moves, 

so the perspective of each photo changes. Similarly, where someone is located in the 

theatre dictates how they see the phenomenon.  By collecting thousands of 

photographs of Earth, MapBox was able to develop a cloudless view of each place on 

the planet. Similarly, the more personal snap shots that the phenomenographic 

researcher collects the more there is a likelihood of a clear, multidimensional view of 

the phenomenon being studied.  

Phenomenographic researchers collect the experiences of people closely related 

to each other, because there is a greater likelihood of overlapping experiences that 

helps develop a multi-dimensional view of a phenomenon (Bowden, 2000). A 

phenomenographic researcher not only explores the descriptions of the phenomenon 

but also how aspects within the phenomenon are seen to relate to each other and the 

participant’s overall reality (Bowden, 2000). This means phenomenographic analysis 

describes both the objects and the space around it. In the case of this research, first 

year students’ experiences of the FYHE are more closely related to each other than 

the experiences of policy makers and lecturers/tutors; as the aim of this thesis is to 
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highlight student voices as the policy makers’ and teachers’ perspectives are already 

well established in transition curriculum design, data that show how first year 

students described their university experiences was collected. While policy makers 

and teachers are, for example, aware of first year assessment, the perspective of non-

first years on assessment would be vastly different from the students. This thesis 

describes both what the students are focussing on and the degree of intensity of that 

focus. 

Phenomenography is also non-dualist. Bowden (2005) describes it as an 

approach that blurs the line between epistemology and ontology. Phenomenography 

holds that what is known cannot be separated from how it is known; that each 

person's experience of learning is inseparable from how he/she learns it. There is also 

no distinction between the individual, the group, the inner (personal life), and the 

outer (public life) as one of these realities cannot exist without the other realities. It is 

this aspect of phenomenography’s research design that supports the collection of data 

through a social network site (SNS). Phenomenography does not distinguish between 

the inner and outer world, therefore, there would be no distinction between the online 

and offline world, making descriptions of learning about university on Facebook as 

valid as those descriptions made within a semi-structured interview. A 

phenomenographic approach must also allow individuals to speak for themselves 

without judgement of the accuracy or the truth (Bradbeer, Healey, & Kneale, 2004). 

Therefore, phenomenography would acknowledge that the information a person 

disseminates on a SNS is a true description of their experience (as far as one can 

express an experience in text) at the time it was posted online.  

The following outlines how this study within the phenomenographic 

framework using descriptions of students’ first year experiences collected from 

Facebook. 

4.2 PARTICIPANTS 

The participants are school leavers who are entering their first year of 

university and who have an active Facebook account. The 26 participants all attend 

one of three multi-campus universities in Southeast Queensland and are enrolled in a 

diversity of courses including education, creative industries, marketing, and 

engineering.  
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This study initially recruited thirty-one (31) first year students. Twelve of the 

students were identified as being first year students by using the school identification 

feature on Facebook. They were also identified as being 17-19 years old from their 

nominated age on Facebook. The twelve participants were subsequently approached 

and recruited via Facebook’s Friend request tool – I sent the students a request to add 

me as a Friend to allow me access to their general posts. Eighteen participants were 

recruited through emails to first year university students via their first year liaison 

supervisors, or by myself to past high school students. These emails also asked 

participants to help recruit further participants.  

Connectivity with the participants Facebook accounts transcended the 

traditional problems associated with recruiting and maintaining contact with 

participants from diverse settings (Baker, 2013; Bolanos et al., 2012). I chose to 

recruit the students from diverse settings because I aimed to generalise about the 

FYHE and to avoid targeted experiences within a particular program or curriculum. 

Furthermore, I wanted to demonstrate the potential of SNSs for future research. 

According to Alexa (2011), a provider of free global web metrics, Facebook is a 

social networking site in 2011, the year data was collected for this study, was 

statistically the most used social media site. In 2011 Facebook was second only to 

Google, as the most highly trafficked internet site accessed by more than 44 percent 

of global internet users. Almost 10.5 million Australians used Facebook in 2011; the 

largest age demographic was registered as 18-34 year olds at 24.8% (Gonzalez, N., 

2011). Relative to the general internet population, Facebook is also more likely to be 

used by people who went to college or to graduate school (Alexa, 2011; Gonzalez, 

N., 2011). In the light of these freely accessible statistics, Facebook was the clear 

choice of data collection instrument to be used for this study. 

4.3 DATA COLLECTION METHOD 

Phenomenographic researchers usually collect descriptions through individual 

or group interviews, drawings, or written responses, usually in response to a leading 

question. Observations and artefacts are also suitable for phenomenographic analysis 

(Marton, 1984). This study identified an area of data collection that is largely 

unrealised in phenomenography: artefact and observational data collection. From a 

review of twenty phenomenographic studies related to higher education, only three 
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collected artefacts, one non-digital (Thomas & Martin, 2008) and two digital 

artefacts (Prinsloo, Slade, & Galpin, 2011; Van Wyk, 2012). Additionally, from the 

twenty studies only one used observation to collect data (Geale, 2007). In the use of 

observation, or monitoring, of a SNS to collect unprompted digital artefacts, this 

study adds to the knowledge of the phenomenographic method.  

Phenomenographers seek to understand the different ways a group of people 

experience a phenomenon (Marton, 1981) and to reach this understanding, data is 

qualitatively collected from individuals. While interviews are traditionally used to 

gather data for phenomenographic analysis, diary entries and historical artefacts are 

also appropriate (Marton, 1994; Prinsloo, Slade, & Galpin, 2011). The principal 

purpose of Facebook is to record personal activities using the status update function. 

A status update is a short, written online diary entry that is structured like an online 

forum where a user’s Facebook network (or Friends) can choose to comment on the 

status update. The status updates are organised on Facebook as part of a personal 

timeline. Facebook is essentially a public, interactive, and instant personal diary. 

With this in mind, I chose to use Facebook status updates as data. 

There are four advantages to using observed and archived SNS artefacts for a 

study of first year university students compared to a formal interview, the most 

common method for collecting phenomenographic data. First, the interview has been 

criticised for not truly entering the learner’s reality because the interview is an 

academic construction, familiar to the researcher but not necessarily to the 

participant (Ashworth & Lucas, 1998). The interview is also political. A person’s 

power is written on their body through the embodiment of gender, sexuality, race, 

class, and age (Nairn, Munro, & Smith, 2005; Probyn, 1991). No matter how many 

pilot studies an interviewer conducts to limit influence, the interviewer will always 

remain in a position of power, and the setting will never be completely comfortable 

for the participant. The interviewer and the participant are from different cultural 

contexts and past research suggests that interviews are affected by cultural norms 

(Heine, Lehman, Peng, & Greenholtz, 2002; Hong, Morris, Chiu, & Benet-Martinez, 

2000; Ramírez-Esparza, Gosling, & Pennebaker, 2008). SNSs, on the other hand, are 

an essential part of many first year students’ lived experiences and they are places 

where many students feel comfortable and (usually) safe. During an interview, the 

participants will (usually) only describe the aspects of their reality with which the 
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interviewer is concerned. On the other hand, status updates are unprompted 

representations of the participants’ reality and, according to recent research, fairly 

representative of offline user identity (Back et al., 2010; Waggoner, Smith, & 

Collins, 2009; Weisbuch, Ivcevic, & Ambady, 2009).  

Second, phenomenographers also seek to represent a snap shot in time. Status 

updates are an instantaneous captured representation of the users’ experience (such 

as updates which are transmitted live from a lecture or tutorial). Interviews are 

usually reflective by nature. The interviewee needs to remember how they 

understand a phenomenon, whereas on SNSs, the participants’ status updates are raw 

and immediate providing unique insight into a phenomenon. Questioning participants 

about their experiences would be intrusive, possibly adulterating the nature of the 

data gleaned from Facebook. 

Third, a phenomenographic researcher would usually conduct several pilot 

studies. This would be to practice their interview technique in order to capture a snap 

shot of what the learner sees at the moment the interview is conducted, without 

changing the conception through subjective questioning or body language. When 

conceptions are archived via SNSs, the researcher is bodily separate from the 

participant. I only interacted with the participants for recruitment purposes. For the 

majority of the data collection period, I simply observed and archived their 

interactions. The likelihood of me influencing their status updates was minimised. 

The crude construction of some data (see Chapter Five) is a good indication that my 

presence was not an influence at all.  

Fourth, this is a longitudinal study and one of the difficulties associated with 

longitudinal studies from any research approach, especially those which recommend 

a sample of between 20 and 30 subjects, is retention of participants. By following the 

participants via their Facebook accounts, 30 of the 31 participants remained with the 

study to the conclusion of the data collection period. Facebook gave me access to the 

participants around the clock, for as long as they remained connected to my account 

and continued to use their own accounts. One student (F7) opted out during the data 

collection phase but only through the cancellation of her Facebook account.  

This study accessed the data by initiating a networked connection with 17-19 

year old first year university students through a Facebook profile I created for the 

study. I collected descriptions of the first year experience by archiving Facebook 
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electronic instant messages (status updates) from the Facebook accounts of the 

participants. Facebook status updates were the digital artefacts which were made 

available to me by the participants.  

4.3.1 Facebook profile 

A Facebook profile named FirstYear Uni, was created to be my online 

presence for the duration of the study. The FirstYear Uni profile enabled recruitment 

and interaction with the participants through either the status update or the direct 

messaging tool. These tools allowed either public (status update) or private (direct 

messaging) communication between the participants and myself. On the profile, I 

also recorded the informed consent materials (see Appendix), directing each 

participant to read the information. They agreed to participate by adding the 

FirstYear Uni profile to their Facebook network. I also reminded them via status 

updates and direct messaging to consider the information about this current research 

published on the FirstYear Uni profile page. By agreeing to connect with the profile, 

each participant became part of my Facebook network. The profile had a newsfeed 

that showed the public status updates and other Facebook activities in which my 

network was engaged. It was via this newsfeed that I collected status updates. The 

ethical considerations of this method are discussed in section 7.2.1. 

4.3.2 Collection 

 Data for this study was collected through manual data crawling (R. E. 

Wilson, Gosling, & Graham, 2012). The 31 participants made their status updates 

(status data) and any further comments they made on those status updates 

(commentary data) available for collection, provided the content related to 

university. The study-specific Facebook profile, allowed me to collect conversations 

about university experiences 24 hours, seven days per week. I collected both their 

status updates and any further commentary the participants made within the thread 

initiated by the status update. While, I did not collect the commentary from the 

participants’ Facebook network, I extracted enough information to enhance the 

participants’ meaning. The transcription of data is the status and commentary data of 

the participants.  

Data collection only occurred during specific phases during the university year. 

The times are based on those nominated by the first year student participants in 
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Penn-Edwards’ and Donnison’s (2011) study: in the first weeks of orientation, after 

the first assignment is returned, end of the first semester and end of the first year. 

These last two phases fell around the time of submission of final assignments and 

examinations. The four critical times also defined the four phenomenon to be 

compared:  

Phenomenon 1 – student experiences during orientation; 

Phenomenon 2 – student experiences of transition after the first assignment is 

returned;  

Phenomenon 3 – student experiences of transition at the end of the first 

semester; and  

Phenomenon 4 – student experiences of transition at the end of the first year. 

There were three reasons for monitoring the participants’ Facebook status updates 

during these four times. The first reason was the logistical ease of recruiting 

participants for the study while they were in attendance at university. Secondly, it 

removed the need to monitor the students constantly for ten months; thereby creating 

the four distinct snap shots in time for analysis, and further making the method 

suitable for phenomenographic analysis. The third advantage was that these phases 

during the university year were when first year students were expected to be emotive 

about their university experience (Penn-Edwards & Donnison, 2011). 

4.3.3 Delimitation of the data  

 A challenge that did arise from using a SNS was the massive amount of data 

available for analysis. Phenomenographic studies must sample enough participants to 

show enough variation in conceptions to form useful categories of description. 

Between 20 and 30 subjects, closely related to the phenomenon, is recommended 

(Bowden, 2005). Over four phases in time there were useful contributions for the 

purposes of this study from twenty-six (26) of the thirty-one (31) student recruits. 

While the number of participants fell within phenomenographic recommendations, 

the transcribed size of potential data collected from the 26 students over a ten month 

period needed to be contained. Analysing the data from ten months of archived status 

updates would have been a considerable task; too big for a lone, novice qualitative 

researcher. I delimitated the study by using the following parameters to decrease the 

data set: geographic constraints, specificity of content, and time frame.  
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 As stated earlier, phenomenographic researchers ensure that each participant 

has a close association to the others and the phenomenon, otherwise the perceptions 

would be too different to enable the establishment of a clear view of a phenomenon 

(Bowden & Green, 2005). Consequently, the majority of phenomenographic studies 

are usually conducted within a single classroom or course. This study is not limited 

to a single classroom or institution; however, three (3) participants were discarded 

based on the institution they attended – two because they attended interstate 

universities and the third because of attendance at a private technology college, 

rather than a registered university. By discarding these three participants, the 

recruits’ enrolments were limited to three universities in Southeast Queensland. Two 

(2) further participants were discarded as they did not write a status update about 

university during one of the critical phases for transition targeted in this study
4
. 

 The selection of status updates was also limited to content about university. It 

is important to highlight here how this selection method for data differs from the 

traditional phenomengraphic methods. I selected the useful status updates direct from 

the FirstYear Uni newsfeed. The data that was not clearly about the participants’ 

experiences of the FYHE was not collected. An interview transcript may include 

unrelated information to the key question that is useable at a later date if an 

extrapolation of phenomenographic findings is needed.  The traditional 

phenomenographic researcher would transcribe all their interview data and then 

select the utterances that pertain to their research question. However, the participants 

of this study were recruited with the understanding that I would only archive status 

updates that were related to university experiences. This was an important ethical 

consideration due to the possibility the participants would also share sensitive 

material on the Facebook profiles. Therefore, for this study, the entirety of the initial 

data transcription was deemed useful for answering the research questions. In the 

phenomenographic tradition, I later refined the collected data in an iterative 

analytical process described in detail in the next section.  

The decision to use Facebook as the sole means of data gathering was 

reflexive. As a PhD student and a fringe dweller to the academic world (Roesch-

                                                 
4
 Madge et al. (2009) found that not all students use Facebook for discussion of their 

education so this result was to be expected. Madge et al.’ findings also account for the differences in 

how prolific the status data was for each participant. 
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Marsh, Gadda, & Smith, 2012) and without direct access to a class of first year 

students, gaining face-to-face access to a group of students was problematic. It is 

important to create a safe space in which to conduct an interview, especially on a 

voluntary basis outside the classroom structure (Nairn et al., 2005; Reinharz, 1994). 

First year students are often anxious and overwhelmed at the beginning of their 

transition to university (Friedlander, Reid, Shupak, & Cribbie, 2007); therefore, a 

student volunteering for a research project during the official orientation week 

activities was highly unlikely. Using Facebook as a means of collecting data 

circumnavigated this concern. 

This section has justified the first amendment this current research has made to 

phenomenographic research design: the use of Facebook status updates as data. The 

next section justifies the three other adaptions to the research process: the 

comparison of four separate phenomenon; the addition of a sixth step in the analytic 

process; and the introduction of minor quantitative considerations. 

4.4 ANALYTIC FRAMEWORK 

In this section, the adaption and expansion of the traditional phenomenographic 

framework in analysing the status and commentary data collected during each critical 

time is described and justified. The analytical outcome of phenomenography is a set 

of categories which describes an overview of the experiences of the collective 

(categories of description); the purpose of phenomenography is to map how those 

categories are related in an outcome space. Phenomenographic data analysis usually 

moves through five stages (Marton, 1986); however, as this study aims to identify 

how the four phenomenon relate to each other and uses data collected from Facebook 

making amendments and expanding the research approach became necessary. The 

three amendments made to the analysis are explained below.  

Based on definitions supplied by key phenomenographers Marton (1986), 

Bowden and Green (2005) this study has labelled the traditional phenomenographic 

stages as follows: selection of conceptions, refinement, pools of meaning, categories 

of description, and the outcome space. Phenomenography has no boundaries; it is 

iterative and each stage is rooted within the others – it is a holistic process. Each 

stage is revisited multiple times until the analytic process is completed. Figure 7 

displays the phenomenographic analytical process. The analytic process is 
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represented as an embedded Venn diagram and the outcome space as an amorphous 

shape to represent the fluidity of the results. 

 

Figure 7. The phenomenographic analytic process. This figure represents the five stages of 

traditional phenomenographic analysis. 

A major addition to the analytical process that differentiates this study from 

traditional phenomenographic research was the addition of a sixth analytical stage 

that determines the variation between the four phenomenon. While not an 

amendment to the phenomenographic process it is important to highlight here that an 

extra stage was added to the analysis because it was necessary to employ a 

framework for tracking the continuity and change in the participants’ experiences 

over time. I conducted the phenomenographic analytic process four times using four 

different sets of data to comment on four phenomenon. Traditional 

phenomenography looks for the variation of experience between the categories of 

description and the participants for a single phenomenon; however, it is not unheard 

of for a researcher using the phenomenographic research approach to compare 

outcomes spaces to show change over time (Boulton-Lewis et al. 2004). Four 

phenomenographic studies meant that variations of participants’ experiences were 

identified during and between each critical time (see Figure 8). 
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Figure 8. Comparing phenomenographic outline spaces. This figure represents the analysis 

of the variation of experience between each critical time of this study. 

The comparison identifies how participants’ focus changes over the first year 

of university in order to better inform the most appropriate timing of academic and 

organisational activities in a FYHE transition curriculum. 

Secondly, as the purpose of this research is to track (on Facebook) the 

conceptual expansion of learning to become a fully-fledged university student and 

the variation within that process at both a group and an individual level, I found the 

phenomenographic process limited to the ultimate purpose of this study. It became 

necessary to add an analytical stage to frame the comparison and track continuity and 

change over time in student experience. As I observed interactions on Facebook and 

chose to avoid direct questioning of the participants through an interview process, I 

chose to use simple abductive reasoning to pinpoint within each critical time the 

transition indicators discussed in Chapter 2: self-efficacy, autonomous learning, and 

social integration. This process is expanded in Section 4.4.6. 

The third amendment to the traditional phenomenographic process was the 

addition of some quantitative analysis. The analysis conducted in this thesis 

considers the frequency of the participants’ descriptions of an aspect of their FYHE, 

because the aim of the study is to understand what students are focusing on during 

the four critical times. The frequency of the data is interpreted in this study as being 

related to the intensity of focus because the research has found that there is a 

connection between motivation to use Facebook and self-efficacy (Joinson, 2008; 

Skues et al., 2012). Traditional phenomenographic analysis would not consider that 

the frequency an experience is described by participants would be relevant to the 

development of the outcome space (Marton & Booth, 1997).  
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In sections 4.4.1 to 4.4.5 the stages of analysis are detailed.  

4.4.1 Stage one: Selection of conceptions 

General principles  

 The selection of conceptions is the initial collection of the raw data for use in 

phenomenographic analysis. The conceptions are the individual experiences of the 

participants; they are how the participant describes the phenomenon. The 

conceptions are selected by keeping the primary research question in mind and by 

selecting any utterances that refer to or are about the phenomenon. Usually interview 

transcription would be analysed and utterances selected, but in the case of this study, 

all the Facebook status updates pertaining to the research question were archived. A 

conception can be referred to as a "way of experiencing", a "way of understanding", 

a "way of comprehending" and/or a "conceptualization" (Marton et al., 1997, p. 114). 

This study uses these terms interchangeably, selecting the term that closest represents 

the experiences of the group. For example, the participants would have experiences 

of completing assessment, but they would have conceptions about the people around 

them. 

Study specific details  

 During the first stage of analysis, I archived 456 Facebook status updates 

from 31 participants across all four critical times. Many of the status updates had 

associated commentary by the participants and their networks. Facebook status 

updates were selected based on the criteria of relevance to the research question: 

“What are the ways school leavers describe, on Facebook, their experiences of their 

first year in university?” I archived any status updates that were in any way related to 

the university experience.  

4.4.2 Stage two: Refinement 

General principles  

The refinement stage is twofold and is usually conducted during data 

familiarisation reading. The first phase is to select conceptions that encapsulate the 

experiences of the phenomenon and to discard quotes that have no clear connection 

to the research question and data collection parameters. The second phase is to 

ensure the research question remains the focus of the archived conceptions. While a 

vignette, or a group of stories, is sometimes used to create more meaning and colour 
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for the reader, in contrast to other qualitative approaches, phenomenography strips 

"the specific flavours, the scents, and the colors of the worlds of the individuals" 

(Marton et al., 1997, p. 114). This second step is important to make sure explicit 

language and concepts do not detract from the experience being described.  

Study specific details  

 There were two foci during the refinement stage. Firstly, status updates were 

discarded that were not directly related to the participants’ university experience. 

During stage one there was limited discrimination about status updates archival; if 

there was a slight sense they were about university, they were archived. During stage 

two each status update was examined to determine whether it was representative of 

the research question. For example, I have had an association with all three 

universities the participants attend, and I recognized reference to landmarks within 

status updates. In stage two, these types of data were discarded because the content 

did not relate to the students’ experiences of first year university. Status updates were 

also discarded if the participants did not attend one of the three major Southeast 

Queensland universities or did not lodge descriptions during the four critical times.

 Second, I refined the useful individual conceptions by stripping their 

identifiable features, irrelevancy, and the “colour” and “flavour”. This was 

completed through several iterative steps throughout the analytical process. First, I 

stripped any identifying information from the status updates, such as names of 

people, universities, and courses. Next, I removed any aspect of the status update that 

was not related to university, as per my ethical clearance. For example, the 

participant may have referred to their university, and then to a party, within the same 

status update. If the information about the party was not clearly relevant to the first 

year university experience, it was replaced with a square-bracketed ellipse […]. Last, 

colourful language and descriptions, including expletives, were censored. This last 

step is important for maintaining phenomenographic rigour, as discussed in section 

4.4.7, because colourful phrasing can detract from the experience being described 

within the status update. The specifics of how the data were stripped is further 

detailed in Chapter Five. 
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4.4.3 Stage three: Pools of meaning 

General principles 

 During stage three, the focus of the analysis shifts from the individual 

subjects to the group for the purpose of identifying commonalities in experiences. By 

analysing the meaning embedded in each conception the phenomenographic 

researcher begins to identify pools of meaning revealed by the data. Pools of 

meaning are the preliminary themes that are revealed through familiarisation 

readings. The pools of meaning may imply a number of intersections between 

experiences; however, the aim of phenomenography is to separate the experiences 

from each other so that their boundaries are clear; the greater the difference between 

the pools of meaning, the stronger the final phenomenographic outcome (Bowden & 

Green, 2008). 

Study specific details  

During this stage of analysis pools of meaning developed through manually 

sorting the refined status updates into themes. I started by placing the conceptions 

into groups of status updates or pools with obvious similarities. Smaller pools of 

status updates were re-examined to determine whether there were any similarities 

between the smaller and the larger pools. On some occasions, these smaller pools 

were instrumental in a re-sorting of the status updates into new pools of meaning. 

The categories of description emerged once the pools of meaning were stabilised. 

The pools of meaning stabilised through the use of student voices when labelling the 

pools. 

4.4.4 Stage four: Categories of description 

General principles 

 The categories of description are a descriptive generalised view of a 

phenomenon and the analytical outcome of traditional phenomenography. The 

number of conceptions has been found to be finite (Marton, 1981), usually between 

3-10 categories; each category describes an element of the phenomenon. When taken 

all together, the categories of description reveal a big picture representation of the 

phenomenon. In the reverse of many other qualitative approaches, phenomenography 

is reductive and generalised. 
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It should be noted that stage four is where the interpretation of the data moves 

to the realm of the researcher. While still grounded in the data, the reductive process 

is subject to the analyst’s interpretation of experiences of the participants. During the 

earlier stages it is necessary to let the themes reveal themselves without the influence 

of established literature of other phenomenographic analyses. By the time categories 

are established, the analyst should be entrenched in the reality of the participants’ 

perceptions of the phenomena under study enough to make authentic decisions about 

the categories of description. 

Study specific details 

During this phase the categories of description that were stabilised from the 

dynamic pools of meaning were formally labelled and their relationship to each other 

was considered. Two steps were applied during this process. As student voices were 

used to label the pools of meaning, in stage four, categories were formally re-

labelled. Second, patterns that emerged from the data prompted a re-investigation of 

the literature in order to make sense of the findings when explaining the outcome 

space and the variation of experiences across the participants’ FYHE.  

4.4.5 Stage five: The outcome space 

General principles 

 The fifth analytical stage of this study was the development of outcome 

spaces for each phenomenon. The outcome space is the spatial relationship between 

the participants and the categories of description. That is, the space that actively 

determines where the categories of description are placed in relation each other and 

to those experiencing the phenomenon. This space is sometimes termed the structure 

of awareness. The outcome space, usually hierarchal but sometimes nested, responds 

to questions such as: How far apart is each category of description? Which are 

overwhelming? Which categories of description are fully in focus? Which are in the 

peripheral or fuzzy? Do any of the categories attach to other categories? A 

phenomenographic researcher questions how each of the categories of description are 

related to the others, and uses the answers to graphically map the categories of 

description and explain their relationship to each other.   
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Study specific details  

 When I was satisfied with the categories of description, I determined which 

categories were in focus and which were peripheral through frequency and the use of 

emotive language within the posts. As previously mentioned, phenomenography 

would usually ignore the frequency of an experience when described through 

interview, as it is a qualitative research approach. For this study, the analytical 

process was adapted by adding a small element of quantitative analysis to help 

determine the outcome space. In social media the frequency of users posting has 

been connected to anxiety (Joinson, 2008; Skues et al., 2012) and for this study I 

have interpret anxiety as focus.  After describing the outcome space, I represented 

each phenomenographic study as a map of focus based on the theatrical and artistic 

concepts of perspective as explained in detail in Chapter 5. 

After considering the diversity of experience within each critical time, I also 

determined a theme that ran through each of the categories of description.  

4.4.6 Stage six: Variation of experience 

General principles 

While phenomenography is a stripped view of a phenomenon it does not deny 

that there is variation within each category of description. Bowden (2005) uses the 

metaphor of a map to explain categories of description and the variation within them. 

A map may show cities, regional centres, and forests. In reality, a city is made up of 

many different elements like houses, industrial estates, parks and roads. Likewise, a 

regional centre may have farmland, shops, industrial areas and houses. Also, a forest 

has a variety of natural and cultural features. On a map, each of these elements are 

separated, they are distinct and self-contained. While there are an infinite and 

dynamic number of elements that make up each city, regional centre, and forest, 

there are a finite number of elements. Similarly, there is a variety of nuanced 

experiences within and across each category of description. 

 The variations in experience are dynamic and change over time as the group 

and the individuals within the group experience the phenomenon. The experiences 

vary as the participants reflect on their learning, and as new experiences and ways of 

learning transpire (Lupton, 2008; Ramsden, 2003). The experiences of the 

participants variation may change over time, but categories of description may not 
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change. For example, assessment may always be a focus but aspects of the 

understanding of assessment may vary. 

Study specific details 

Explorations of variation of the participants’ experiences occurred both inside 

and outside the phenomenographic process. At the conclusion of analysis, at each 

critical time, the variation of experience within each critical time was explored using 

the categories of description as a context. To illustrate the variation, a different 

participant was chosen from each critical time and the variation in their experiences 

was tracked across each of the categories of description.  

At the conclusion of this study, I sensed that the status data had more to reveal. 

At this point, I moved outside phenomenography and noted experiences of transition 

across the entire data set from all four critical points in time. I returned to the 

literature to search for a method by which to frame this extra process. As I was 

unable to return to the participants and question them further on their experiences of 

first year, I used an adbuctive reasoning strategy. I also organised my findings under 

headings revealed through a review of the literature on transition indicators: self-

efficacy, autonomous learning, and social integration. 

Abductive reasoning 

Abductive reasoning involves the development of an evidence based 

hypothesis “which appears to explain what has been observed; it is observing some 

phenomenon then claiming what it was that gave rise to it” (Blaikie, 1993, p. 164). 

Peirce, Hartshorne, and Weiss (1935) synonymously referred to abductive reasoning 

as retroduction and hypothesis and explained it as a necessary process of the 

scientific understanding of a phenomenon. Peirce describes abductive reasoning as 

“surrender to the insistence of an idea” (p. 404). He suggests that abductive 

reasoning comes before inductive and deductive reasoning occurs. Without giving in 

to an unsettled feeling that there is something more to a phenomenon, scientific 

research through observation and experimentation could never occur. While I framed 

my abductive reasoning with parameters, the findings simply point to the direction 

for future research. In fact, it could be argued that phenomenography is reflective of 

abductive reasoning because it is complementary to other research and can often 

provide a starting point for further investigation – the seed for further conceptual 

expansion. 
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The next section explains how rigour was embedded in the analytical process. 

4.4.7 Relationships between the researcher, the participants, and the data 

Throughout this study I have endeavoured to maintain interpretive awareness 

(Sandberg 1997; 1994). The reliability of phenomenographic research lies in the 

researcher’s ability to “acknowledge and explicitly deal with” his/her subjectivity 

(Sandbergh, 1997, p. 209). I have sought to be consistent with my 

phenomenographic approach across the development of categories of descriptions 

and outcome spaces and have documented my decisions in this thesis. In designing, 

conducting, and evaluating this study, I have used phenomenographic bracketing as 

outlined by Bowden (2005), to ensure rigour in my analysis. Bracketing is the 

process by which researchers make conscious their relationship with the data, 

participants, and phenomenon in order to ensure that external influences and 

understandings do not impose “preconceived ideas” (Marton, 1994, p. 4428) on the 

initial phenomenographic findings (collection of conceptions and development of 

pools of meaning). Furthermore, the explication of the various relationships 

highlights for the reader the “unique signature” (Eisner, 1998, p. 34) that influences 

my interpretation of the data.  

Bowden identifies three relationships in phenomenography that the researcher 

must acknowledge in order to bracket. These are the relationships between the 

researcher and the data (that is the relationship between the subjects and the 

phenomenon), the researcher and the subjects, and the researcher and the 

phenomenon. These relationships are represented in Figure 9.  

 



 

Chapter 4: Research Design 80 

Figure 9. A representation of phenomenographic relationality (Bowden 2005). This figure 

shows the relationships in phenomenographic research. 

The most important relationship is that between the researcher and the data, as 

the researcher strives to ensure the analysis remains grounded in the data.  

Time played a very important role in bracketing the relationships in this study. 

I began research for this study part-time at the beginning of 2009 and it has taken 

five years to complete. In that time, I became a mother twice over and took leave for 

twelve months. The events of my reality allowed the research to be set aside for long 

periods of time, during which I gained distance and clarity. Below I acknowledge 

and explain how through both time and choices I explicitly bracketed each 

relationship open to subjectivity within this study. 

The relationship between the researcher and the data 

As the participants’ experiences of first year were not written responses guided 

by a research question but archived from SNSs, the data showed what Marton and 

Booth (1997) would refer to as colour. The status data about the participants’ first 

year of university was often highly emotive and reactionary. It was important that I 

saw the status updates as being descriptions rather than being conjecture. It was 

important to avoid becoming irritated by the language usage or worried about the 

participants. I needed to remain at a distance. 

 Whilst a researcher is emotionally interpreting the data, phenomenographic 

analysis is not recommended. Bowden (2005) suggests collecting all the data before 

conducting a phenomenographic analysis to avoid emotional attachment affecting the 

analytical interpretation of the data. Åkerlind (2005) and Åkerlind, Bowden, and 

Green (2005) also suggest that it is preferable for breaks to occur between the 

collection of data and analysis, and during analysis, whether natural or engineered. 

These breaks are recommended as a way of ensuring analysis decisions reflect the 

experiences of the participants and not the experiences of the researcher reading the 

data. I did not develop categories of description until 12 months after the data from 

the final critical time was collected. Furthermore, there were periods of two weeks to 

almost six months between each data collection time. The use of breaks both 

between critical times and those that naturally occurred due to the length of the 

study, and my personal reality helped bracket my relationship with the data.  
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The relationship between the researcher and the participants 

 I was in only virtual contact with the participants throughout the study. The 

request for access to their network, explanation of my role, and the consent process 

was completed via the Facebook Friend request and direct messaging tools and this 

was my only contact. Therefore the relationship that needed bracketing between 

myself and the participants were the preconceived ideas I had about young people, 

their constructivist use of Facebook, and the assertions of the tabloid media about the 

dubious nature of SNSs. 

 The conceptual framework of phenomenography helped to bracket this aspect 

of the analysis. Marton and Booth (1997) assert that "what [phenomenography] boils 

down to ... is taking the experiences of people seriously" (p. 13). Additionally, the 

work of digital social scientists such as Selwyn (2012) highlighted a gap in research 

about the use of social media, arguing that existing research into education and 

digital technologies often fails to recognise the social nature of the technologies. 

Concepts from the literature provided clarity and I adjusted my thinking about the 

use of digital technologies during the course of the study. This change in thinking 

helped bracket my relationship with the participants.  

The relationship between the researcher and the phenomenon 

My relationship to the phenomenon of the FYHE of the twenty-first century is 

that of an outsider. My first year of undergraduate university is more than two 

decades in the past. My most extensive experience with the demographic has been 

with Year 12 students before they know they have been accepted into university. My 

experience as a high school teacher created an interest in the experiences of the 

students after they graduated. My career as a history teacher was focused on 

preparing the students for their lives outside of school, particularly those destined for 

university. Therefore my research rose out of a desire to see whether my preparation 

has been successful.  

My only insight into the FYHE in the last few years has been through the 

academic literature and what I experienced following the participants to this study on 

Facebook. Phenomenographic researchers also recommend bracketing the literature 

(Åkerlind, 2005; Ashworth & Lucas, 1998). As a novice researcher, this was a 

challenging process because in order to frame this study, I conducted an extensive 

review of the literature about the FYHE. The length of time I took to conduct this 
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study became an advantage, particularly for controlling my relationship with the 

phenomenon of FYHE.  

Results from other phenomenographic analyses within this study also needed 

bracketing. For example, the results from critical time one (CT1) should not 

influence the results of critical time two (CT2), three (CT3), or four (CT4) and the 

results of CT2 should not affect the results of CT3 or CT4. Again, time and distance 

assisted rigour. I only worked on one critical phase at a time. Once each of the four 

studies stabilised I left them alone. An example of this bracketing, evidenced in 

Chapter 5, is in the variety of the labels of the categories of description between 

critical times.  

  The literature review in a phenomenographic study should be reflexive. The 

results should influence the literature; the literature should not influence the results. 

In the case of this research, this understanding not only led to the development of 

ideas about FYHE curriculum and the sociological context of the school leaver, but 

also led to the development of my second research question: “What are the variations 

in school leavers’ experiences of transition during the FYHE as described on 

Facebook?” I added this question because the data revealed that there was more to 

say about the experience of the first year of university, as the participants were 

describing it on Facebook. To answer this question I used an abductive strategy 

which is detailed in section 4.4.6.   

4.5 ETHICS AND LIMITATIONS 

As this study has a collection of data from students, approval was sought and 

gained from Griffith University Human Research Ethics Committee (HREC) 

(protocol number EBL/39/10/HREC).  

4.6 SUMMARY 

This chapter has detailed the practicalities of phenomenography as a research 

design. It has justified the use of Facebook as a data collection tool for understanding 

contemporary first year students. It has also explained how this study has adapted 

phenomenographic analysis for the purpose of understanding Facebook status data. 

Chapter Five explains the specifics of the analysis and presents the results of the 

analysis. 
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Chapter 5: Findings 

I believe that the individual who is to be educated is a social individual and 

that society is an organic union of individuals. 

(Dewey, 1897, p. 6 ) 

The purpose of this study is to describe how students transition into university 

by describing their experiences of learning to become fully-fledged university 

students. The data are Facebook status updates (status data) and associated 

commentary (commentary data) from four of the critical times (CT) of the university 

year identified by Penn-Edwards’ and Donnison’s (2011) participants: orientation, 

first assignment, first semester exam block and second semester exam block. I have 

applied two analytical processes to the data: the first, tracking the descriptions of 

students’ experiences of learning about university throughout their first year; and 

second, identifying indicators of their transition into the university lifestyle. The 

longitudinal design of this study, encompassing the whole of the first year, provides 

opportunity to explore changes in the students’ experiences. A comparison of the 

experiences enabled me to examine transition pathways. By identifying indicators of 

transition within the experiences I sought to pinpoint if and when the participants 

completed their transition.  

Facebook was selected as the social network site (SNS) for this study because 

it was the platform used most prolifically by people aged between 17 and 19 during 

2011, the year of data collection (Alexa, 2011). I archived 456 Facebook useable 

status updates from 26 participants. Many of the status updates had associated 

commentary from the participants and their network. The status and commentary 

data were collected through electronic cutting and pasting: cutting the text from 

Facebook status updates and the associated commentary and pasting the text into 

Microsoft Excel. Microsoft Excel was used as an organisational and coding tool. The 

status data were refined through the delimitation process described in Chapter 4, 

section 4.3.3. The final 336 status updates and associated commentary data were 

analysed using an adapted phenomenographic framework and abductive reasoning, 

as described in detail in Chapter 4, section 4.4. 
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The following examination of the findings of this study is organised into five 

sections. Section 5.1 describes the analytical structure of the findings. Sections 5.2 to 

5.5 describe the findings of this study organised using the four critical times: critical 

time one (CT1) orientation (section 5.3); critical time two (CT2) the first assessment 

(section 5.4); critical time three (CT3) the end of the first semester (section 5.5); and 

critical time four (CT4) the end of the first year of university (section 5.6). Table 1 

presents the critical times the data was collected relative to university semesters. 

Table 1  

Critical times data was collected for this study 

Semester One Semester Two 

CT1 

Orientation 

CT2 

First 

assignment 

 CT3 

End of first 

semester 

 CT4 

End of the first year of university 

5.1 ANALYSIS STRUCTURE 

As described in Chapter 4, the analytic process is iterative; each stage does not 

function as a separate process and may be continuously revisited until the analytic 

process is complete. Each reading of the status data is conducted using a different 

focus. Each reading reveals new insights into the participants’ experiences of the first 

year of higher education (FYHE). With each reading, the researcher’s understanding 

of how the participants experience the FYHE is refined (see Figure 10). 

 

Figure 10. Phenomenographic iterative process. This figure represents the refinement of data 

in phenomenography. 
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The result is a generalised description of the phenomenon. The analytic process 

detailed in this chapter starts with multiple conceptions from each CT and  ends with 

four outcome spaces that generally describe the experiences of the participants; one 

outcome space for each phenomena.  

Once the refinement process stabilises for each CT, the variation of 

experiences between and within each outcome space is analysed using evidence from 

individual participants. Finally, transition indicators are considered. 

Each of the four phenomena is represented separately, and is structured using 

the following five organisational devices.  

1. An overview of the critical time (CT) that frames the phenomena is 

described, the nominal data is recorded (the number of active participants, and the 

universities they attended), and the categories of description that were developed 

during the CT. 

2. An overview of each category of description which is a capsulation of 

selected key conceptions that represent the pools of meaning contained in each 

category. This analysis is achieved by basic content analysis which identifies what 

the data describe. The categories of description are labelled as either an experience or 

a conception. As explained in section 4.4.1, these terms are often used in 

phenomenography. I use the word experience when the participants describe an 

incident. I use the word conception when the participants are predicting an incident 

or describing their impressions of people, places, things and ideas. 

3. The outcome space is first represented graphically using the idea of 

hierarchical or focussed perspectives (see Figure 11). The shapes represent the 

concentration or intensity of the experiences. The darker and smaller the shape, the 

stronger the participants are focusing on the experience or conception. The block 

colour shapes represent those experiences that are persistently in focus. The 

peripherals, represented by block and dashed lines, are the experiences that float 

around the focus and occasionally drift into focus. The amorphous shapes were 

chosen to acknowledge the qualitative nature of the analysis and to avoid misleading 

assumptions of precise outcomes that circles or squares could represent. 
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Figure 11. The outcome space. This figure shows how the outcome space is graphically 

represented in this thesis. 

A one-point drawing perspective, applied to a proscenium theatre stage, is 

useful to illustrate the construction of the outcome space models in this thesis (see 

Figure 12).  

 

Figure 12. The proscenium stage and the outcome space. This figure illustrates the thinking 

behind the outcome space representations of the thesis.  (Shepherd, 1842: Public Domain ) 
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Simply explained, if the participants are represented as the audience in the arena, the 

major focus is the happenings on stage, the minor focus is the scenery, and the 

peripherals are the detailing of the theatre and the box seats. The actors on stage may 

be the smallest element, but they are still the focus because they are where the action 

is located. The outcome space models in the thesis show the focus as being where the 

action is located; for each CT this is always category one. The major and minor foci 

are the active descriptions (frequent and/or emotive) and the peripherals drift in and 

out of focus. The frequency and level of emotion, interpreted from the participants’ 

descriptions, determine the difference between the major and minor foci and 

peripherals. 

4. The outcome space is then described according to which aspects of the 

university experience the participants are focussed on.  

5. The variation of experience within and across the categories in each CT is 

described in two parts. First a generalised overview of the variation of participants’ 

experiences is represented using a selected participant’s individualised status data 

which best reflect the participant’s experience of each of the categories in each CT. 

Second, the variation of experience for multiple participants across the categories 

and the CTs is described using an abductive strategy framed by transition indicators: 

self-efficacy, autonomous learning, and social integration. 

5.1.1 A note on the structure of the status and commentary data  

When reading the status data, it is important to note the following:  

 Quotes are verbatim and so include typographical, spelling, and 

grammatical errors; 

 Brackets [ ] have been added to either make status and commentary data 

anonymous [uni], [participant], [Friend], add words to better explain 

meaning, or where status and commentary data are reduced by omission 

[...]. Participants often use ellipses in their status updates. Brackets 

differentiate between my editing and participant text; 

 When referring to an anonymised member of a participant’s network, a 

capitalised Friend will be used to differentiate between a Facebook Friend 

and the generic work friend; 
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 The most common understandings of emoticons have been inferred from 

information provided by the online resource, List of text emoticons – The 

ultimate resource (2010); 

 Asterisks (*) are used to identify omitted expletives, colourful language 

and language which is racist and homophobic; 

 A semicolon (;) is, on occasion, used to separate multiple status updates 

and commentary to support the flow of meaning.  

The structure of each data reference code helps identify the gender, CT, and 

whether it is a status or commentary datum. For example, F07.3.452P is broken 

down as follows: F refers to the participant’s gender; 07 is a number used to 

differentiate between participants of that gender; 3 refers to the CT during which the 

data was archived; 452 refers to the datum number (the data numbers are not in 

precise chronological order but are in archival order – the status and commentary 

data was collected once daily – and is a running number across the entire data set); 

and P identifies the description as a post or status update. Post is the colloquial term 

for status update and is the term I used when archiving data. In the reference 

M02.3.378C, the C identifies the description as commentary associated with a status 

update. Not all status data has associated commentary data. Table 2 presents the 

above information. 

Table 2  

Coding example 

Female/male Female/male 

number 

CT Data 

number 

Status update/post (P) or 

commentary (C) 

F 07 3 452 P 

M 02 3 378 C 

 

A status update might prompt several comments from a Facebook participant’s 

network. While the participants’ Facebook network commentary is not available for 

direct quotation according to the ethical parameters of this research, I have noted the 

presence of the non-participant commentary and the responses of the participants to 

commentary.  
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It is common in this study for a piece of status data to bridge multiple 

categories of description. In most instances, each piece of status data has been placed 

within a single category of description. This does not mean that the entirety of a 

single status datum is completely representative of the category of description. The 

nature of the status data and associated commentary is that the participants 

sometimes explore multiple experiences of the FYHE within a single forum. When a 

piece of datum is located in more than one category of description, it is because the 

status datum and commentary data have enough variation of experience recorded to 

justify the decision (see for example F12.1.041P in CT1C1 and CT1C2 and 

M07.1.054P in CT1C1 and CT1C2). 

5.2 CONTEXT AND PARTICIPANTS 

In the data there were useful contributions from twenty-six (26) students 

enrolled in three major universities (A,B,C) located within Southeast Queensland, 

Australia (UA=13; UB=5; UC=8). Table 3 shows which university each participant 

attended.  

Table 3 

Participants and universities  

University A University B University C Discarded 

F1, F2, F4, F5, F6, F7,  

F10, F11, F13, M5, 

M9, M10 

F9, F12, M2, M6, M8 F8, F16, F18, F19, M1, 

M3, M4, M7 

F3, F14, F15, F17, M11 

Total: 13 Total: 5 Total: 8 Total: 5 

 

The participants were enrolled in Arts, Science, Engineering, Business and 

Education. Participants recruited were discarded during the refinement if they did not 

attend one of the three major Southeast Queensland universities. Initially, my sample 

included any student who was willing to participate to ensure the recruitment of 

enough participants. Recruits were also discarded if they did not lodge descriptions 

during the four critical times. As a result some gaps occur in the coding numbers. 

The refinement process is fully explained in section 4.4.2. 
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The next sections detail the findings of this study: the categories of description, 

outcome space, and variation of experience that emerged from the data for each 

phenomenon.  

5.3 PHENOMENON ONE: EXPERIENCES AND CONCEPTIONS OF THE 

ORIENTATION WEEKS 

5.3.1 Overview of critical time one (CT1), categories of description and active 

participants 

The orientation weeks of 2011 were the first CT of this study and the object of 

the first phenomenographic study. Three categories of description were revealed 

during the first three weeks of university (orientation week, weeks one, and two). 

These categories are: 

 Category one: Experiences of the new 

 Category two: Experiences of connection 

 Category three: Conceptions of the first year program 

Twelve (12) of the 26 participants (M=6; F=6) posted descriptions of their 

experiences of orientation at one of the three universities. CT1 had the smallest 

number of participants (N12) but the most even distribution across the universities 

(UA=4; UB=4; UC=4). During CT1, 44 status updates and associated commentary 

by these 12 students were archived, resulting in 106 bits of data. 

The following section describes the three categories identified in CT1 in detail. 

For each category the following structure is provided: first (i), a general summary of 

the conceptions which make up the category; then (ii), the analytical process using 

Facebook status data and associated commentary data of CT1 is detailed; next (iii), 

the outcome space is graphically represented, described, and an overall theme that 

emerged from the CT1 data is explained; then (iv), a single participant’s status 

updates are included as an example of the variation of experience within the critical 

time; and finally (v) multiple participants’ variation of experience is compared to the 

transition indicators identified by this study: self-efficacy, social integration and 

autonomous learning.  
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5.3.2 CT1 categories of description 

CT1 category one (CT1C1): Experiences of the new 

CT1C1 refers to the students’ new experiences of university. The word new is 

grounded in the data as it is an overarching term for describing the students’ first 

experiences of a university timetable, workload, university related finances, and 

forging their new personae as university students through choices about identity 

indicators such as fashion. Table 4 shows key status data that led to the development 

of CT1C1. 

Table 4  

Key status data for CT1C1: Experiences of the new  

Reference 

(Ref) 

Pools of 

meaning 

Key conception status data Associated commentary data 

i.  University 

timetable 

Getting up at 9:30? That’s a 

shock to my body clock. Get 

ready for uni I suppose 

(F12.1.041P) 

But I've been on holidays for 

months, stay up late and sleep 

all day haha :) I have to be up at 

630 on wednesdays and 

fridays.(F12.1.042C); oh spam 

you so clever. when do you 

finish today? (F12.1.043C); oh 

nice. nightlife! i start at 12 and 

dont finish till like 6. but i get 

the day off tomorrow :D 

(F12.1.045C); oomg [Friend] 

haha. how long does it take you 

to get in there? (F12.1.046C) 

 

ii.   Yay [University B] are 

changing my classes for me, this 

means I only go 3 days instead 

of 5! (F12.1.029P) 

[In response to questions about 

what F12 plans to do on the 

other days] Try and work haha 

(F12.1.030C) 

iii.  Financial 

commitments 

Angryface. Needs money so i 

can go to future. Goddamn you 

lack of finances- thanks to uni 

textbooks (F19.1.106P) 

No further detail 

iv.   Going to be late for uni agh 

(F12.1.073P) 

No I got no the wrong bus but 

I'm on time (F12.1.074C) 

v.  University 

workload 

calm down uni my brain wont 

be working properly until about 

week 3; jeeeez! (M01.1.076P) 

[...] i do [Engineering course], 

[Maths course], [Chemistry 

course], [Engineering course]  

(M07.1.054C) 

  

vi.  Identity NEW leather high tops 

ahhhhhhhhhh I am going to like 

uni life just because of my cons 

:). I love the smell of new 

leather. (F02.1.024P) 

No further detail 
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vii.  University 

lifestyle 

Today  

• slept in   

• missed half my first lecture  

• was on facebook during my 

lecture  

• had a Mountain Dew and 

Souvlaki Hut chips 

• chilled around [University C] 

for 4 hours 

• had a pizza 

• had another Mountain Dew 

• went home 

• slept 

Uni has started. (M04.1.060P) 

No further detail 

 

Experiences of the new are apparent in the above data. For example, F12 (i) 

describes her sleeping habits on holidays and the experiences of her new wake up 

schedule. F19 (iii) describes her experiences of new financial commitments when a 

university student. She also describes a lack of finances and the need to buy 

university textbooks. M01 (iv) describes his adjustment to his new university 

workload. He also describes his workload and how long it will take him to adjust by 

writing, “my brain won’t be working properly until about week 3” (M01.1.076P). 

The following shows how the second category of CT1 emerged from the data. 

CT1 category two (CT1C2): Experiences of connection 

CT1C2 refers to the students’ experiences of connection at university. The term 

connection is grounded in the data as it is a term useful for describing the students’ 

sense of connection socially, both on and offline, old and new. The students describe 

connections with their secondary school friends as well as describing their 

conceptions of where they expect to connect with new friends at university. The 

descriptions are specifically about social connections, not professional or academic, 

as shown through the use of terms like “friendless” (F12.1.071P) and “party” 

(M06.1.059P). This category incorporates reference to formal social orientation 

activities. This thesis distinguishes between formalised social and academic 

orientation activities. Formal social orientation activities are defined as those 

activities organised by the university to help the students develop social connections 

at university, such as organised parties.  Formal academic activities are defined in 

category three of CT1 (CT1C3). Table 5 details the analysis that led to the 

development of CT2. 
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Table 5 

Key status data for CT1C2: Experiences of connection 

Ref Pools of 

meaning 

Key conception status data Associated commentary data 

i.  Old connections Such a loner at [University B 

campus] (F09.1.037P) 

Mon 4-6 wed 3-4 fri 9 - 4 but a bit 

of Friday is at [other campus] 

wbu? (F09.1.038C) 

 

ii.   Friendless at uni aw (F12.1.071P) Are you at uni [Friend]? 

(F12.1.072C) 

iii.   first thing i see when i get off the 

bus at [uni]? A box of goon [box 

wine]! (M01.1.019P) 

are you here today? 

(M01.1.021C); 1 til 2 is my 

session.... umm tomorrow im 

there 10-3 but with free time 11 til 

2 (M01.1.022C) 

iv.   Getting up at 9:30? That's a shock 

to my body clock. Get ready for 

uni I suppose (F12.1.041P) 

But I've been on holidays for 

months, stay up late and sleep all 

day haha :) I have to be up at 630 

on wednesdays and 

fridays.(F12.1.042C); oh spam 

you so clever. when do you finish 

today? (F12.1.043C); oh nice. 

nightlife! i start at 12 and dont 

finish till like 6. but i get the day 

off tomorrow :D (F12.1.045C); 

oomg [Friend] haha. how long 

does it take you to get in there? 

(F12.1.046C) 

v.   who's going to be at [University 

B] tomorrow (M06.1.048P) 

what time you there till? 

(M06.1.049C); I have a 2 hour 

lecture and 3 hour workshop yay 

(M06.1.059C) 

vi.  New 

connections 

Sunday - arrive to college with 

welcome party; 

Monday - beers n touch at 5am 

and ugly party; 

Tuesday - [Residential College]'s 

toga party; 

Wednesday - party at rugby club; 

Thurdsday - wet N' wild followed 

by Tropicana party; 

Friday - swim and pub at 

Mooloolaba, party bus home 

finishing the week with the 

[University C] toga party 

(M07.1.031-36P) 

No further detail 

vii.   Party, sleep, eat, study — at 

[residential college] 

(M06.1.059P) 

No further detail 
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The desire to connect with old friends and make new friends is apparent in the 

above data. For example, F09 (i) describes a lack of connection through the use of 

the word “loner” (F09.1.037P). Naming the university campus she attended in the 

status update resulted in a discussion of her timetable for the purpose of meeting an 

old connection at university. M07 (vi) describes formal social activities organised by 

his university to forge new connections. 

The following shows how the third category of description from CT1 emerged 

from the data. 

CT1 category three (CT1C3): Conceptions of academic activities 

CT1C3 refers to the students’ conceptions of academic activities at university. 

The phrase academic activities is grounded in the data as it is an encompassing 

phrase for describing introductory lectures, the students’ initial conceptions of their 

courses and other academic orientation experiences. Academic orientation activities 

are defined here as those activities organised by the university to prepare the students 

for the scholarly requirements of university. It should be noted that the participants 

do not describe the content of their academic activities, rather how the activities 

impact on their perception of first year university. Table 6 shows key status data that 

led to the development of CT1C3. 

Table 6 

Key status data for CT1C3: Conceptions of academic activities 

Ref Pools of 

meaning 

Key conception status data Associated commentary data 

i.  Initial 

conceptions 

about courses 

1st lecture of the year is entitled, 

The patterns of humanity and 

how to map them in Human 

Behaviour. Course code […]. 

AKA, Assassin Methodology , 

[…], (my lecturer wears solid 

black....) (M10.1.025P) 

[Wrtten in response to a contact 

explaining the extensive reading 

requirements of the course] 

Haha, you know I do [like 

reading]! Where did you study 

it? (M10.1.026C) 

ii.   My accounting lecturer's name is 

[surname also a word commonly 

used to describe high speed]... oh 

god, i hope thats not a catalyst 

for what's to come. (F19.1.075P) 

No further detail 

iii.   calm down uni my brain wont be 

working properly untill about 

week 3; jeeeez! (M07.1.051P) 

[...] i do [Engineering course], 

[Maths course], [Chemistry 

course], [Engineering course] 

(M07.1.054C) 
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iv.   First o week day (F11.1.017P) [When told she would have fun 

with the social activities] Yerrr.... 

I dont think 0 week is quite the 

same these days, its mostly just 

introductory lectures and what 

not :( (F11.1.018C) 

v.  Other academic 

orientation 

activities 

Debating with myself the 

importance of attending a half 

hour campus tour. I think I might 

sort out my books and use my 

$120 book voucher :) thanks 

[University B]. (F12.1.002P) 

[Written in response to a contact 

suggesting she buy her textbooks 

after her first lecture] Yeah I got 

the same talk [about waiting to 

buy textbooks] from the lady at 

[faculty]. $150 voucher is pretty 

kick ass (F12.1.003C) 

[University B] just give them to 

you. Ask [University B]. I got a 

phone call but some people have 

to go and talk to their faculty 

coordinators. (F12.1.004C) 

 

vi.   Decided not to go to my last 

orientation. Can't wait to start on 

monday :) (F12.1.023P) 

 

 

Conceptions of academic activities during orientation are described by the 

participants in the above data. M10 (i) describes his conception of university 

academic activities by describing his first lecture. He parodies the content of the 

lecture with his idea of an assassin “my lecturer wears solid black” (M10.1.025P). 

M10 is also in contact with someone who previously completed the same course. His 

contact warns him about the extensive reading requirements. M10 responds 

positively stating he likes reading. F19 (ii) also uses parody to describe her 

experiences of academic activities. She links the name of the lecturer to her nervous 

expectations of her course as demonstrated by the phrase “oh god, i hope thats not a 

catalyst for what’s to come” (F19.1.075P). 

F11 (iv) describes her disappointment that orientation week activities 

emphasise the academic and not the social: “Yerrr.... I dont think 0 week is quite the 

same these days, its mostly just introductory lectures and what not :(” (F11.1.018C). 

Academic activities are not limited to coursework requirements. F12 (v) 

describes a campus tour and a complimentary book voucher as academic activities. 

She also describes academic advice and how she received the complementary book 

voucher “I got a phone call but some people have to go and talk to their faculty 

coordinators” (F12.1.004C). 
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The following explains the outcome space of CT1 and how each of the 

categories of description relates to the participants and the other categories of 

description. 

5.3.3 CT1 outcome space: Experiences and conceptions of orientation 

Figure 13 represents the outcome space for CT1. It graphically represents the 

students’ conceptions of orientation. Below is detailed the outcome space for CT1.   

 

Figure 13. CT1 outcome space. This figure represents the focus of the experiences and 

conceptions of orientation. 

The centre of the outcome space consists of experiences of the new (category 

one). This is the participant’s major focus during orientation and the first weeks of 

university (CT1) because the analysis identified has both the highest number (N24) 

of status updates out of the 44 total Facebook status updates and is strongly emotive. 

For example, the descriptions include regular use of happy face emoticons “:)”, 

exclamation points, and emotional terms such as “Yay” (F12.1.029P), “jeeeez” 

(M01.1.076P), and “Angryface” (F19.1.106P) (see Table 4). Additionally, datum 

references show a continuous focus on new experiences throughout the whole three 

weeks. The earliest reference to the new is data piece 23 (F12.1.023P) archived 

towards the beginning of CT1. The last reference to the new is status piece 106 
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(F19.1.106P) of 106 data bits (both status and commentary data) archived during 

CT1. 

The experiences of connection (category two) are the minor focus during 

orientation and the first weeks of university (CT1) because it has the second highest 

number (N13) of status updates out of the 44 total Facebook status updates. The 

category is also identified as the minor focus because references to connections 

happened sporadically through the first three weeks. While sporadic, this category is 

still identified as a focus because the participants were using the actively connective 

social tool, Facebook to describe all activities, not just social events; the students 

were continuously social. 

Experience of academic activities (category three) has been categorised as 

peripheral during orientation and the first weeks of university (CT1) because it has 

the least number (N7) of status updates out of the 44 total Facebook status updates. 

The category is also identified as being peripheral because reference to academic 

activities occurred only occasionally throughout the critical time.  

CT1 Theme: New experiences 

The theme that connects each of the categories of description together during 

CT1 is new experiences. The first category is self-explanatory because it focuses on 

new experiences outside of academic activities and social integration. The data also 

shows that new experiences are a part of social integration. For example, M06 

describes his conception of living in a residential college (on campus 

accommodation). New experiences are also a part of the participant’s academic 

activities. For example, M10 describes his new experience of university lectures: “1st 

lecture of the year is entitled, The patterns of humanity and how to map them in 

Human Behaviour” (M10.1.025P).   

The following explores the variation of experience between the CT1 categories 

of description for an individual and the group. 

5.3.4 CT1 variation of experience  

Individual variation 

Variation is determined by the participants’ ability to focus on multiple aspects 

of their university experience. It is possible to identify from status data some 

variation in the participants’ understanding of university during orientation and the 
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first two weeks. Table 7 details one participant’s status updates and associated 

commentary to provide an example of the variation of experience within the 

phenomenon. This participant, exemplified in Table 7, was chosen as she described 

experiences that could be linked to all the categories of description.  

Table 7 

F12’s variation of experience during CT1  

Order of 

archival 

Status data and commentary Category of 

description 

i.  Debating with myself the importance of attending a half hour campus 

tour. I think I might sort out my books and use my $120 book voucher :) 

thanks [University B]. (F12.1.002P) A. Yeah I got the same talk from the 

lady at creative industries. $150 voucher is pretty kick ass (F12.1.003C)  

B. [University B] just give them to you. Ask [University B]. I got a phone 

call but some people have to go and talk to their faculty coordinators. 

(F12.1.004C) 

3 

ii.  Decided not to go to my last orientation. Can't wait to start on monday :) 

(F12.1.023P) 

3 

iii.  Yay [University B] are changing my classes for me, this means I only go 

3 days instead of 5! (F12.1.029P); (In response to questions about what 

F12 plans to do on the other days) Try and work haha (F12.1.030C) 

1 

iv.  Getting up at 9:30? That's a shock to my body clock. Get ready for uni I 

suppose (F12.1.041P); But I've been on holidays for months, stay up late 

and sleep all day haha :) I have to be up at 630 on wednesdays and 

fridays.(F12.1.042C); oh spam you so clever. when do you finish today? 

(F12.1.043C); oh nice. nightlife! i start at 12 and dont finish till like 6. 

but i get the day off tomorrow :D (F12.1.045C); oomg [Friend] haha. 

how long does it take you to get in there? (F12.1.046C) 

1,2 

v.  Friendless at uni aw (F12.1.071P); Are you at uni [Friend]? (F12.1.072C) 2 

vi.  Going to be late for uni agh (F12.1.073P); No I got no the wrong bus but 

I'm on time (F12.1.074C) 

1 

vii.  Uni here I come (F12.1.100P) 1 

viii.  I sure do love getting up at 6 for uni. (F12.1.101P) 1 

   

F12 wrote status updates and associated commentary situated in each of the 

three categories of description for Phase One. Like the outcome space, her 

experiences of the new are a major focus, the experiences of social connection are in 

the minor focus, and academic activities are in the peripheral. Within her status data 

F12 displays both an unsophisticated and sophisticated understanding of the 

orientation experience. She shows an unsophisticated understanding about her public 

transport schedule by describing her lack of knowledge about which bus to catch to 

university (vi). She, however, shows an increasing sophistication in her 

understanding of social connections at university when she simply states her 
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connection status as “Friendless” (v). The following responses to this status update 

suggests that it is possible to propose that she made the statement on Facebook in 

order to discover connections on location. This is supported by her questioning of a 

member of her Facebook network. This cannot be definitive without interview. 

Overall, F12 shows a depth of knowledge about organising her university timetable. 

She makes decisions based on multiple pieces of knowledge which she keeps in 

focus to create a timetable that will make her first semester of university more 

manageable. 

The following details the variation of experience for all the participants that 

contributed data during CT1. 

Variation across the categories of description 

The following account explores whether the participants who contributed 

status data during CT1 have become fully-fledged university students. Indicators of 

transition identified by this study are self-efficacy, social integration, and 

autonomous learning (see section 2.3): self-efficacy is recognised in the status data 

that shows a sense of confidence about the participants’ experience of orientation; 

autonomous learning is recognised in the status data as indicators of independent 

learning such as initiative in asking questions; social integration is identified in the 

status data as explicit evidence of interaction with others through commentary or 

direct referencing. The analysis is evidenced based hypothesising based on the status 

updates and associated commentary.  

Self-efficacy 

There is some variation in the students’ level of self-confidence in the status 

data. For example, F12 describes how a personal debate about whether to attend a 

campus tour or organise her textbooks results in a decision to miss the campus tour 

(see Table 7.ii). This status update suggests that F12 is confident about her ability to 

navigate her way around campus. Additionally, M04’s description of his first day at 

university appears highly self-confident.  

Today 

• slept in 

• missed half my first lecture 

• was on facebook during my lecture 

• had a Mountain Dew and Souvlaki Hut chips 
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• chilled around [University C] for 4 hours 

• had a pizza 

• had another Mountain Dew 

• went home 

• slept 

Uni has started. (M04.1.060-70P) 

This status update is not constructed to show anxiety. Rather, the academic 

oriented activities are just a part of a list of other activities with the concluding 

statement “Uni has started” suggesting an expectation that similar days would 

follow.  

There is also evidence to show, for some, a lack of confidence about the 

university experience during CT1. For example, M07 tells uni to “calm down” 

because he does not expect his brain to work properly during orientation (Table 6,iii). 

This suggests M07 did not expect the intensity of workload as early as the orientation 

weeks. F19 also describes a sense of anxiety when parodying the name of her 

lecturer and her prediction of her workload (Table 6,ii). By the end of CT1, a sense 

of anxiety becomes evident within the status data. Anxiety is evident through 

expressions of loneliness including “such a loner” (F09.1.037P), “friendless at uni” 

(F12.1.071P) and “bored at uni” (F16.1.095P). Status data such as, “Methinks i need 

to invest in a new alarm clock. Perhaps i could do that in my 5 hour break tomorrow” 

(F19.1.077P) and “first day of uni, take 2. Cant wait for my four lectures in a 

row......” (M01.1.076P) suggest the participants are shifting their focus from the 

excitement of new experiences to irritation as they describe packed and awkward 

timetables. 

Autonomous learning 

There is little evidence that the participants are independently learning during 

the orientation weeks. F12 (Table 7.iii) describes how she initiates changing her 

timetable to better suit her anticipated university lifestyle. From other participants 

there is more evidence of lack of initiative. For example, F19 (Table 4.iii) blames her 

lack of finances on the cost of university textbooks suggesting that she purchased 

them without exploring less expensive options such as second-hand texts or not 

purchasing texts at all. F19 and M01, as quoted above, also write of their irritation 

about their university timetable.  
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Social integration 

There is little evidence that the participants have made new connections on 

campus during the orientation weeks. There is evidence, though, that some 

participants were trying to make social connections through participation in 

organised orientation activities designed to help the students make friends. For 

example, M07 lists a week of activities aimed at encouraging social integration, such 

as trips to the beach and parties.  

Sunday - arrive to college with welcome party 

Monday - beers n touch at 5am and ugly party 

Tuesday - [Residential College]'s toga party 

Wednesday - party at rugby club 

Thurdsday - wet N' wild followed by Tropicana party 

Friday - swim and pub at Mooloolaba, party bus home finishing the week 

with the [University C] toga party (M07.1.031-36P) 

F11 writes of her perception that social integration is not an orientation priority: 

“Yerrr.... I dont think 0 week is quite the same these days, its mostly just 

introductory lectures and what not :( (F11.1.018C). 

Four evidence based assumptions suggest that social integration has not been 

achieved during CT1. First, the majority of the social interaction takes place with the 

participants’ established network. For example, M04 (quoted above) writes that his 

first day at university involved Facebook during his lecture. Second, F12, M01 and 

M06 (Table 5 ii,iv,v) explicitly asked Friends in their established network if they are 

at university and organise to meet them on campus. Third, the structure of the status 

updates resembles news, where the participants simply or colourfully describe their 

activities. While there is commentary present, the majority of commentary is 

passively initiated. The social nature of Facebook does mean that most statements are 

intended to initiate a response, but active questioning or linking members of a 

network is a more targeted attempt to gain a response. During CT1 only one status 

update used this technique: M06 questions who in his network will be on location, 

“who's going to be at [University B] tomorrow” (M06.1.048P). Fourth, it can be 

assumed that if social integration was achieved, there would be noticeable discussion 

of course specific information and experiences within the status and commentary 

data. The only course specific interaction is when M10 converses about his course 
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with a past student: “[...] Where did you study it? [...], [University A]? [;] Gah. That's 

where I'm going. Not fun I take it..., Hmm (M10.1.027C-28C). 

The next section analyses the data for the second critical time two. 

5.4 PHENOMENON TWO: EXPERIENCES AND CONCEPTIONS OF THE 

FIRST ASSIGNMENT 

5.4.1 Overview of critical time two (CT2), categories of description and active 

participants 

The weeks of the first assignments during 2011 were the second critical time 

(CT2) of this study and the object of the second phenomenographic analysis. Four 

categories of description were revealed through the data during weeks four to six. 

These categories are: 

 Category one: Experiences of assessment 

 Category two: Experiences of the classroom 

 Category three: Conceptions of attendance  

 Category four: Conceptions of a sense of place 

Nineteen students (M=6; F=13) posted descriptions of their experiences at the 

three universities (UA=9; UB=4; UC=6). University A’s representation increased 

during CT2 from 6 to 9 active participants due to late recruitment. CT2 had 109 

usable Facebook status updates and associated commentary, resulting in 262 bits of 

data. 

Participant F01 and M05 (both from University A) are prolific users of the 

status update function on Facebook. While this is not necessary to note for the sake 

of phenomenography, I mention it here because their extensive use of Facebook 

means their descriptions are used as evidence more frequently than other 

participants. 

CT2 was expected to archive conceptions during the time the students received 

results for their first assignment; however, as assessment types and submissions vary 

from course to course, program to program and between universities selection, of this 

timeframe was based on recommended practice indicated in the literature (see section 

2.2). Most of the conceptions in the data describe participants’ conceptions of 
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working on the first assignment. The following section describes each of the four 

categories of description of CT2 in detail. Mirroring the analysis of CT1 data, first 

(i), there is a general summary of the conceptions which make up the category of 

description; then (ii), the analytical process using Facebook status data and 

associated commentary data of that CT is detailed; next (iii), the outcome space is 

graphically represented, described, and an overall theme that emerged from the CT2 

data is explained; then (iv), a single participant’s status updates are included as an 

example of the variation of experience within the critical time; and finally (v) 

multiple participants’ variation of experience during CT2 is analysed in relation to 

the transition indicators identified by this study: self-efficacy, social integration and 

autonomous learning. Changes in the experiences from CT1 are also noted as a part 

of this step.  

5.4.2 CT2 categories of description 

CT2 category one (CT2C1): Experiences of assessment 

 CT2C1 refers to the students’ conceptions of their first assessment at 

university. The term assessment is grounded in the data as it is a generic term 

describing the coursework requirements the students’ engaged with: assignments, 

academic expectations, quizzes, results, and feedback. This category also 

incorporates reference to study strategies (the when, where and how of studying), 

progress with assessment as well as procrastination. Table 8 shows key status data 

that led to the development of CT2C1. 

Table 8 

Key status data for CT2C1: Conceptions of assessment 

Ref Pools of 

meaning 

Key conception status data Associated commentary data 

i.  Writing 

assignments 

Dear [Subject]; the diaries we are 

made to write for you every 

selected week, are all loads of sh**. 

The questions they contain are 

aboslutely the most insignificant 

pieces of sh** i have ever read. 

You are currently, the biggest waste 

of time in my life and I am appalled 

at how much of a load of sh** you 

are. Go die in a hole. Regards 

[M02] :) (M02.2.254P) 

No further detail 

ii.   That awkward moment when you're 

only five weeks into uni but have 

the biggest assignment of your life 

No further detail 
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:/ (M02.1.178P) 

iii.   so, guess how many words are in 

my 500 word max. response? 500. 

(F04.2.336P) 

cause im the definition of awesome 

B)(F04.2.337C);one hour;  GO! 

(F04.2.338C) 

iv.   2 performer write ups of the Sound 

Making assignment done. 1 more 

and myself to go! (F01.2.320P) 

[Friend A]; tut tut. I believe that's 

not the way to do it.... missing aural 

to catch up on aural surely leaves 

you more behind than if you flunk 

out on this one.... :S. [Friend B], 

yes. pretty much. how much have 

you done? (F01.2.321C); ..... 

1050..... ooppsss (F01.2.322C); I 

know. and I'm not even half way 

through (i've just read the task 

sheet. observations + reflections for 

3 and you) oopppsss (F01.2.323C); 

You probs don't wanna fail things :/ 

it screws up everything.... You 

should probs come into for 

class....(F01.2.324C) 

v.  Academic 

expectations 

I think i speak for every [University 

A] secondary teaching student right 

now.(phot of M05 holding up an 

APA 5 referencing textbook and 

pulling a face) (M05.2.139P) 

yeah. its outdated now. buggggerrrr 

(M05.2.140C); bleh. still. WHERE 

THE F*** IS HARVARD???? 

(M05.2.141C) 

vi.   *status displaying mass distaste 

towards peer reviewed journal 

articles and their lack of user-

friendliness* :( (F19.2.131P) 

No further detail 

vii.  Quizzes  loves it when my online quizzes fail 

to work.... (M01.2.221P) 

(In response to a query about the 

software platform used for online 

quizzes) blackboard....
5
 

(M01.2.222C); (In response to a 

suggestion to keep the lecturer 

informed) they 

know...(M01.2.223C) 

viii.  Results RAGE at theory result! 

(F01.2.143P) 

47/70 = 67%? so a credit.... 
(F01.2.145C); Yeah. I tried really 

hard though :/ so.... ARGH! :( 

(F01.2.146C) 

ix.   WHAT IS THIS 

F***ERY.(M05.2.281P) 

LIES I SAY! (M05.2.282P); naw 

thank you ♥ can't believe i got such 

a good mark (M05.2.283C); 

nawwwwwwwwwww *elma fudd 

blush* (M05.2.284C) 

x.  Study 

strategies 

does one of the o's have a double 

bond? (F08.2.298P) 

with all single bonds so it looks like 

a cross, it's phosphoric 

(F08.2.299C); nah its super cute. 

                                                 
5
 Participant ellipse. My ellipses are identifiable as they are bracketed and also will only ever 

contain three full stops [...]; the student ellipses have a range in numbers of full stops but usually 3-4. 

The use of ellipses in status updates is a relatively new form of communicating. Blogger, Sacasas 

(2010) suggests they often mean “ironic detachment”. 
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which one of the 4 lewis structures 

is phosphoric acid? (F08.2.300C); 

what does it look like? thats a dumb 

question i hate scientists  

(F08.2.301C); this is too 

embarrassing to be public. the 

question is asking which one of the 

4 lewis structures is correct, and im 

just trying to figure out what the 

lewis structure actually is of so i 

can google it. so theres like a few 

options, some have double bonds 

and some dont (F08.2.302C); if ya 

get what i mean (F08.2.303C); i 

have no idea, i dont even know if it 

is phosphoric acid? (F08.2.304C); 

CANT WAIT TILL THE TEST!!!!! 

(F15.2.305C); it wont let me copy 

and paste to you (F15.2.306C) 

xi.  Progress so close to finishing this damned 

response. so close. (M05.2.333P) 

 

bleh. i give up. lol. I AM DONE. I 

DON'T CARE ANYMORE. Lol 
(M05.2.334C); DONE. 

MOTHERF***ING DONE. omg. 

so over it. i don't care if it looks 

horrible. i am DONE. 

(M05.2.335P) 

xii.  Procrastinati

on 

In the [uni] library. Attempting to 

complete my assignment....whilst 

on facebook = bad idea. 

(F01.2.231P) 

I'll get nothing done then...( 
F01.2.232C)  

 

xiii.  Feedback er f*** my assigments, how 

important can they be? 

(F09.2.262P) 

hahah screw you i finished mass 

com and i suck at multi tasking i 

had to hang up and pause freinds to 

be a fb chat (F09.2.264C); hahah 

yes at least now im working on 

media and com he hated my draft 

his comments cut me deep 

(F09.2.265C); re stating previous 

points alot, this quote has no 

context, how why? ur key ideas arel 

eft to late. jeez man (F09.2.267C); 

hahah yeah i no so cut my wrists 

listening to emo music when i got 

thoose comments. hahhah lets hope 

so addy (F09.2.268C); hqahah same 

hey i should just accept im doomed 

to repeat that subject (F09.2.269C); 

hahah yeah i would die man im 

gona ghave to drop outa uni 

because of this dam subject 

(F09.2.270C); we will all be fine 

we will get hd's and be 

awesoem!(F09.2.271C)
6
 

                                                 
6
 Reminder: the status data reported here is directly quoted. Spelling mistakes and typos are 

the student’s own. 
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Experiences of assessment are apparent in the above data. For example, M02 

(i) describes his experience of online assessment. He describes the frequency of the 

assessment “every selected week” (M02.2.254P) and his understanding of the 

assessment piece as “a waste of time” because the questions are “insignificant” 

(M02.2.254P).  

M05 (v) describes his experiences of academic expectations by writing about 

referencing protocols for his assessment. When informed by a member of his 

network that APA.v.5 style is outdated, M05 explains that his previous experience 

with referencing was the Harvard style and wonders why it is not used in academia. 

He also describes his experience of completing an assessment piece: he posted a 

status update when he was close to finishing “so close to finishing…so close” 

(M05.2.333P); and finishing “i give up”, “DONE…DONE…DONE” (M05.2.334C). 

M05 also associates the appearance of his completed assessment piece with the 

grading criteria:  “omg. so over it. i don’t care if it looks horrible” (M05.2.335P).  

F01 (viii) described her disappointment about receiving a lower than expected 

grade. She explained that she is confused about the result because she believed she 

prepared for the assessment well: “I tried really hard though” (F01.2.146C). F01 also 

demonstrated an understanding of grade conversion by stating her score “47/70”, 

percentage “67%”, and standard “credit” (F01.2.146C).  

F08 (x) described the content of her assessment by questioning members of her 

Facebook network about concepts she did not understand. She also described why 

she asked her Facebook network before using the internet: “im just trying to figure 

out what the lewis structure actually is of so i can google it” (F08.2.303C).  

F09 (xiv) describes her experiences of receiving feedback: she details some of 

the feedback she received “stating previous points alot, this quote has no context, 

how why? ur key ideas arel eft to late. jeez man” (F09.2.267C). F09 also describes 

how her confidence fell due to the feedback “he hated my draft his comments cut me 

deep” (F09.2.265), and her new expectation to fail and repeat the subject “hqahah 

same hey i should just accept im doomed to repeat that subject” (F09.2.269C), or 

withdraw from university “i would die man im gona ghave to drop outa uni because 

of this dam subject” (F09.2.270). Between each statement, an empathetic member of 

F09’s class interacts with her. By the end of this interaction, F09’s confidence has 
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buoyed as she encourages her classmate: “we will all be fine we will get hd's and be 

awesoem!” (F09.2.271C) 

The following section shows how the second category of description from CT2 

emerged from the data. 

CT2 category two (CT2C2): Conceptions of classroom 

CT2C2 refers to the experiences of the students in the classroom.  The term 

classroom is grounded in the data as it is a generic term for describing the setting of 

learning. The tone refers to the students’ descriptions of their place in the classroom, 

their perceived relationship with the teacher and the physical environment. In other 

words, how the participants feel overall about being in the classroom is evident in 

this category of description: how they feel about the teachers, the content, and the 

physical conditions. It was determined that there were more similarities between 

these status data than there were differences because of the nature of how status data 

is broadcast.  In this category of description, the participants broadcast their raw and 

immediate reactions to their classroom environment live: for example, F01 is “Sitting 

in [subject], feeling dumb.” (F01.2.225P); F19 feels that “wet jeans in conjunction 

with lecture room climate is doing a fair job of freezing my legs off. eee.” 

(F19.2.247P); F09 “really wish[es] this tutor would just let us go!!!!” (F09.2.190P); 

and M05 believes that chatting online is more fun than “chemistry. bleh. i hate you. 

go die in a hole. inbox, anyone?” (M05.2.201P). The participants are also using 

Facebook when participating in online coursework activities: for example, M01 

“loves it when my online quizzes fail to work....” (M01.2.221P). It should be noted 

that there is a distinct lack of status data about the content of the lessons. While there 

is an occasional reference to the content within the descriptions, the structure of the 

status data is more opinionated about the necessity of the content rather than the 

content itself: for example, “I swear I learnt this in year 10 then again in year 11 then 

once again in year 12” (F01.2.272P). Table 9 details the key status data that led to the 

development of CT2C2. 

Table 9 

Key status data for CT2C2: Experiences of the classroom 

Ref Pools of 

meaning 

Key conception status data Associated commentary data 

i.  Content I swear I learnt this in year 10 then 

again in year 11 then once again in 

No further detail 
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year 12. just to reinforce that i knew 

what [topic] was... actually in fact, 

that just about sums up [course]... 

(F01.2.272P) 

 

ii.  Classroom 

tone – 

location 

Chillen in [subject] with [friend] 

(M02.2.296P) 

No further detail 

iii.  Classroom 

tone – 

Teacher 

This bitch of a teacher in our 

diversity tute is a total hypocrite. 

[SUGGESTED VIOLENCE] she 

talks about letting disable kids to be 

included and she STOPS THE 

DEAF KID HALFWAY 

THROUGH A QUESTION!!!! 

WTAF!!! (M05.2.130P) 

 

No further detail 

iv.   [Quoting the teacher] "I'm a [...] 

researcher...so you can't say they are 

all old...' so hang on...we will be 

marked on our knowledge of your 

life?! Haha (F01.2.198P)  

[…]- i think this subject is just about 

her life. (F01.2.199C) 

v.  Classroom 

tone – 

Physical 

environme

nt 

Uni aircon is waaaay too cold =\ 

(F04.2.122P) 

 

No further detail 

vi.   Gawd! this lecture room is 

freezing...i subconsiously like it. :3 

(M05.2.205P) 

No further detail 

vii.   Oh. Em. Gee. the lecturer actually 

turned the lights on. IT BURNS. 

also, [Friend] is slightly tipsy. i find 

this to be hilarious. (M05.2.343P) 

No further detail 

viii.   “wet jeans in conjunction with 

lecture room climate is doing a fair 

job of freezing my legs off. eee.” 

(F19.2.247P) 

No further detail 

 

Experiences of the classroom are apparent in the above data. For example, F01 

(i) describes her irritation at the repetitive nature of the content between secondary 

school and university. M05 (iii) describes his understanding of how expected teacher 

professionalism sets the tone in the classroom. He states that his tutor is hypocritical 

by teaching diversity but not practicing it. The physical environment of the 

classroom is also referred to, especially the temperature: F04 (v), M05 (vii), and F19 

(viii) all refer to the air conditioning. 
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The following section shows how the third category of description from CT2 

emerged from the data. 

CT2 category three (CT2C3): Conceptions of attendance 

CT2C3 refers to the students’ conceptions of their need and/or desire to attend 

formal university activities. The term attendance is grounded in the data as it is a 

generic term for describing the students’ level of participation in coursework 

activities. This incorporates attendance, arrival and departure, and daily organisation. 

There is no reasoning recorded in the status data explaining why they want to attend 

or not. The students are simply describing their understanding of expected 

attendance.  Table 10 shows key status data that led to the development of CT2C3. 

Table 10  

Key status data for CT2C3: Conceptions of attendance 

Ref Pools of 

meaning 

Key conception status data Associated commentary data 

i.  Understanding 

of attendance 

F*** sake! now i have missed 2 

tutes. F*** you mystery sickness! 

(M05.2.113P) 

 

at uni. slowly getting there 

(M05.2.114C)  

 

ii.   Should I even bother going to 

lectures. When I dont listen 

(F09.2.273P) 

No further detail 

iii.  Arrival and 

departure 

from [home bus stop] to [uni] in 

13 minutes...... Record 

(M01.2.206P) 

 

how long did it take you 

[Friend]? (M01.2.207C); (in 

response to information a friend 

will be arriving at university) 

what time will you be there and 

what stall? (M01.2.208C); i have 

2 hour lectures at 10, 12 and 2 on 

wednesday :( (M01.2.209C) 

iv.  Daily 

organisation 

Hiii these are my breaks. 

Monday: 11-1. Tuesday: 11-3. 

Wednesday: 11-12. Thursday: 

10-11. Xxxxxx (F18.2.360P) 

 

No further detail 

 

Conceptions of attendance are apparent in the above data. In the data the 

participants describe their understanding of the attendance requirements for 

coursework activities. For example, M05 (i) is anxious about missing tutorials due to 

being ill and attends despite feeling ill. F09 (ii) questions the value of lectures in her 

use of her time as she does not listen to them. M01 (iii) and F18 (iv) prioritise their 
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coursework activities when arranging times to meet people in their network by 

describing when they have their breaks.   

The following section shows how the fourth category of description for CT2 

emerged. 

CT2 category four (CT2C4): Conceptions of a sense of place 

CT2C4 refers to the students’ conceptions of university as a place. The phrase 

sense of place is grounded in the data because it is a generic term that describes 

students’ experiences of the character of their campuses. Places are said to have their 

own sense of character and identity created through natural and cultural features as 

well as the people that inhabit the place (Tuan, 1979). This category refers to the 

students’ descriptions of that character, including experiences of infrastructure, 

safety, unfamiliar cultural practices, sub-cultural expression and alumni. Table 11 

shows key status data that led to the development of CT2C4. 

Table 11 

Key status data for CT2C4: Conceptions of a sense of place 

Ref Pools of 

meaning 

Key conception status data Associated commentary data 

i.  Infrastructure Taking [Friend]'s advice in 

finding where the best coffee is 

on campus, but I dont think she 

ment for me to test them all in 

one day lol. (F11.2.118P) 

Thanks [Friend] :) it shall be my 

next stop after my lecture! 

(F11.2.119C); Its a long day so 

lots of coffee is needed. Is G's at 

the hub? (F11.2.120C); well i 

havent tried them all yet but G's 

is pretty awesome and i think its 

going to be hard to beat! so Im 

thinking u should come have 

coffee with me at G's sometime 

:) (F11.2.121C) 

ii.  People Who the f*** steels a water 

bottle with [M07s NAME] 

printed on it. I'm pritty sure I'm 

probs the only [M07s Name] 

who goes to [Uni3]. WTF??? it 

doesn't make sense.  

(M07.2.295P) 

No further detail 
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iii.   went into the environment 

toilets... and it gave instruction 

on how to go to the toilet. it 

further went into detail about 

squating, where to put toilet 

paper and reminded you to wash 

your hands. if you cant go to the 

toilet maybe you shouldn’t be at 

uni? (F06.2.341P) 

there are legit signs everywhere 

in this bathroom... with things 

like "bin" (F06.2.342C) 

 

Conceptions of university as a place are apparent in the above data. For 

example, F11 (i) describes her exploration of places to buy coffee on campus and 

nominates her favourite place in order to meet a friend. M07 (ii) describes his 

frustration about people who attend his university prompted by the theft of his water 

bottle. F06 demonstrates her unsophisticated understanding of the toileting practices 

of different cultures that attend university. F06 (iii) extrapolates the presence of the 

signage to indicate that the people she is sharing the place of university with are 

people who do not know how to use a toilet: “if you cant go to the toilet maybe you 

shouldn’t be at uni?” 

The following details the outcome space for CT2. It explains how each of the 

categories of description relate to the others and how they also relate to the 

participants. The categories of description are hierarchical in that CT2C1 is focused 

on most by the participants and CT2C4 moves into focus the least. 

5.4.3 CT2 outcome space: Experiences and conceptions of the first assignment 

Figure 14 graphically represents the outcome space for CT2. It represents the 

students’ conceptions of the weeks surrounding the writing, submission and 

receiving results for their first piece of assessment.  

Experiences of assessment (category one) are the major focus during the weeks 

where the first university assignment is submitted and marked (CT2), because it has 

both the highest number of descriptions (N55) out of the total Facebook status 

updates (N109) and is strongly emotive. For example the descriptions use 

capitalisation which can denote shouting on social network sites: for example F10 

shouts her delight at finishing her assessment, “FINISHED!!!!! phew!” 

(F10.2.372P); and F01 shouts her frustration at her results, “RAGE at theory 

result!(F01.2.143P)”. 
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Figure 14. CT2 outcome space. This figure represents the focus of experiences and 

conceptions of the first assignment. 

The participants also use vulgarity to express their feeling about assessment: for 

example, F09 uses an expletive to celebrate finishing an assignment, “F*** YEAH 

finished media n COM!! expect the refrence list but boo yeah boo yeah boo yeah!!” 

(F09.2.331P). Vulgarity is also used to express frustration and anxiety about 

assessment. For example, M02 uses repeated vulgarity to express his opinion of the 

value of his assessment: 

Dear [Subject]; the diaries we are made to write for you every selected week, 

are all loads of sh**. The questions they contain are aboslutely the most 

insignificant pieces of sh** i have ever read. You are currently, the biggest 

waste of time in my life and I am appalled at how much of a load of sh** 

you are. Go die in a hole. Regards [M02] :) (M02.2.254P) 

Additionally, experiences of assessment were a continuous focus for the students 

throughout CT2 as shown through the datum references. The earliest reference to 
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assessment is data piece 115
7
 (M05.2.115P) archived towards the beginning of CT2. 

The last reference to assessment is status data piece 375 (F10.2.375P), the final piece 

archived during CT2.  

The experiences of the classroom (category two) are the minor focus with close 

to a third of descriptions (N32). While there are strongly emotive descriptions, such 

as M05’s astonishment at his perceived understanding of his tutor’s professional 

conduct (see Table 9.v. or M05.2.130P) the descriptions tend towards information 

and observations that elicit limited commentary from students’ networks.  

Attendance (category three) is in the peripheral because it is only described 16 

times out of 109 useable status updates. Furthermore, the status data in C3 is 

informative and observational and does not often elicit commentary from the 

students’ networks, creating further reason for its allocation in the periphery.  

Sense of place (category four) is also peripheral because it is described only six 

(N6) times out of the total 109 Facebook status updates. When described it is usually 

highly focussed, as shown through emotive terms and construction.  

CT2 theme: Questioning value 

The theme which connects each of the categories of description together in 

CT2 is questioning value. The participants question the value of five features of their 

FYHE: the assessment, the lectures, the teachers, the content, and the sense of place 

created by the infrastructure. For example: M02 specifically questions the 

significance of online diary entries (Table 8.i); F09 questions the value of attending 

lectures as she does not listen during them (Table 10.ii); M05 questions the expertise 

of the teachers that he labels hypocritical (Table 9.iii.); F01 questions the relevance 

of content she says she learned in secondary school (Table 9.i); M07 questions the 

respectability of the people that attend his university after the theft of his water bottle 

(Table 11.ii); and F11 questions the existence of a good cup of coffee (Table 11.i).  

The following explores the variation of experience between the CT2 categories 

of description for an individual and the group. 

                                                 
7
 Running number across the entire data set 
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5.4.4 CT2 variation of experience 

Individual variation 

As stated earlier, variation is determined by the participants’ ability to focus on 

multiple aspects of their university experience. The following status data shows 

elements of variation among the participants’ understanding of responding to the first 

piece of assessment in semester one. The following details one participant’s status 

data and associated commentary to exemplify the variation of individual experiences 

apparent within each category of description.  By identifying which elements of the 

university experience the participant is keeping in focus during CT2, the depth of 

understanding about that participant’s university experience can be determined. 

Additionally, the unsophisticated to sophisticated experience of each category is 

identified to give examples of the variation. 

Table 12 details M01’s experience of the first assessment piece.  

Table 12 

M01’s variation of experience during CT2 

Order of 

archival 

Status data and commentary Category of 

description 

i.  should drink on saturdays instead of sundays..... My marks would 

improve much much more. (M01.2.123P) 

1 

ii.  from [home bus stop] to [uni] in 13 minutes...... Record 

(M01.2.206P); how long did it take you [friend]? (M01.2.207C); (in 

response to information a friend will be arriving at university) what 

time will you be there and what stall? (M01.2.208C); i have 2 hour 

lectures at 10, 12 and 2 on wednesday :( (M01.2.209C) 

3 

iii.  loves it when my online quizzes fail to work.... (M01.2.221P); (when 

asked what platform the quizzes were on) 

blackboard....(M01.2.222C); (when advised to report the problem) 

they know...(M01.2.223C) 

2 

iv.  australia! Too bad uni + rain has already ruined today. (M01.2.243P) 4 

v.  exam on a saturday..... who are you trying to impress? (M01.2.354P); 

accounting at 9.(M01.2.355C) 

1 

 

M01 wrote status updates and associated commentary situated in each of the 

four categories of description for CT2. M01’s status updates are few but are close to 

evenly spread between each of the categories. As with the CT2 outcome space (see 

5.3.3) his major focus is on assessment. M01 displays some degree of depth in his 

understanding of the experience of the first assessment piece by often associating 

two pieces of knowledge to describe his understanding. For example: he shows he 
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understands a connection between his drinking schedule and his results (i); and he 

demonstrates he understands to tell his teachers when his online coursework fails to 

work (iii). While M01 may show indication that he is transitioning into a fully-

fledged university student through understanding how university functions, his status 

data indicates he is not yet comfortable: “Too bad uni + rain has already ruined 

today” (see iii. M01.2.243P). 

The following section details the variation of experiences of transition across 

the group of participants organised using three transition indicators. 

Variation across the categories of description and between CT1 and CT2 

The following account explores whether the participants who contributed 

status data during CT2 have become fully-fledged university students. Indicators of 

transition identified by this study are self-efficacy, autonomous learning, and social 

integration (see section 2.3). Indicators of transition are also compared across CT1 

and CT2 

Self-efficacy 

There is a variation in self-confidence during the weeks of the first assessment 

piece. Evidence of self-efficacy is generally associated with reaching a word count 

and the ability to complete an assignment. For example F04 directly links her word 

count to her confidence: “so, guess how many words are in my 500 word max. 

response? 500.; cause im the definition of awesome B)” (F04.2.336P,337C).  

There is some evidence to suggest that feedback has a direct relationship with 

confidence. For example, M05 “can't believe [he] got such a good mark” 

(M05.2.283C). The connection between falling self-efficacy and feedback is also 

apparent. For example, F01 regularly indicates a lack of confidence about her 

assessment and also describes disappointment at her results (Table 10,viii). F09 

describes how feedback on a piece of assessment “cut... deep” (F09.2.265C) and how 

she has resigned herself to repeating the subject or dropping out of university 

because of her experienced difficulties with the subject (Table 8.xiv). M07 describes 

a sense of helplessness after an act of theft on campus: “Who the f*** steels a water 

bottle with [M07] printed on it. I'm pritty sure I'm probs the only [M07] who goes to 

[University C]. WTF??? it doesn't make sense” (M07.2.295P). 
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As noted in CT1, the participants’ anxiety levels were beginning to rise in the 

first weeks of university. By the time the students needed to work on and submit 

their first assignments (CT2), the anxiety levels appear to increase further. For 

example, the participants directly express their anxiety: F01 thinks that “Aural will 

be the death of [her]” (F01.2.179); and M03 knows that writing a “10 Page report in 

one sitting... [is a] Tough ask” (M03.2.257P). The participants also use textual 

features such as emoticons, capitalisation and expletives which read as an increase in 

anxiety levels.  M05 uses all three textual features in one status update: 

“Procrastination is by far my biggest flaw. :3 OH LOOK! THE KITCHEN IS 

UNTIDY, LET'S FORGET OUT THIS STIMULUS BULLSH** THAT'S DUE 

TONIGHT!” (M05.2.155P). 

Autonomous learning 

There is a variation in experiences of autonomous learning during the weeks of 

the first assignment.  Independent learning strategies are made evident through F08’s 

Facebook discussion of course content (Table 8.x). Not understanding a concept, she 

asks her Facebook network for help. She also evaluates the discussion and the 

usefulness of those that participate. Additionally, M05 applies his learning to 

evaluate a real life situation when he notices an apparent disconnection between 

classroom pedagogy and what is being taught (Table 9.iii). Some status data shows 

an understanding of reflection on learning through identifying when the participants 

are procrastinating, organising their time to improve results, or enhance their 

lifestyle. For example: F10 “... planned on doing uni work, then ... started youtubing, 

and now [is] writing a song. [and] love[s] the results of procrastination!” 

(F10.2.248P); M01 surmises that “should drink on saturdays instead of sundays” 

(M01.2.123P) to improve his grades; and F10 completed her assessment in time to 

avoid a “ late-sunday-arvo-cram-sesh!!! =)” (F10.2.246P).  

Several status updates indicate difficulty learning. F19 indicates she 

understands course expectations by describing her use of peer-reviewed articles in 

her assessment; however, F19 also indicates that she does not like using peer-

reviewed articles suggesting she has not fully understood their worth (Table 10.vi). 

Other participants indicate they are not aware of the value of course expectations. 

For example: M02 repeatedly refers to his online diary entry assessment piece as 
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“shit” (M02.2.254P); F06 thinks her technology subject “ICT [is] a fucking waste of 

an hour” (F06.2.294P).  

Social integration 

There is evidence that the participants are making connections with people at 

university: F08’s discussion of course content shows a connection within her course 

(Table 8.x); M05 links a member of his network in a status update to make public 

where he will sit in his lecture: “sorry [Friend] :3 sitting down the front this time 

(M05.2.211P)”; and F01 and her classmates use Facebook as the equivalent of 

passing notes during a lecture to discuss assignments (Table 8.iv), comment on 

content (Table 9.i), and evaluate the teacher (Table 9.iv). There is still evidence that 

the participants are discussing their university experience with connections outside of 

their classes. For example: M05 makes a comment about referencing expectations, 

only to be informed by a member of his network who was further along in his tertiary 

education that the indicated method of referencing was out-dated (Table 8.iii); F11 

describes her quest to find the best coffee on campus on the advice of a past student 

and through recommendations from people in her network (Table 11.i); and M01 

also engages in a discussion about travel time with a past student (Table 10.iii).  

The following section analyses the data collected during the third critical time: 

the end of the first semester of the participants’ first year of university. 

5.5 PHENOMENON THREE: EXPERIENCES AND CONCEPTIONS OF 

THE END OF SEMESTER ONE 

5.5.1 Overview of critical time three (CT3), categories of description and active 

participants 

CT3 was three weeks at the end of the first semester during 2011 and the object 

of the third phenomenographic analysis. During these weeks the participants were 

completing final assignments, studying for examinations, sitting examinations, 

receiving results, and completing first semester expectations such as enrolment. 

Three categories of description were revealed through the data during the final three 

weeks of first semester. These categories are: 

 Category one: Experiences of assessment 

 Category two: Experiences of structured time 
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 Category three: Conceptions of a sense of place 

Nineteen students (M=8; F=11) posted descriptions of their experiences at the 

three universities (UA=9; UB=5; UC=5). CT3 had 131 usable Facebook status 

updates and associated commentary, resulting in 355 bits of data. 

Using the organisational template established in sections 5.3 and 5.4, the 

following section describes the three categories identified in CT3 in detail; however, 

in the final stage, multiple participants’ variation of experience during CT3 is 

analysed in relation to changes in the experiences from CT1 and CT2 as well as the 

transition indicators. The following presents a general summary of the first category 

of description of CT3. 

5.5.2 CT3 categories of description 

CT3 category one (CT3C1): Experiences of Assessment 

Like the first category of description during the previous critical time (see 

5.3.2), CT3C1 has participants again focusing on their assessment.  This category of 

description presents the participants’ experiences of their end of semester one 

assessment. The term assessment is grounded in the data because it is a generic term 

for describing the students’ experiences of assignments, study, procrastination, 

examinations, quizzes and results. During this CT, stages of assessment were 

apparent. The participants were thinking about doing assignments as well as doing, 

completing, and submitting assignments. Additionally, the participants described 

tests (quizzes, examinations), study strategies (including procrastination), 

anticipation of examinations, and reflections about their anticipated success. 

Furthermore, the participants describe their experiences of assessment results 

including experiences of anticipation, receiving, and reflection on feedback. Table 13 

presents the key status data that led to the development of CT3C1. 

Table 13 

Key status data for CT3C1: Conceptions of assessment 

Ref Pools of 

meaning 

Key conception status data Associated commentary data 

i.  Assignments 

— thinking 

about 

well.. it's midnight and I have to 

be up at 6 for work.. I have 4 

incompleted assignments due on 

Wednesday and I don't really care. 

#unisucks.  (F12.3.406P) 

[In response to what “sucks”] 

*actually having a life doesn’t 

[suck]. (F12.3.408C); *having 

money, no assignments and a 

thriving social life doesn’t [suck]. 

(F12.3.409C);*perhaps sacrificing 
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uni to do what I want with my life 

wont [suck]. (F12.3.414C); 

*turning what you love into your 

career without using uni doesn’t 

[suck]. (F12.3.416C) 

 

ii.  Assignments 

— working on 

500 words in an hour.... i dont 

think its good enough... :( 

(F10.3.476P) 

No further detail 

iii.   anyone know how to just make 

one page landscape in word? 

(M08.3.518P) 

but it changes them all 

(M08.3.519C); yeah :\ it says 

apply to whole document and you 

have to change it to apply to 

selected text (M08.3.521C) 

iv.  Assignments 

— completing 

and submitting 

MODERNISM HANDED IN 

AND COMPLETED 

SOOOOOOOO 

HAPPY!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!! 

MOST PAINFUL ASSIGNMENT 

EVER!! FINNISHED THE DAY 

WITH [FRIEND] AT 

SUBWAY!SOOO GOOD. 

(F02.3.377P) 

ahhhh i did the very best i 

possiably could so i don't know 

aye.... What about you? [Friend 

(in response to a comment about 

F02’s happiness)]..... :P you would 

be the same way if you had to 

write it hahahahah […] 

(F02.3.378C); (in response to 

questions about when F02’s last 

assessment  would be) mine is on 

wednesday..... Good luck too. You 

will do great i need to study too; 

(in response to questions about 

holiday plans) Yes please…. 

holiday here we come..... Movie 

night i am so looking forward to 

that!!! (F02.3.380C) 

v.   finished my short story :) my twist 

didn't work as well as I wanted it 

to but oh wellllll. (F12.3.464P) 

 

 

Creative Non-Fiction: 2086 words 

(F12.3.505P); Persuasive Creative 

Piece: 979 words (F12.3.506P); 

Persuasive Critique Peice: 475 

words with another 500 to 

go.(F12.3.507P); All since last 

night... dayum! (F12.3.508P) 

vi.   29.53% of le reflection DONE. 

(M05.3.384P) 

No further detail 

vii.   what's the bet i can write 1000 

words in 1 hour and 50 mins....? 

(F10.3.486P) 

nope... 550 words to go.... how did 

you structure yours? i feel i am 

talking too much on one thing 

(F10.3.487C); righto... so thats 

what i've done only i havent made 

the word limit.... ARGH!! 

(F10.3.488C); no word limit? 

thought it was 1000? i've got 500 

minus the conclusion 

(F10.3.489C); riiiight. what i did 

was: 3 lesson plans, discussion on 

why i did what i did and how, and 

a list of teaching resources. that all 

i need? (F10.3.490C); wow. okay 

:) how many and what sources did 

you use for your discussion? cos i 

have three (F10.3.491C); oh righto 
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hahaha nice one :P (F10.3.492C); 

it'll be late but not by much :) 

(F10.3.493C); 

submitting..............(F10.3.494C) 

viii.  Tests — 

studying 

If I didn't have that history exam 

on tuesday I would be a lot 

happier. I'm so screwed! Anyone 

have the answers? (F07.3.629P) 

Or can help with notes? The slide 

up on [uni website] didn't help 

much and I couldn't keep up with 

the lecture on it either :/ 

(F07.3.630C); Okay, thanks, I can 

do that. Just re-read the required 

readings in those areas. I know 

what I will be doing this weekend. 

(F07.3.631C) 

ix.   Exam on the 17th. Chyeah. Let's 

do this. -T, [Friend A, Friend B 

are hyperlinked] (M10.3.456P) 

[When questioned if he had 

telephoned] Yes indeed. Thrice. 

Plus one message to call back =p. 

-T, (It was about the date of said 

exam. I have acquired the info =3) 

(M10.3.457C); what classes are 

you guys doing? (M10.3.458C) 

x.  Tests — 

reflecting 

World's most brutal exam. Ever. 

(M03.3.755P) 

Aww that sucks for you, [Friend 

A]... Although with [Friend B], 

you just don't know what to 

expect! Hardest exam of my life. 

Although I think relative to others, 

I did pretty well, but it will need 

an intervention to push me up to a 

7 I think!! (M03.3.756C) 

xi.  Results — 

anticipating 

Has anyone from [uni] received 

their marks yet? (F10.3.679P) 

(In response to an answer to F10’s 

question) okie dokie. Thanks 

(F10.3.681C) 

xii.   Does anyone one know when/how 

we can get our drama results? The 

same question for history and the 

education subjects :S (F07.3.715P) 

okay, I shall go and get those 

results either tomorrow or 

friday.(F07.3.716C) 

xiii.  Results — 

receiving 

29/33 for Theory Test 4. Imma 

Bo$$ (F01.3.573P) 

thanks [Friend] :) (F01.3.574C); I 

learnt that if you study VERY 

VERY hard you get HD's. :D 

(F01.3.575C) 

xiv.  Results — 

reflecting 

On the way home now, only one 

exam and semester 1 of uni is 

over! I hope I passed :/ Next 

semesters goal is to do better then 

just pass (F07.3.544P) 

No further detail 

 

Experiences of assessment at the end of the first semester are apparent in the 

above data. Scheduling appears to be a common strategy for completing assessment: 

F10 (vii) compares the number of words she needs to write with the time she has left; 

and F12 (i) contemplates her schedule that includes working, university, and a 
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personal life to judge whether she has time to complete her assessment. University 

does not appear to be a priority at this point in time: “*perhaps sacrificing uni to do 

what I want with my life wont [suck]” (F12.3.414C) and “*turning what you love 

into your career without using uni doesnt [suck]” (F12.3.416C). 

The data also shows that the participants use Facebook for finding solutions to 

their assignment problems: M08 (iii) questions his network about formatting; F07 

(viii) consults her Facebook network about assessment resources she found 

confusing on the university website; and F10 (xi) asks people in her network who 

attend her university if they have received their results.  

The above data also presents evidence that the participants are reflecting on 

their learning: F02 (iv) explains she cannot predict her results for an assignment 

because it was difficult but she “did the very best [she] possiably could” 

(F02.3.378C); M03 (x) demonstrates his understanding of his ranking in his class and 

his understanding of how the ranking system works in his course, “but it will need an 

intervention to push me up to a 7 I think!!” (M03.3.756C); F01 (xiii) describes the 

results she received for her assessment as well as her study strategy for achieving her 

results; and F07 (xiv) describes her goals for semester two after completing a piece 

of assessment. 

The following section presents the second category of description for CT3. 

CT3 category two (CT3C2): Experiences of the university calendar 

CT3C2 refers to the students’ conceptions of the university calendar. The term 

university calendar is grounded in the data because it is a generic term that describes 

the participants’ organisation of their second semester through enrolment and how 

they are scheduling their holiday time. Holidays are a part of this category as they are 

scheduled in the university calendar.  

Table 14 presents key status data that led to the development of CT3C2. 

Table 14 

Key status data for CT3C2: Conceptions of the university calendar 

Ref Pools of 

meaning 

Key conception status data Associated commentary data 

i.   So. who's looking forward to 

[uni]'s system crashing? anyone? 

(F01.3.443P) 

today at 10am you can enrol into 

2nd semester. (F01.3.444C); so all 

the musos are today.. haha 

nice.(F01.3.445C); I knew this 
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would happen. are you at home or 

at [uni]? (F01.3.446C); go to [uni 

website] and you'll be able to do it 

through there. (F01.3.447C); 

make sure you enrol into the right 

sh**. http://[URL];(F01.3.448C); 

yes (F01.3.449C); same. what did 

I say. I can predict the future! 

(F01.3.450C) 

ii.  Enrolling F*** LIFE. SO OVER THIS 

F***ING [UNI] INTERNET 

CONNECTION AND IT NOT 

WORKING. F*** SAKE. 

ARGH. PROBABLY ALREADY 

LOCKED OUT OF MY 

ACCOUNT AGAIN. ALL THE 

F***ING [INTERNATIONAL 

STUDENTS] EVERYWHERE 

ARE PROBABLY SLOWING 

DOWN THE SYSTEM 

BECAUSE THEY ARE TAKING 

FOREVER TO ENROL [...]. 

ARGH. I HATE EVERYTHING.          

/end rant (M05.3.431P) 

No further detail 

iii.   all 20 marketing tutorials full 

within 16 minutes of registration 

being available... was not worth 

getting up for. (M06.3.466P) 

No further detail 

iv.  Enrolment 

status 

that's right I am Enrolled in [uni] 

for another 6 months!!! My plan 

worked I got all the classes I 

wanted!!!! :) And I didn't even 

stuff it up or had to call [Friend 

A] or [Friend B] or rage at [Friend 

C]. :D (F02.3.421P) 

yessum :) I was thinking about 

which major for weeks but the 

only one I really didn't stop 

thinking about was 

photojournalism..... Although 3 D 

design I was thinking about too 

and Fine art and 

graphic.....Photojournalism shall 

be fun ... hopefully. (F02.3.422C) 

v.   Alright I enrolled already! -T, 

[Friend A, B, C] (M10.3.696P) 

[In which subjects?] [Subject A], 

[Subject B]. (M10.3.697C); -T, 

(Doing two as that is all I need to 

boost my GPA to awesome.) 

(M10.3.698C); [when are they?] 

monday and thursday. 

(M10.3.699C); -T, (4m and 1pm) 

(M10.3.700C)  

vi.  holiday plans Team Distraction! This is your 

mission, should you accept it:we 

must distract ourselves from our 

sadness at being left behind while 

our friends and loved ones leave 

for other parts of the country for 

Team Distraction consists 

of [Friend A, B, C, D, E], and 

whoever else is in Brisbane and 

would like to join in. Comment on 

this status to either accept of 

decile [or decline?]. 
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the duration of the break. 

(F07.3.590P) 

(F07.3.591C); (in response to 

questions about the length of the 

holidays) About a month, care to 

join Team Distraction [Friend F]? 

(F07.3.592C); YAY! I will create 

a group soon we can arange stuff 

:) (F07.3.593C) 

vii.   only 24 hours from freedom. If 

only i could sleep it away. 

(M01.3.682P) 

(when asked about plans for the 

holidays) i actually dont..... but 

your keen for thursday hey...... 

Cause ive plan to get alfie 

langered 

[drunk].....(M01.3.683C); im not 

going to rule it out. Defs 

something you would 

do.(M01.3.684C) 

 

Experiences of the university calendar are apparent in the above data. 

Enrolling for second semester appears to be an anxious experience: F01 and M05 (i, 

ii) both describe difficulties with their university computer network when enrolling; 

and M06 (iii) missed out on the classes he wanted because of the scheduling of 

enrolment and the speed at which his chosen class reached capacity. The data also 

presents evidence that the participants are thinking about their futures at university 

through their planning of future enrolment.  For example, F02 (iv) describes her 

thought process for choosing classes and deciding on a major course of study.  

Holidays are also described by the students as a part of the university calendar. 

For example, F07 (vi) indicates the length of the holidays, and M01 (vii) counts 

down the hours until they start. 

The following details the analysis that led to the formulation of the third 

category of description for CT3. 

CT3 category three (CT3C3): Conceptions of a sense of place 

Like the fourth category of description in the second critical during CT3C3 

time (see section 5.4.2, p. 110), the participants also describe their conceptions of 

university as a place. The term sense of place is grounded in the data because it is an 

overarching term that describes students’ experiences of the character of their 

campuses. The status data in this category refers to the students’ experiences of 

university as a place including experiences of infrastructure, university procedure, 

and people (both friends and strangers).  

Table 15 presents key status data that led to the development of CT3C3. 
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Table 15 

Key status data for CT3C3: Experiences of a sense of place 

Ref Pools of meaning Key conception status data Associated 

commentary data 

i.   Infrastructure Gaaaaaay. had to leave uni. no internet. :'( 

(M05.3.523P) 

No further detail 

ii.  University 

procedure 

Just a casual gas leak and fire evacuation at 

the [uni] library. THIS IS NOT A DRILL. 

Wouldn't mind a fire. F*** me it's cold. 

(M04.3.465P) 

No further detail 

iii.  People Man I love my Uni friends .... they are a 

bunch of funny kids that make me laugh so 

much! (F02.3.554P) 

No further detail 

iv.   I was always told that I would miss school 

once I left. Well, I don't. I can see that 

others do. I guess I might be strange or 

something, because I doubt that I will ever 

miss school. I never really belonged there 

and I never fit in. I will miss uni when I 

finish because I do belong there and I do fit 

in.  (F07.3.452P) 

No further detail 

v.   Waiting at [room]. those f***ers from last 

time took the meeting room again. >:( 

(M05.3.526P) 

No further detail 

 

The availability of the Internet, the weather, and people all contribute to the 

participants’ conceptions of university as a place. F07’s (iv) comparison between 

university as a place with secondary school as a place is the first piece of status data 

that overtly references the participants’ transition experience. F07 describes people 

through reference to those that miss high school and describes herself as opposite (“I 

might be strange or something”) to those people as she does not miss high school. 

F07 also describes other people at university through the phrase “I do fit in” 

(F07.3.452P). 

The following section details the outcome space for CT3 by describing how the 

above categories of description (CT3C1-CT3C3) relate to each other and the 

participants. 
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5.5.3 CT3 outcome space: Experiences and conceptions of the end of first 

semester examination block 

Figure 15 represents the outcome space for CT3. It graphically represents the 

students’ conceptions of the weeks at the end of their first university semester. This 

graphic is very different to the outcome spaces of CT1 and CT2 (refer to sections 

5.3.3and 5.4.3). The reason is the identification of a distinct shift in assessment focus 

across the CT. 

  

Figure 15. CT3 outcome space. This figure represents the focus of experiences and 

conceptions of the end of the first semester 

Experiences of assessment (category one) are the major focus during the final 

weeks of semester one (CT3) because it has both the highest number of descriptions 

(N94) out of the total Facebook status updates for this critical time (N131). The 

participants’ are consistently focused on assessment throughout CT3. The 

experiences related to assessment also elicited regular commentary from the 

participants’ Facebook network. Category one is represented as being elongated in 

the above model because the focus of assessment changes over time. The focus 

moves from anticipating assessment to completing and submitting assessment, and 

finally to receiving results from assessment.   

Experiences of the university calendar (category two) are the minor focus 

during the final weeks of semester one (CT3) because it has the second highest 
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number of descriptions (N27) out of the total Facebook status updates (N131). 

Though category two descriptions are largely observational and informative and do 

not elicit much commentary from the participants’ Facebook networks, they are on 

occasion attached to descriptions of assessment. For example, M01 links studying 

with holidays: “cant stand the sight of books and study and everything else that goes 

with it anymore. i need the holidays” (M01.3.607P).  Category two is positioned to 

the right hand side of the structure of awareness representing its place in the change 

over time apparent in the status data. The students focus shifts from assessment to 

semester two’s timetable and then to the holidays as their assessment schedule winds 

down, as demonstrated by the following example: “On the way home now, only one 

exam and semester 1 of uni is over! I hope I passed :/ Next semesters goal is to do 

better then just pass.” (F07.3.544P). The outcome space is arranged in this way 

because as stated above, the status data, on occasion, incorporates both reference to 

completing assessment and the university calendar as shown further in the following 

examples: “Off to get my drama marks and then see the res people. I have a feeling 

that I will be looking for a share house this winter break :/” (F07.3.731P); and "1 

down 2 to go!” (F11.3.602P) 

Experiences of university as a place (category three) is in the peripheral 

because it has the lowest number of descriptions (N10) out of the total Facebook 

status updates (N131) collected during the last weeks of semester one (CT3). 

Category three is also peripheral because the descriptions are largely observational 

and informative and do not elicit much commentary from the participants’ Facebook 

networks. Category three is positioned as surrounding the bulk of the other two 

categories in the outcome space because the timing of the status data about the place 

of university is scattered throughout the three weeks. For example, F07’s reflection 

on university as a place (F07.3.452P) was archived towards the beginning of CT3 as 

indicated by the datum number 452. Additionally, M05’s description of a room at 

university (M05.3.533P) is in the middle of CT3. Furthermore, F01’s description of 

her feelings about attending campus (F01.3.640P) is closer to the end of CT3.  

Theme: Study habits and planning for second semester 

There are two themes that connect the categories of description during CT3: 

study habits and enrolment/planning for second semester.  The focus on assessment 

is on how the students prepare for, complete, and receive results for assessment. 
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Receiving results and reflecting on the semester is associated with planning for 

second semester: M10 (Table 14.v) links his enrolment choices for second semester 

with boosting his GPA; F12 (Table 13.i) links her assessment schedule to thoughts of 

dropping out of university; and F02 (Table 14.v) links her enrolment to her choice of 

a major course of study. Furthermore, conceptions of university as a place also have 

a connection to the theme through descriptions of university facilities for enrolment 

and study purposes. For example, both M05 and F01 (Table 14.i, ii) associate their 

ability to enrol with the working state of their university’s internet system.  

The next section details the variation of experience of the participants during 

CT3. First the experiences of a single participant are presented. Second, the 

experiences of the all the participants are organised according to transition indicators. 

5.5.4 CT3 variation of experience 

Individual variation 

The following status data shows elements of variation among the participants 

understanding of university during the final weeks of semester one. The following 

presents one participant’s status data to provide an example of the variation of 

experience within each category of description. By identifying which elements of the 

university experience the participant is keeping in focus during CT3, the depth of 

understanding about that participants’ university experience can be determined. 

Additionally, the unsophisticated to sophisticated understanding of each category is 

identified to exemplify the participant’s variation of experience.  

Table 16 details F01’s experience of orientation in order of category of 

description. I have not used all of F01’s status data but have selected one status data 

for each category of description. F01 and M05, prolific users of the status update 

function of Facebook, were the only two participants to write a piece of status data 

representative of each category of description. 

Table 16 

F01’s variation of experience during CT3 

Ref Status data and commentary Category 

i.  29/33 for Theory Test 4. Imma Bo$$ (F01.3.573P); thanks [Friend] :) 

(F01.3.574C); I learnt that if you study VERY VERY hard you get HD's. 

:D (F01.3.575C) 

1 

ii.  I plan on bullsh**ting my way through this exam. Sorry [Friend].... 1 
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(F01.3.579P) 

iii.  So. who's looking forward to [uni]'s system crashing? anyone? 

(F01.3.443P); today at 10am you can enrol into 2nd semester. 

(F01.3.444C); so all the musos are today.. haha nice.(F01.3.445C); I knew 

this would happen. are you at home or at [uni]? (F01.3.446C); go to [uni 

website] and you'll be able to do it through there. (F01.3.447C); make sure 

you enrol into the right sh**. http://[URL];(F01.3.448C); yes 

(F01.3.449C); same. what did I say. I can predict the future! (F01.3.450C) 

2 

iv.  Just can't stay away from the place... Back into [uni] today (F01.3.640P) 3 

 

Within her status data, F01 describes a variation of degrees of understanding 

about her university experience during the final weeks of semester one. F01 provides 

a piece of status data that shows how students can be aware of what is needed for a 

depth of understanding but choose not to apply that understanding when she writes 

about her intention to “bullsh** [her] way through” her examination. F01 shows an 

unsophisticated understanding of the requirements for an examination by suggesting 

her plan is to “bullsh**” her answers. F01 does show some depth of knowledge 

about how to achieve good marks by associating success with hard work. F01 also 

describes a depth of knowledge about the enrolment process by advising one of her 

Facebook Friends: that he/she will need to juggle their time; where to locate 

enrolment information on the university website; provided information about the 

process of enrolment; and warned of the necessity of checking choices. 

The following details the variation of experience of all participants that 

contributed status data during CT3. 

Variation across categories of description and between CT1, CT2, and CT3 

The following account explores whether the participants who contributed status 

data during CT3 have become fully-fledged university students. Indicators of 

transition identified by this study are self-efficacy, social integration, and 

autonomous learning (see section 2.3). Indicators of transition are also compared 

across CT1, CT2, and CT3. 

Self-efficacy 

There is a variation in feelings of self-confidence at the end of semester two 

which is often expressed by the same participant. Generally, high levels of efficacy 

are related to receiving positive feedback and the completion of assessment. As with 

CT2, word count features regularly in confident status updates. Some participants 

experience both high and low levels of self-efficacy, often within the same status 
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update. For example, F12 describes being pleased with her assignment despite 

spending little time on it: “Happy wit my reflection even though I've done dumb 

sh**” (F12.3.555P). F07 and M05 both relate an idea for their assessment and both 

indicate they are pleased with their ideas:  “What wonderful ideas I come up with at 

insane times of the morning. I will have my students create a facebook page as 

historical people! My genius astounds me... “(F07.3.401P); and “My example 

student, GG, now has the BEST name ever; GODRIC GRYFFINDOR.” 

(M05.3.532P). M05 and F19 both refer to feeling good about their progress despite 

their status data indicating there are aspects of the university lifestyle they are 

struggling with: "is in a REALLY good mood, despite the fact that trying to recall 

precise terms in the middle of exams just makes you want to snap numerous pencils 

in half." (F19.3.553P); and "disorganised. feeling good. hungry.ie, uni student" 

(M05.3.451P). 

Low levels of self-efficacy are generally evidenced through descriptions of 

negative feedback and failed assessment such as “Well f***, I only just passed 

drama :(” (F07.3.730P). A lack of confidence is not only associated with failure or 

bad feedback. F12 indicates a lack of confidence about her ability to submit several 

assignments and fulfil her part-time job commitments (Table 13.i); and M07 reflects 

on an exam confident he passed but lacking confidence in his ability to maintain his 

grade-point average (Table 13.x).  

By the end of semester one, the anxiety levels of the Facebook participants are 

still evident. The participants still appear anxious about their final assessment pieces 

but, in addition to the markers described in CT2, the emotion is also evident through 

the consistent focus on aspects of their assessment reported through the status 

updates. For example F12, M05, and F10 use minute detail when describing their 

increasing word-count and their discussion of timeframe for submission (Table 13.v, 

vi, vii). The majority of the anxiety is directed toward the university enrolment 

process for semester two. For example, as mentioned earlier, F01 and M05 both 

experience difficulty with the internet at their universities when enrolling, and M06 

misses out on the classes in which he wanted to enrol (Table 14..i, ii, iii). 

Autonomous learning 

There is a variation in experiences of independent learning during the final 

weeks of first semester. Autonomous learning is indicated through assignment 
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planning. Several status data evidence students planning for their assignment writing 

and exam studies. As mentioned above, F07 and M05 also describe their ideas for 

assessment pieces on Facebook. Though F07’s and M05’s status data does not elicit 

any commentary, the idea that they posted the idea suggests willingness for pre-

submission feedback. M08 uses his Facebook network to solve a formatting problem 

(Table 13.iii). Low levels of autonomous learning are evidenced in the described 

relationship between word count and successful completion of assignments. The 

variation in understanding of assignment requirements is evidenced through F12’s 

experiences (Table 13.i). While she lists the word count of each of her assignments 

as reaching required levels, she also indicates that she is not confident of passing. 

Further evidence of autonomous learning is often associated with social 

integration, as shown in the next section. 

Social integration 

There is a marked shift in social integration between CT2 and CT3. While 

there is evidence throughout the status and commentary data that the participants are 

still connected to their outside-university network, the collected status data indicate 

their inside-course network plays a larger role than in previous times: F02 says she 

loves her uni friends (Table 15.iii); F07 networks with her university connections to 

organise activities during the inter-semester break (Table 14.vi); M10 specifically 

hyperlinks classmates into his status update when describing his experiences of 

preparing for an exam (Table 13.ix); both F07 and F10 ask their Friends if they have 

received results for assessment (Table 13.xi, xii); and M05 uses Facebook to provide 

feedback to a Facebook Friend after proofreading a report for him/her as shown in 

the following quote: 

first paragraph, 3rd sentence, you're missing a word. just sayin. :); sall good. 

consider me your second pair of eyes :);  Due to student’s current, hghly-

interactive leisure activities; fix up highly. :);  and, is "disinteresting" a 

word? seriously, not joking here, becuase that would be awesome. 

(M05.3.391C-396C) 

It is worth noting that despite social integration occurring, there is evidence to 

suggest among the participants of this study, it is homogenised. This is evident in 

both CT2 and CT3. In CT2 a status update indicated an unsophisticated 

understanding about the toileting habits of other cultures (Table 11.iii). In CT3, one 
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status update blames international students for problems with the university internet 

connection (Table 14.ii). In both cases, the status data indicates a lack of awareness 

about cultures unlike their own. 

The next section analyses the data for the final phenomenographic study, CT4. 

5.6 PHENOMENON FOUR: EXPERIENCES AND CONCEPTIONS OF 

THE END OF THE FIRST YEAR 

5.6.1 Overview of critical time four (CT4), categories of description and active 

participants 

The weeks of the end of the second semester during 2011 were the fourth 

critical time of this study and the object of the final phenomenographic analysis. 

During these weeks, participants were completing final assignments, studying for 

examinations, and sitting examinations for the second semester. Four categories of 

description were revealed during the final three weeks of semester two
8
. These 

categories are:  

 Category one: Experiences of preparation for assessment  

 Category two: Experiences of reflection 

 Category three: Experiences of assessment 

 Category four: Conceptions of holidays 

Fourteen students (M=7; F=7) posted descriptions of their experiences at the 

three universities (UA=9; UB=2; UC=3). There was a noticeable drop in the 

availability of status data from University B and University C during this critical 

time. CT4 had 52 usable Facebook status updates and associated commentary, 

resulting in 128 bits of data. 

Using the organisational template established in sections 5.3, 5.4, and 5.5, the 

following section describes the four categories identified in CT4 in detail; however, 

in the final stage, multiple participants’ variation of experience during CT4 is 

analysed in relation to changes in the experiences from CT1, CT2 and CT3, as well 

                                                 
8
 Data was not collected from the beginning and middle of second semester as the CTs were selected 

based on student  indication of critical times for transition in the literature (Penn-Edwards & 

Donnison, 2011) 
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as the transition indicators. The following presents a general summary of the first 

category of description of CT4. 

5.6.2 CT4 categories of description 

CT4 category one (CT4C1): Conceptions of preparation for assessment 

CT4C1 refers to the students’ conceptions of preparing for assessment. The 

phrase preparation for assessment is grounded in the data as it is an overarching term 

to describe the students’ experiences of preparing extended assessment and revising 

for tested assessment individually and in groups. The phrase also refers to what the 

students perceive as procrastination.  The category also encapsulates the use of the 

Facebook environment for study. Table 17 presents key status data that led to the 

development of CT4C1. 

Table 17 

Key status data for CT4C1: Conceptions of assessment preparation 

Ref Pools of 

meaning 

Key conception status data Associated commentary data 

i.  Group study [Friend A,B,C,D,E and F]. 

Math all day study and 

whatnot at mine tomorrow? I 

don't plan to sleep untill 

after the exam, haha 

(M05.4.850P) 

I'll think about it. I really don't want to 

waste time travelling between 

destinations. (M05.4.851C); Maybe I'll 

come to yours at night? we can study all 

night desu? (M05.4.852C); Okies. :D 

(M05.4.853C); TIS A MATHEMATICAL 

DATE (M05.4.854C); wellll, it looks like 

[Friend G]'s coming whenever she can, 

and then [Friend A] and [Friend C] are at 

ze library. so. 11 (M05.4.855C) 

ii.  Revision Smashin' this revision, 

listening to, you guessed it, 

Kings of Leon. 

(M09.4.868P) 

How'd your exam go by the way? 

(M09.4.871C); I just want mine to be 

done. (M09.4.872C); Gonna be studying 

all weekend, making sure I smash this 

exam as best I can haha. (M09.4.873C); 

Should have done what I do. 

(M09.4.875C); Don't leave study until last 

minute. (M09.4.876C); Works a charm ;) 

(M09.4.877C) 

iii.   basic complex number 

equations = 

check.(M05.4.858P); 

eigenvalues and 

eigenvectors = 

check.(M05.4.859P); 

gaussian elimination = 

check.(M05.4.860P) 

No further detail 

iv.  Procrastination Best procrastination ever :) 

that actually achieved 

something... nice clean car :) 

No further detail 
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plus a lil bit of a tan 

(F11.4.842P) 

v.  Specific content :S how is the expansion of 

gas into a vacuum a 

irreversible process 

(F11.4.827P) 

but how does gas change form? like i can 

understand it expanding to fill the space of 

the vacuum but couldnt u just compress it 

back or something? (F11.4.828C); yeah 

thats what i thought (F11.4.829C); Ninja 

nerd to the rescue lol but some reactions 

can be reversed even if not 

thermodynamically favourable 

(F11.4.830C); of course ninja nerd is 

correct lol but it still doesnt make sense to 

me :( like its spontaneous i get that, but 

unless its in an isolated system can't work 

be done on it to reverse it? :S 

(F11.4.831C); well if it's no entropy of the 

universe and only of the system doesnt 

that make every reaction irreversible 

(F11.4.833C); so... if your just looking at a 

system and the expansion into the vacuum 

has no change in enthalpy therefore no 

energy can be created so no energy can act 

on it to reverse it? :S (F11.4.834C) 

 

Study strategies are apparent in the above data, particularly the use of 

Facebook to organise and discuss study. For example: M05 (i, iii) uses Facebook to 

organise group study for a mathematics examination and also uses Facebook as a 

checklist for study; M09 (ii) when questioned about his success at assessment, 

explains that he does not leave revision to the last minute; and F11 (v) discusses the 

content of her assessment with her Facebook network.  

The following presents the data that led to the development of the second 

category of description of CT4. 

CT4 category two (CT4C2): Experiences of reflection 

CT4C2 refers to the participants’ experiences of reflecting on their university year. 

The term reflection is grounded in the data because it is a generic term that describes 

the appraisal of their university experience, making adjustments for second year, and 

the application of learning experiences.  

 

 

Table 18 presents key status data that led to the development of CT4C2. 
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Table 18 

Key status data for CT4C2: Experiences of reflection 

Ref Pools of meaning Key conception status 

data 

Associated commentary data 

i.  Appraisal of the 

university 

experience 

Thinking of dropping 

out of uni. 

(F05.4.787P) 

i have summer semester aswell. 

(F05.4.788C); I love teaching. I just don't 

have the energy or brains to pass. 

(F05.4.789C); I'm studying for hpe. and I 

know nothing. I just wikipedia'd origin 

and insertion which we should all know 

by now. I'm hopeless.( F05.4.790C); 

Stupid science. (F05.4.792C); yeah i'm 

switched on in class, but when trying to 

put it on paper. I'm a failure. 

(F05.4.793C); You're not me [Friend]. I 

barely have a social life too. I've only 

started going out again once I found out i 

couldn't play netball anymore. 

Heartbroken? I only go out on Sundays. 

the rest i work. Ask everyone im 

constantly turning people down when they 

want to hang out. I HAVE NO TIME. Uni 

5-7 days a week. + work. my stress levels 

have never been higher. I'm over it. 

(F05.4.794C) 

ii.   One year on and I can 

say with absolute 

confidence that seniors 

of 2011 you will miss 

school but life has so 

much in store for you 

all!! (F01.4.772P) 

No further detail 

iii.  Adjustments for 

second year 

I JUST BOUGHT A 

$150 PEN!!!! 

HAHAHA 

(M03.4.806P) 

You have no idea how awesome it is. 

(M03.3.807C); Lol it's the one our 

[Course] lecturer used! (M03.4.808C); 

You can email from the pen!!! 

(M03.4.813C); Yeah! And it recognises 

maths and solves it for you!! 

(M03.4.814C); 2 gigs (M03.4.815C); It 

comes with earphones which record 

exactly what you hear while you write! So 

it's better than my tablet. (M03.4.816C) 

iv.  Applying learning 

experiences 

I've been watching 

summer heights high 

all day, and honestly, 

after being educated 

about communication 

and dealing with issues 

pertaining to learning 

difficulties, I think that 

the Miss Wheatley is a 

No further detail 
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sh**ty ass teacher. I 

actually want to slap 

her. (M05.4.882P) 

v.   Just took 15 minutes to 

suppress rage, through 

teeth brushing. This 

said, would rather draw 

blood than be a HR 

manager 

#ripthattextbooktopiece

s #rubbishgoesinthebin 

#setfiretothebitchface 

(F19.4.781P) 

(In response to being told it was the 

hardest exam a past student had ever 

experienced) Yeah... not what I wanted to 

hear /: I guess lucky I've passed the unit 

already then, sigh. (F19.4.782C); (In 

response to a statement about the subject 

being uninteresting) Dude I could not 

agree more. Were any of the questions 

relevant to the tutorials though? 

(F19.4.783C) 

vi.   Dear teachers who 

teach the circulatory 

system YOU'RE ALL 

IDIOTS AND GOT IT 

ALL WRONG. I now 

see school is a waste of 

time! >:(“ (F05.4.801P) 

No further detail 

 

Reflection on the university experience is apparent in the above data. The 

reflections indicate that the participants are thinking back over their first year to 

make decisions about moving forward in their university studies. For example, M03 

(iii) describes how he bought a pen that he noticed a lecturer used at university. Due 

to the time of year the pen was bought (last weeks of university) it can be reasoned 

that M03 is reflecting on his note-taking strategies in his first year and is purchasing 

the pen for use in lectures in second year. The participants are also reflecting on what 

they have learned. For example, M05 (iv) compares his knowledge of teaching to 

that of a dramatized classroom and makes comment on the ability of a fictional 

teacher. The participants are also reflecting on their choice to attend university. For 

example, F05 (i) expresses despair about her university experiences. She explains 

why she is not feeling successful, distinguishing between her success in class and her 

success in assignments. F05 also explains that she has no time for social 

engagements because she is so busy working for money and studying for university. 

She also indicates that she has a sporting injury that has prevented her from 

participating in activities which made her happy.   
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CT4C1 also contained contextualising status data that encapsulates hindsight in 

the transition from secondary school to university.  F01 and F05 both compare 

secondary school to life after secondary school; a large part of which involves 

university. F01 (ii) writes about life in general after secondary school and F05 (vi) 

critiques the understood accuracy of what was taught in secondary school. 

The next section details the analysis that led to the development of the third 

category of description for CT4. 

CT4 category three (CT4C3): Experiences of assessment 

CT4C3 refers to the students’ conceptions of their end of semester two 

assessment. The term assessment is grounded in the data because it a generic term for 

describing the students’ experiences of their assessment pieces. The experiences 

include descriptions that reference assessment including wishes of luck, descriptions 

of experiences on the way to examinations, completing assessment, reflection on 

examinations, and receiving results. Unlike, CT2C1 and CT3C1 (see pages 91 and 

103) this section does not include study strategies. This is because study strategies 

are seen by this study to be distinct from the actual assessment by the end of the first 

year, particularly as the participants use Facebook to organise their preparation for 

assessment.  

Table 19 presents the key status data that led to the development of CT4C3. 

Table 19 

Key status data for CT4C3: Experiences of assessment 

Ref Pools of 

meaning 

Key conception status data Associated 

commentary data 

i.  Wishing luck Good luck all History students for tomorrow's 

exam! I know y'all will do well! :D 

(M05.4.884P) 

No further detail 

ii.  Travelling to 

examinations 

Just cracked my phone screen! Can the day get 

any worse??? Oh yes my exams in half an 

hour!! (F13.4.819P) 

No further detail 

iii.  Reflecting on 

examinations 

3 exams down, 1 to go! and actually spent 

more than half the allocated time to do it :S 

weird! (F11.4.849P) 

No further detail 

iv.  Results loves being in the position when you can fail 

the last exam and still finish the subject with a 

GPA of 6.... (M01.4.817P) 

No further detail 
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Experiences of assessment are apparent in the above data. F13 (ii) suggests that 

a pending exam is worse than breaking her phone.  F11 (iii) describes the number of 

exams she has completed and is yet to complete. She also describes her use of time 

within an examination (or how long it took her to study for the exam). M01 (iv) 

describes his past success in terms of his grade point average and predicts his results 

based on failing his final examination. 

The following section details the data that led to the emergence of the fourth 

category of description for CT4. 

CT4 category four (CT4C4): Conceptions of holidays 

CT4C4 refers to the students’ conceptions of holidays. The term holidays is 

grounded in the data because it is a generic term to describe the students’ 

descriptions of anticipation of holidays, finishing university for the year, and once 

the holiday commences, comparing the university year to their holidays. Table 20 

presents key status data that led to the development of CT4C4. 

Table 20 

Key status data for CT4C4: Conceptions of holidays 

Ref Pools of 

meaning 

Key conception status data Associated 

commentary data 

i.  Anticipation of 

holidays 

I'm so close to finishing exams I can tast the 

beach; In my mouth. Mmmm crunchy salt 

sand... (M07.4.991P) 

No further detail 

ii.  Finishing for the 

year 

Bye bye [uni]. time for 3months of holidays 

(F06.4.879P) 

No further detail 

iii.  Comparing 

university to 

holidays 

i just had a thought that today was sunday and 

that tomorrow was uni. then i remembered im 

on holidays, and ive lost a day due to being 

able to have fun/not worry about study. LML 

♥ (M01.4.893P) 

No further detail 

 

Conceptions of holidays at the end of the university year are apparent in the 

above data. For example: M07 describes his anticipation of holidays by describing 

how close he is to finishing exams and his plans for the holidays (i); and F06 

describes her completion of the university year by farewelling her university and 

describing the length of her break (ii).  
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The following explains the outcome space of CT4 and how each of the 

categories of description relates to the participants and the other categories of 

description. 

5.6.3 CT4 outcome space: Conceptions of the end of the second semester 

Figure 16 represents the outcome space for CT4. It graphically represents the 

students’ conceptions of the final weeks of their first year at university. Below is 

detailed the outcome space for CT4. 

 

Figure 16. CT4 outcome space. This figure represents the focus of the experiences and 

conceptions of the end of the first year. 

Experiences of study (category one) are the major focus of the final weeks of 

semester two (CT4) because it has the highest number of descriptions (N24) out of 

the total Facebook status updates (N52). CT4C1 is also the major focus because it 

elicits the greatest amount of commentary from the participants’ Facebook network.  

Experiences of reflection (category two) is the minor focus as it has a similar 

number of specific status data to the peripheral categories (C2=9, C3=10, C4=9), but 

reflection is also evident within many of the status data allocated to the other 
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categories. For example, M09 describes why he does well in exams: “Should have 

done what I do. Don't leave study until last minute.  Works a charm ;)” 

(M09.4.875C-877C). Furthermore, M03 reflects on how well he went in his exam in 

comparison to others in his course. Additionally, descriptions of holidays are usually 

associated with freedom from university work, indicating a form of reflection on the 

difference between university and holiday life (see for example Table 20.iii). 

Experiences of assessment (category three) and experiences of holidays 

(category four) are peripherals because they both have a similar number of related 

status data. Additionally, the descriptions for one of the peripheral categories are 

often linked with descriptions from the other peripheral category.  For example, M07 

references both assessment and holidays and “I'm so close to finishing exams I can 

tast the beach; In my mouth. Mmmm crunchy salt sand...” (M07.4.991P). The 

categories are not considered focal because there is limited commentary elicited from 

the participants’ network. The peripherals are linked in the structure of the outcome 

space to represent the participants’ ability to associate several aspects of their 

university experience. 

Theme: Reflecting on the university experience 

The theme that connects the categories of CT4 together is reflection on the 

university experience. Reflection runs across all the categories of description in one 

form or another. For example, F02 both reflects on her year and references her 

holidays: "finnished uni for the year. Feeling abit happy and sad [uni] is the best 

place ever!" (F02.4.764P). F05 both reflects on her secondary school experience and 

her university assessment: “Dear teachers who teach the circulatory system YOU'RE 

ALL IDIOTS AND GOT IT ALL WRONG. I now see school is a waste of time! >:(“ 

(F05.4.801P).  

The next section details the variation of experience of the participants during 

CT4. First the experiences of a single participant are presented. Second, the 

experiences of the all the participants are organised according to transition indicators. 

5.6.4 CT4 variation of experience 

Individual variation 

The following status data shows elements of variation among the participants 

understanding of university during the final weeks of semester two. The following 
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presents a portion of M05’s status data and associated commentary to provide an 

example of the variation of experience for one participant across CT4. By identifying 

which elements of the university experience the participant is keeping in focus 

during the phase, the depth of understanding about that participant’s university 

experience can be determined. Additionally, the unsophisticated to sophisticated 

understanding of each category is identified to give examples for the variation of 

experience.  

Table 21 details M05’s experience of orientation. I have not used every one of 

M05’s status data but have selected at least one pertinent status datum and associated 

commentary for each category of description. M05 and F01, prolific users of the 

status update function of Facebook, were the only two participants to write a piece of 

status data representative of each category of description during CT4. 

Table 21 

M05’s variation of experience during CT4 

Ref Status data and commentary Category 

i.  [Friend A,B,C,D,E and F]. Math all day study and whatnot at mine 

tomorrow? I don't plan to sleep untill after the exam, haha (M05.4.850P) I'll 

think about it. I really don't want to waste time travelling between 

destinations. (M05.4.851C); Maybe I'll come to yours at night? we can study 

all night desu? (M05.4.852C); Okies. :D (M05.4.853C); TIS A 

MATHEMATICAL DATE (M05.4.854C); wellll, it looks like [Friend G]'s 

coming whenever she can, and then [Friend A] and [Friend C] are at ze 

library. so. 11 (M05.4.855C) 

1 

ii.  basic complex number equations = check.(M05.4.858P); eigenvalues and 

eigenvectors = check.(M05.4.859P); gaussian elimination = 

check.(M05.4.860P) 

1 

iii.  Off to University at 10.30pm to study all night, because I am that dedicated 

to my grades.(M05.4.863P) 

1 

iv.  I've been watching summer heights high all day, and honestly, after being 

educated about communication and dealing with issues pertaining to learning 

difficulties, I think that the Miss Wheatley is a sh**ty ass teacher. I actually 

want to slap her. (M05.4.882P) 

2 

v.  Urgh, math exam t minus 4 hours. (M05.4.861P) 3 

vi.  Done and done for the year. yeah, WHAT?! (M05.4.867P) 4 

 

Within his status data, M05 describes some variation in understanding about 

his university experience during the final weeks of semester two. M05 (i) shows 

some depth of understanding about how he is successful in study. He understands 

that time as the key to studying for his exam, so he makes location and study groups 
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a peripheral concern. He does refer to content in later status data (ii) but time remains 

the focus of further status updates (iii). M05 also shows a depth of understanding 

about his studies by associating the knowledge he acquired during the year with a 

television program (iv). In this instance, M05 also describes his thought process 

which juggles knowledge, comprehension of a situation, and evaluation for making a 

decision. 

The following details the variation of experience for all participants that 

contributed status data during CT4. 

Variation across the categories of description and between CT1 to CT4 

The following account explores whether the participants who contributed status 

data during CT4 have become fully-fledged university students. Indicators of 

transition identified by this study are self-efficacy, social integration, and 

autonomous learning (see section 2.3). Indicators of transition are also compared 

across CT1, CT2, CT3 and CT4.  

Self-efficacy 

Variation in self-efficacy is evident in the status and commentary data 

collected during CT4, the end of the first year. F01 (Table 18.ii) writes of her 

confidence that life after high school is a worthwhile challenge. Across the 

participants, the majority of the status updates have a lower level of anxiety with far 

less use of explicit language, emoticons, and exclamation points; however, low 

confidence is still evident. For example, F05 (Table 18.i) writes of “thinking about 

dropping out of uni” (F05.4.787P). She explains that she has a learning difficulty 

which prevents her from transferring her engagement in class into her written 

assignments and exams. She describes her depression about a sporting injury, the 

need to work, how much she needs to work to keep up with her studies, and her lack 

of social life. She states that her “stress levels have never been higher” (F05.4.794C) 

and that she is “hopeless” (F05.4.790C). 

 

Autonomous learning 

Variation in learning is apparent in the status data for CT4. Several status data 

show the application of learning. For example, F05 (Table 18.vi) writes of her new 

level of understanding of the circulatory system by accusing her high school teachers 

of teaching it incorrectly. M05 (Table 21.v) applies his knowledge of teaching to a 



 

Chapter 5: Findings 142 

dramatised teacher in order to evaluate her performance. F19 (Table 18.v) interacts 

with a past student to evaluate how her course was conducted. She asks questions, 

supposedly based on experience, about relevance of workshop information to the 

exam. During CT4, M05 (Table 21) in particular, increasingly uses Facebook to 

organise study groups (i), write study check lists (ii), and record his plans (iii). There 

is also evidence that participants are forward-planning for their second year. For 

example, M03 (Table 18.iii) writes of his purchase of a pen which does mathematical 

equations and records while he writes.  

Social integration 

CT4 status data evidences a variety of levels of social integration. Like CT3, 

there are status updates that directly ask questions about course content and 

specifically link classmates for organising study groups, as discussed above. 

Interaction with outside-course connections is also strongly evident: for example, 

F05 (Table 18.i) discusses, with classmates and others, her reasons for wanting to 

withdraw; M09 (Table 17.ii) gives advice to Facebook Friends who are doing other 

exams; and M05 (Table 19.i) wishes students in another course luck in their exam. 

5.7 SUMMARY 

In this chapter, the results of this longitudinal study about the transition 

learning experiences of 26 first year university students have been examined. The 

chapter has explained four phenomenographic outcomes that emerged from the 

experiences of the participants as they described them through their Facebook status 

updates. It has also highlighted variation in experiences using the transition 

indicators of self-efficacy, autonomous learning and social integration as a 

framework. The following summarises the continuity and change in the participants’ 

experiences across their first year of university. 

During orientation (CT1), the participants’ focus was firmly on their new 

experiences: new timetables, environments, social experiences, and scholarly 

experiences. The participants generally expressed self-efficacy about their first year 

of university, but towards the end of the second week confidence noticeably dropped 

due to packed, awkward timetables and as anxiety about academic requirements 

increased. Autonomous learning, interpreted as the use of initiative, is present in the 

status updates of a few students; however, in the main, the status data revealed the 
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participants tendency to blame their circumstances for hurdles that blocked their 

transition. While the participants indicated no signs of social integration, the status 

data shows that the participants were involved in social interaction with old friends 

and past students using Facebook as a communicative tool. 

During the first piece of assessment (CT2), the participants’ focus was on the 

value of their university experience: teachers’ professionalism, usefulness of 

assessment, necessity of attendance, the respectability of other people on campus, 

and the quality of the coffee sold on campus. By CT2, the participants’ anxiety levels 

are pronounced, indicating lower levels of self-efficacy. Confidence is generally 

related to achieving word requirements, rather than more sophisticated assessment 

expectations. The concentration on counting words is an indication that the 

participants have limited ability to autonomously learn but there is a strong 

indication that they are socially learning. The students are developing learning 

communities to informally discuss their course requirements; an indicator that they 

have formed connections with fellow first year students and are socially integrating 

into university. 

At the end of the first semester (CT3), the participants’ were focusing on both 

study strategies and planning for the second semester. During CT3, their anxiety 

levels about university are still high; however, their confidence levels seem to have 

improved since CT2. Low self-efficacy is usually associated with reflection on their 

efforts to complete assessment rather than their understanding of the value or 

requirements of assessment. Social learning is again pronounced as the participants 

consult their Facebook network about course requirements. 

At the end of the participants’ first year of university (CT4), they were 

reflective about their experiences. By CT4, the majority of participants could be said 

to have transitioned into fully-fledged university students. They show confidence in 

their ability to complete course requirements; though confidence in their ability to 

achieve success is still relatively low. The participants are increasingly using 

Facebook to organise informal study groups and discuss academic requirements, 

suggesting that their ability to autonomously learn is closely connected to their social 

environment. Despite the successful transition of the majority of the participants, 

there remains variation in individual experiences. For example, questions are asked 

about the necessity of a university degree at this particular time in their lives. 
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Consideration of these results in connection with the research questions, 

literature, and the conceptual framework will be discussed in Chapter 6 
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Chapter 6: Discussion 

The way in which we experience acts, situations and phenomena is the most 

fundamental aspect of learning...the ways in which we experience and are 

aware of particular phenomena or particular classes of phenomena are of 

crucial importance...But there is not one key, there are as many keys as there 

are capabilities.  

(Marton & Booth, 1997, p. 205) 

While current understanding of the first year of higher education (FYHE) is 

based on fifty years of detailed and rigorous research, this research has largely not 

kept changes in being a first year student central to the academic discussion. Since 

the beginning of the twenty-first century, technological and associated cultural 

changes, such as the ownership of smart devices like mobile phones and tablets, have 

meant that how students learn at university as well as how they become university 

students has markedly shifted. When this change is centralised in academic 

discussions about the FYHE the ramifications for pedagogy, and therefore 

curriculum, cannot be ignored. 

The following discussion details how the findings of this study contribute to 

the academic conversation about designing a learner centred curriculum which 

considers the contemporary first year university student in its design. The chapter is 

organised around the two research questions: What are the finite numbers of ways 

school leavers describe, on Facebook, their experiences of their first year in 

university at four critical points in their first year? (section 6.1); and  What is the 

variation of school leavers’ experience of transition during the FYHE as described 

on Facebook? (section 6.2).  

6.1 FOCUS THROUGHOUT THE FIRST YEAR AS DESCRIBED ON 

FACEBOOK 

Using Facebook entries recorded at four critical times during the FYHE has 

two advantages for designing a learner centred transition curriculum. First, standing 

alone, the results give insight into student understanding of the experiences of FYHE 
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at each critical time. The insight gathered from Facebook is raw and intimate, giving 

a unique insight that would be very difficult to achieve through academically 

constructed research environments, such as semi-formal interviews and focus groups. 

Second, the data gathered from Facebook reveals not only what first year students 

already know about university, but also on what they are focussing, information 

essential to effective pedagogy and curriculum design (Nagel, 2013). Knowledge of 

students’ approaches to assessment processes, scaffolding techniques, and study 

skills is essential for designing learning pathways. For example, how the participants 

approached assessment during the first assignment of the year is different to how 

they approached assessment at the end of the first semester, which was different 

again to that at the end of the first year. While assessment plays a major role in the 

outcomes of this study, this study explores the whole transition experience, of which 

assessment is a part. 

The following section responds to the first research question: What are the 

finite numbers of ways school leavers describe, on Facebook, their experiences of 

their first year in university at four critical points in their first year? The section is 

organised by a discussion of student focus over the four critical times: orientation 

(section 6.1.1), the first assignment (6.1.2), the end of first semester (6.1.3), and the 

end of the first year (6.1.4). Each critical time is linked to the empirical literature and 

conceptual framework. 

6.1.1 Student focus during the orientation weeks 

The orientation weeks of 2011 were the first critical time (CT1) of this study and the 

first phenomenon studied. Three categories of description were revealed during the 

first three weeks of university (orientation week, weeks one and two). During 

orientation, new experiences are the main focus of the participants, followed by 

social connection (see Figure 17). In the periphery is the supposed core business of 

induction – academic activities. 
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Figure 17. Participant focus during orientation. This figure shows the outcome space for 

CT1. 

In the different cultural and technological context of 1999, White suggests that 

students gave academic activities, such as meeting lecturers, discussing course 

requirements, and understanding academic expectations, priority during orientation. 

While this may be their reported priority, this present study suggests that academic 

activities are not the focus. The data suggests that new experiences are what attract 

the major focus of the participants. These new experiences include: new transport 

routes; new schedules that are not just academic timetables but the activities 

surrounding them, such as the time needed to wake up in the morning and breaks 

between classes; new financial commitments; and new environmental experiences. 

Second to new experiences is a focus on social interaction – both making and 

maintaining social connections. The majority of the interaction is with the 

participants’ established Facebook network and there is no evidence to suggest they 

have made Facebook connections with new classmates or academic staff. While 

there is some data to suggest that the participants are feeling lonely in their new 

environment, they are not disconnected from the people they know. They may be 

alone on campus but they are not lacking social interaction. This evidence lends 

weight to the findings of DeAndrea et al. (2012) that Facebook is an essential tool for 

adjustment to university, as the application can help students connect with 

classmates. What distinguishes the findings presented here is that the social 
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interaction is not necessarily about social integration. The interaction recorded by 

this study appears to be simply about being social, reporting their experiences to their 

Facebook Friends, and canvassing for help to negotiate their first weeks of 

university. The students are using Facebook as a tool for negotiating the changes 

experienced.  

The frequency of the participants’ Facebook updating about their university 

experience during orientation, the data also supports Stephenson-Abetz and 

Holman’s (2012) findings that Facebook is essential for helping preserve memories 

of pre-university life to minimise loneliness and homesickness. This can be seen 

especially through the multiple status updates showing participants (F12, F09, M01, 

M06, M07) broadcasting and exchanging details of their timetables.  

The findings presented here also support that of Lampe et al. (2006) which 

suggest that students become Facebook Friends with people they meet offline rather 

than search for people online to meet offline. The search for new connections in the 

data is made evident through a reported desire to attend social activities, such as 

parties, during orientation week. During orientation, the participants are firmly 

connected to their established network and there is no evidence in the data presented 

here that the participants are browsing Facebook for new on-campus acquaintances. 

The peripheral in this data set are the academic activities. It could be argued 

that academic activities are the focus in the planning of how to use orientation week 

which could explain why the participants in White’s (1999) study nominated 

academic activities as their priority. The status data reported in this thesis suggests 

that while academic activities may have been planned, this plan did not become the 

reality for many of the participants. It could be suggested that while the participants 

were engaged in academic activities they were not updating their Facebook profiles. 

While it is impossible with current Facebook technology to know how many status 

updates were broadcast from classrooms, two (M10.1.025P, M04.1.060P) indicate 

strongly that students use SNS in classes to discuss their experiences at university.  

While academic activities may be the planned focus, they may not be so in 

reality. This supports current understanding that orientation activities should be 

extended beyond the first weeks of the year (Kift et al., 2010). If orientation was 

redefined for this study as occurring during the first eight weeks of university (Odell, 

1996), White’s findings may be supported. During the first assignment, nominated 
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by this study as around weeks four to six, academic activities are very much the 

focus though not necessarily for a successful transition (see section 6.1.2).  

Any improvement of the learner centred curriculum needs to acknowledge that 

while the students core business during orientation should be academic, their actual 

foci (according to this data) are new and social experiences. Transition curricula 

acknowledge this to some extent by extending orientation activities beyond the first 

week of semester (Kift et al., 2010) and using SNSs like Facebook to connect 

students (Gray et al., 2013) as well as academics (Jenkins et al., 2012), but an 

effective transition pedagogy and curriculum the reality of the students’ focus should 

be acknowledged.  Information overload is not just related to academic activities. It 

is during orientation weeks that the students are first beginning to realise the reality 

of university. They are keen to organise their time so they can acquire employment 

(F12), find old friends on campus so they are not lonely (F09, F12, M01, M06), fund 

their studies (F19), and catch the right bus (F12, M06, M10). The participants in this 

study prioritise these activities before they even think about their new academic life. 

For example: F19 prioritises finances over textbooks; F02 ties her experience of 

university to her clothing choices; and F12 reorganises her timetable so she can 

work. While FYHE research understands that the life of first year students is more 

complex than just studying (James et al., 2010), it is during the orientation weeks, for 

the participants in this study, that concern about non-academic aspects are most 

intense.  

6.1.2 Student focus around the first assessment piece 

The weeks of the first assignments during 2011 were the second critical time 

(CT2) of this study and the second phenomenon analysed. During the period 

surrounding the first assignment, the participants’ focus is on experiences of 

assessment and the classroom (see Figure 18). Moving in and out of focus are then 

conceptions of attendance. The participants, on occasion, describe experiences that 

contribute to their sense of university as a place.  
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Figure 18. Participant focus during the first assignment. This figure shows the outcome space 

for CT2. 

This study was designed under the assumption that all three universities 

attended by the participants had adopted the practice outlined by Taylor (2008) to 

provide a small piece of assessment early in first semester of first year programs. The 

status data recorded for this study indicates that this is the case. During weeks four to 

six the participants focus was firmly on assessment, but in particular, their views on 

assessment. Taylor suggests that the early piece of assessment should be small in size 

and weighting. According to the data, the universities the participants attended 

assessed them using low risk techniques such as online journals and quizzes, though 

two status updates indicate a perceived high risk task is evident: M03 indicates he is 

required to submit a 10 page report; F01 believes that failing the early assessment 

will affect the rest of her semester; and M02 describes his task as the biggest in his 

life.  

Taylor (2008) also suggests that assessment should receive fast and effective 

feedback. Only three participants recorded receiving feedback, one was pleased with 

their results (M05) but F01 and F09 reacted in a negative manner to the feedback. 

F01 received a result she did not expect as she thought she worked hard, and F09 
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received negative feedback on a draft and discussed thoughts of dropping university 

because she thought she might now fail that subject. This suggests a critical point in 

time where debriefing feedback and normalisation of the academic expectations is 

vital, as recommended by K. Wilson (2009).  Kift and Moody (2009) have suggested 

that the assessment should teach students academic language and procedures. This is 

also apparent in the data: M05 questions why he has to use APA referencing rather 

than Harvard; and F19 describes her distaste for peer-reviewed journal articles.  

What has not been considered by FYHE assessment recommendations when 

designing early assessment in the FYHE is the value that the students place on the 

assessment tasks. The data suggests that the participants struggle to see the value of 

early assessment. For example: F09 questions the importance of assignments; M05 

decides he has worked enough on his assignment despite realising it is incomplete; 

M01 experiences difficulty with the online learning environment of his course; and 

M02 uses explicit language to question the usefulness of reflective diaries. Many of 

the participants’ Year 12 understanding of worthwhile assessment could be an 

extended inquiry based research project, such as that required by the several 

Queensland senior secondary school Authority subjects
9
. For example, Queensland 

Senior Modern History assessment requires students to present their assessment in  

“a form of presentation in which results of research are presented in a genre 

such as an analytical, persuasive or argumentative essay, a formal report, a 

piece of historical recreation or fiction, or an interview with contextualising 

essay; presentations to be supported by referencing appropriate to the genre, 

and research notes.” (QSA, 2004)   

If first year students have completed an assessment piece such as the above, a 

reflective journal or quiz might seem unimportant, leading to questions of the value 

of the assessment. 

The participants do not just question the value of the assessment during the 

time they are completing their first assignment, but they wonder about the value of 

all aspects of university life. The status data being broadcast live from classrooms 

                                                 
9
 Queensland senior secondary school students are generally required to complete a minimum 

of 20 semesters of Authority subjects to receive an Overall Position (OP). OP ranking is an important 

part of placement in university (QSA, 2012).  
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(see Table 9) is a good indicator of what the participants value about their formalised 

university experience. In the data presented here, the value the participants place on 

the physical environment of the classroom and the professionalism of the teachers is 

a central theme throughout the whole of CT2. The participants comment on the 

physical environment of their classrooms through descriptions of the temperature, 

brightness and where they are seated in the room (F04, M05, M02, F19). There is 

data to suggest that feeling valued in their classroom is also important to the students. 

For example, M05 describes an incident in the classroom where a student with a 

disability is reportedly interrupted by the tutor. His reaction to his experience of the 

incident is to call the tutor names and threaten violence. Furthermore, F01 and her 

Facebook network describe already knowing the content of a lecture and irritation at 

having to learn it again.  F01 is describing not feeling valued as someone who brings 

knowledge to the learning environment. The data evident during this critical time 

lends support to Tinto’s (2006-7) assertion that value is an essential component of 

persistence at university. Tinto’s recommendations hone in on first year students’ 

need to be acknowledged as valuable members of the university. The data presented 

here shows that value is more complex and worth further investigation in future 

research. 

While assessment and the classroom are clearly the focus of the participants 

during the first assessment piece, questions of attendance are in the periphery. As 

mentioned in the paragraph above, Tinto (1997a) suggests that interaction in the 

classroom is a key ingredient in persistence at university. Furthermore, James et al. 

(2010) reports a worrying trend where first year students are not attending campus. 

There is some evidence of this trend in the data (F09), but there is also some 

evidence of participants prioritising attendance on campus. M05 expresses anxiety at 

not being able to attend tutorials due to an illness. In fact, M05 reports going to 

university despite still feeling ill. While social connections in courses are beginning 

to become apparent in the status data (F01), what Tinto (1997a) does not consider is 

the attendance motivator of old friends being on campus. Quite prevalent in CT1 and 

continued into CT2, some participants (F11, M01, F18) are still overtly using 

Facebook to connect with old friends on campus. This finding further strengthens 

Stephenson-Abetz and Holman’s (2012) finding that Facebook is an important tool 
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for first year students to maintain connection to their old friendships and its 

importance in easing feelings of isolation and homesickness. 

Also in the periphery during the first piece of assessment is the participants’ 

sense of university as a place. This consists of descriptions about places to have 

coffee, the weather, and positive and negative interactions with people they do not 

know.  

The participants in this study described high anxiety about their first pieces of 

assessment, but they were also beginning to ask questions about value – the value of 

their assessment, attendance, educators, previous knowledge, and universities’ 

infrastructure. Tinto’s (2006-7) idea that feeling valuable is a part of the transition 

process does not go as far as to consider what the students think is valuable. A 

learner centred transition curriculum would take the advice of Taylor (2008), Kift 

and Moody (2009) and K. Wilson (2009) and use the first piece of assessment to: 

teach academic expectations, scaffold, provide fast and effective feedback, 

debriefing, and normalise university assessment processes. If at this stage of 

transition students are beginning to question value within the university experience, 

the data presented in this thesis shows that transparency, or contextualising the 

reason for university requirements, is an essential part of first year programming.  

6.1.3 Student focus during the final weeks of first semester 

Critical time three (CT3) was three weeks at the end of the first semester 

during 2011, and was the third phenomenon analysed. During these weeks the 

participants were completing final assignments, studying for examinations, sitting 

examinations, receiving results, and completing first semester university 

requirements such as re-enrolment. At the end of the first semester, assessment and 

the university calendar are the foci (see Figure 19). Conceptions of place are in the 

periphery. 
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Figure 19. Participant focus at the end of first semester. This figure shows the outcome space 

for CT3. 

Assessment returns as the participants’ main focus at the end of first semester. 

Over CT3, there was a distinct timeline between preparation, completion, and 

receiving results for assessment. The assessment focus at this critical time differs 

from that associated with the first assessment piece (refer back to Figure 18) because 

the participants’ status data make the stages of assessment apparent, rather than just 

their opinion of the value of an assessment piece or their progress. The descriptions 

are usually related to the gross technicals. In other words, the participants are 

broadcasting the length and formatting requirements for their assignments, how close 

they are to reaching these requirements, and their results. For example, F10 reports 

on how many words she is writing per hour; M05 calculates that he has completed 

29.53% of his assignment; M08 asks how to change a portrait oriented page into 

landscape; F12 reports how many words she has written for each assignment;  M10 

reports the timing of his exams; and F01 reports her results. While not oriented on 

the purpose of the assessment, this status data shows a distinct progression through 

the assessment process. 

Closely related to the experiences of assessment are the participants’ 

experiences of the university calendar. This focus incorporates enrolment for second 

semester as well as planning for the holidays. They are closely related because often 
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they are happening all at the same time: while they are focussing on assessment the 

participants are also making plans for the holidays (F07, M01); while they are 

making plans for the holidays the participants are enrolling into second semester 

(F01, M05, M06, F02, M10), while at the same time focussing on what they need to 

do to pass first semester as discussed in the previous paragraph. Re-enrolment into 

the second semester of university should be considered a major milestone for 

persistence in the FYHE yet, according to Penn-Edwards and Donnison (2011), the 

literature is silent on the matter. This thesis identifies through empirical research the 

complexity of the end of first semester for students in their FYHE and acknowledges 

this critical time as being a milestone. 

A sense of place is peripheral at the end of first semester. Additionally, the 

significance of university emerges as a concept in itself. Participants report both 

explicitly and implicitly of feelings of belonging and how they feel about their 

university friends. For example, F07 reflects on how she did not feel like she 

belonged in high school but does feel like she belongs in university, and F02 

broadcasts that she loves her university friends because they make her laugh. Implicit 

descriptions of belonging are indicated through broadcast questions about university 

requirements and protocols (F01, M10, F02). By asking questions about university, 

the participants indicate that they regularly interact with people in their courses on 

Facebook.  Social integration is seen as a crucial aspect of persistence at university 

and is key to a successful transition (Astin, 1984; Tinto, 2006-7). As the students are 

reporting their feelings of belonging in a social space, it can be assumed that 

Facebook has had a role in that social integration.  

While researchers such as Gray et al., (2013) have demonstrated the role of 

SNSs and social integration, what the data presented in this thesis shows is that the 

participants are using that social integration to enhance their learning. For many 

contemporary first year students, learning is online and social. Students are forming 

informal learning communities that utilise the experiences of their school friends, 

family, peers, and other members of their social groups. According to the data 

presented here, these learning communities lack the presence of the university 

teachers. The ramifications of this finding should affect pedagogical practice at 

universities, therefore warrant further investigation; perhaps a re-defining of the 

concept of autonomous learning. 
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Using the data presented in this thesis to design a learner centred transition 

curriculum, there should be an acknowledgement that the assessment process is 

intensified at the end of first semester. It is during this critical time that assessment is 

normalised; however, the participants are still approaching study as novices, as 

indicated by the connection between their level of confidence and their grasp of the 

gross technical aspects of their assignments. This concept supports Donnison and 

Penn-Edwards’ (2012) notion that first year students generally apply a lack of 

sophistication in assessment approaches beyond the first assignment and that the 

whole first year should scaffold academic assessment expectations.  

The data presented here also suggests that a learner centred transition 

curriculum would acknowledge that re-enrolment into the second semester of 

university should be considered to be a major milestone for persistence in the FYHE.  

6.1.4 Student focus during the final weeks of second semester 

The weeks of the end of the second semester during 2011 were the fourth 

critical time (CT4) of this study and the object of the final phenomenon studied. 

During these weeks, participants were completing final assignments, studying for 

examinations, and sitting examinations for the second semester. 

 

Figure 20. Participant focus at the end of the first year. This figure shows the outcome space 

for CT4. 

At the end of the first year of university, the participants’ foci were their 

preparation for assessment and reflection on their first year experiences (see Figure 
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20). In the periphery were conceptions about holidays and their experiences of 

assessment tasks.  

It should be noted that the assessment tasks are now experienced in the 

periphery by the participants. This suggests that the academic expectations of 

assessment have been normalised. The study habits and reports of study progress are 

still very much in focus, but from the end of first semester there have been changes 

in the way the participants describe their study habits. At the end of the year it is 

more common for participants use to Facebook to organise study groups (M05), 

discuss content they are trying to understand (F11), and swap study tips (M09). The 

participants have moved from a concentration on word requirements to discussing 

content and how they learn. 

This result supports Dahlin’s (1999) report of first year student understanding. 

Throughout the year the participants moved from simply reporting their word count 

to using Facebook to discuss assessment requirements in quite some detail. For 

example, F11 and her Facebook Friends discuss a scientific process extensively; they 

debate the content and evaluate the knowledge of their peers (see Table 17.iv p. 132). 

The move to discussing content, and the use of Facebook to discuss the content and 

expectations, suggests that the participants understanding of assessment is acquiring 

sophistication. While there is no evidence in the data of highly sophisticated critical 

thinking in the Facebook status data, it must be remembered that Facebook is a social 

site and the students may be engaging critically through other forms.  

There is evidence of a sophisticated understanding of university life evident in 

the data through the participants’ secondary focus on reflection. Without prompting, 

participants employ metacognitive processes and dedicate status updates to reflective 

practices about their first year. For example, F05 considers withdrawing based on her 

experiences of work commitments, lack of social integration, personal injury, and 

learning difficulties; M09 describes how and why he achieves well in exams; and 

M03 describes his purchase of a smart pen to assist with second year learning 

activities. These descriptions show a level of sophistication because they show the 

participants are identifying how knowledge of their new environment can be applied 

to help them succeed rather than simply bemoaning their experiences, which was 

evident earlier in the year.  
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Holidays are a peripheral concern and are often associated with assessment. 

The participants link the end of assessment with the beginning of a long holiday 

period. Unlike the end of first semester, the participants do not describe their second 

year enrolment experiences. This could be due to universities not opening second 

year enrolment until after this present study concluded.  

The data also reveals the presence of metacognitive reflection at the end of the 

participants’ first year of higher education. Metacognition is a useful tool for all 

learning experiences, not just those associated with the classroom. The data 

presented here shows that the participants are connecting their real life experiences to 

their study. Higher education teachers should implement metacognition into practice 

and should become an integral part of a learner centred transition curriculum. 

6.1.5 Summary 

As Stephenson-Abetz and Holman (2012) reported in their study of Facebook 

usage a large aspect of first year university learning experiences occurred online and 

took place with friends and relatives. Facebook status updates and associated 

commentary show that the participants were sharing their FYHE experiences with 

Facebook Friends from multiple areas of their life, including school friends, family, 

and university students from their course (in various year levels) and other courses. 

The data also shows a transition experience progression over the four critical times: 

during orientation the participants were strongly focused on their new experiences; 

by the first assessment piece, the participants were trying to discover their value in 

the university system as well as the value of their set academic activities; by the end 

of first semester, the participants focus was dominated by study strategies and 

enrolment processes; and by the end of the year the participants were reflective, 

connecting their transition experiences to their decision making for their second year 

of higher education. 

As this study has data available from four critical times during the FYHE, a 

learning and/or frame of mind progression is evident. Theoretically, a transition 

curriculum designer can take each progression in understanding and create signposts 

for reaching the next level of sophistication with greater efficiency. This is a distinct 

advantage of a learning community where all participants consider themselves 

learners and all knowledge brought to a situation is valued (Tinto, 1997a). The 

literature (Clark, 2005; Selwyn, 2009) and the data show that informal learning 
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communities are not just in the classroom but are also online, particularly on 

Facebook. Contemporary university students are forming their own learning 

communities as support networks for negotiating the transition into becoming fully-

fledged university students. These support networks include family, friends, peers, 

and past students. The students regularly used their Facebook network to ask 

questions and elicit moral support and/or provide confidence. The support often 

came in the guise of past shared experiences. The participants of this study were 

learning about the contemporary learning experience together – sharing knowledge 

to build on understanding of the university experience. As learning communities are 

an integral part of transition curriculum (Kift, 2009), what it means to be a part of a 

learning community at university in the twenty-first century needs to be considered. 

6.2 VARIATION OF EXPERIENCE 

Transition experiences are the subject of the second research question in this 

study. Transition experiences from orientation to the end of the first year of 

university show, on a collective level, progression from novice university student to 

some level of sophistication in practice; however, on an individual scale the 

transition could be described as being a diverse one.  

There are two aspects to consider in regard to the variation of learning among 

the participants of this study during their first year of university. Firstly, knowing 

what the students are focussing on at critical points in the year means that a 

meaningful curriculum can be designed. Secondly, without variation learning cannot 

expand. Variation refers to the differing levels of sophistication in the understanding 

of a concept within and across the general learning experience. Differentiation of 

learning experiences is vital for catering to all learner abilities and backgrounds. 

Therefore, the students need to have the ability to extend themselves if they so 

desire. As discussed earlier (see section 6.1.2), despite Tinto’s (2006-7) 

recommendation that first year university programs must create high expectations, 

the students do not always perceive that opportunities for extension are embedded 

into early assessment.  

6.2.1 Group transition experiences 

In general, the focus of the participants in this study changed over the year. 

Depending on the focus, the experiences are linear, integrated or cyclical.  
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Linear transition 

Three of the four critical times (CT2, CT3 and CT4) were focused on 

assessment and how the assessment was talked about changed. For example, during 

orientation (CT1), formal academic activities were in the peripheral, but by the time 

first assessment piece was due (CT2) the focus was firmly on assessment and it 

continued to be so throughout the other two critical times. How the participants 

described their experiences of assessment developed over the year in a way that 

supports the linear model proposed by Risquez et al. (2007/2008). While this linear 

model suggests that the culture shock comes later in the year, there is evidence in this 

study that it was occurring during orientation. For example, F19 describes her anger 

at the difficult financial decisions she needs to make, and M07 describes his anxiety 

about the pace required to keep up with his studies.  

During CT2, the participants’ descriptions suggest entrenched culture shock, 

meaning the results of this study align with the findings of Risquez et al. 

(2007/2008). For example disillusionment and dejection is apparent in M02’s 

valuation of his early assessment; F01 describes her understanding that failing the 

early assessment might affect the rest of her semester; M05 struggles to transition 

from Harvard  to APA referencing protocols; and F09 considers dropping out of 

university because of negative feedback. The participants’ conceptions of place also 

indicate culture shock: M07 has some property stolen; and F06 wonders about 

cultural signage in the toilets. 

At the end of the first semester, the status data revealed some adjustment to 

assessment at university. While anxiety about assessment is still apparent, the status 

data tends to focus on a running commentary of the participants’ study and 

assignment writing. For example, while the participants simply say they are studying 

or writing assignments, as mentioned in the previous section, there is a distinct focus 

on the gross technical such as counting down assignment length requirements or how 

many exams left until holidays.  

By the end of the year, the participants are still showing aspects of anxiety 

about assessment as they comment on their study; however, the actual assessment 

tasks have moved to the periphery with the assessment related focus being on 

describing study: study groups (M05), swapping study tips (M09), asking questions 
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about content (F11), using the status update tool to write checklists for study (M05), 

and reflecting on what they have learned (F19, F05, M05).  

There is a distinct change in the way the participants use Facebook to enhance 

their study across the four critical times. During CT1, they use Facebook to connect 

with people from their established network; in CT2, the participants use Facebook to 

discuss academic requirements; during CT3, the participants are using Facebook to 

clarify assessment and enrolment expectations; and, by the end of the year, Facebook 

is being used to organise personal and social learning. 

This integrated nature of first year university is discussed in the next section. 

Integrated transition experiences 

While there is a progression from novice to a level of sophistication in how the 

participants negotiated their first year of university, particularly during assessment, 

concentrating the transition experience on assessment ignores the complexity of the 

university experience. Naturally, at the critical times selected for this study, 

assessment is the focus because the timeframes fall during key assessment periods. 

As Lawrence (2005) suggests, the successful transition experience involves 

balancing different types of practice, and this study suggests that there is a variety of 

experiences being balanced at each critical time. Furthermore, Facebook is a valuable 

resource for demonstrating this variety. 

For example, personal organisation is a recurring theme throughout the four 

critical times. In fact, during orientation, personal organisation dominates both focal 

categories. The participants’ experience of their new environment involves 

organising their finances, textbooks, doing campus tours, and describing plans for 

their future. During the first assessment, personal organisation is an integral part of 

their experience as they describe their assignments, their attendance, and meeting 

people on campus. At the end of the first assessment, personal organisation is 

apparent through the focus on enrolment and planning for holidays. The use of 

Facebook as a platform for personal organisation is no more apparent than at the end 

of the first year when the participants use it for organising their assessment and 

describing their holiday plans.  

The integrated transition experiences of the first year students, like the findings 

of Bosch (2009) and Selwyn (2009), is apparent in the data which show that students 
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use Facebook to ask academic and socio-cultural questions, and to elicit and to 

provide moral support. Facebook is designed as a social site and it shows that all the 

experiences of university described by the participants on Facebook will be 

integrated with the social experiences. The status data raise questions about the 

reality of autonomous learning in a connected world. The data show that the 

participants are using SNSs to find out information about their courses; they take the 

initiative to ask questions that they hope will improve their university experience, 

whether study or socially related. In the socially connected world of the participants, 

autonomous learning has been shown to be social. For example, personal 

organisation could be argued as being an aspect of autonomous learning. In the data, 

personal organisation and social networking often go hand-in-hand. For example, 

F12 describes her decision to spend a gift voucher on textbooks. A member of her 

Facebook network cautions her to wait until the first lectures. F12 describes to 

another member of her network how she received the gift voucher making suggestion 

about how her Facebook Friend could access a voucher. Furthermore, on Facebook 

the participants regularly advertise their free time to organise meetings with old 

friends. 

During the time of writing and submitting the first assignment, social 

networking and academic activities, such as lectures and assignments, are often 

integrated. For example, F08 discusses content with her Facebook network, trying to 

understand a concept. Furthermore, transmitting live from a lecture theatre, F01 

discusses with her network the content of her lecture, the lecturer, and her opinion of 

both.  

Live transmission of experiences from formalised academic activities such as 

lectures holds massive ramifications for pedagogy. While educational research into 

the use of SNSs may focus on digital literacy or manipulating and/or controlling the 

use of social applications in the classroom (Selwyn, 2012), there is a distinct absence 

in the research that considers how teachers should approach classes where the 

students prolifically use smart devices in the classroom. The data presented by this 

thesis suggests that the students who are using Facebook during lectures and tutorials 

are engaging with the content, even if only on a surface level. Furthermore, more 

than just learning activities teachers make are being recorded. What lecturers and 
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tutors say, wear, and do is being recorded and shared. These findings suggest that 

academic conversations are needed about pedagogy in a connected environment
10

. 

At the end of the first semester, social interaction and assessment as well as 

personal organisation, are strongly linked. For example, F07 organises holiday plans 

for a group of Facebook contacts who will not be going home for the holidays. She 

also asks her Facebook network for helping finding study notes for her exam. Social 

interaction is also apparent when participants assess their university experience. For 

example, F12 describes her anxiety about her full work and assessment schedule, 

discussing with her network the necessity of achieving a university degree for her 

career. 

At the end of the first year, social interaction, assessment, and personal 

organisation are well integrated. For example, M05 uses Facebook to organise study 

groups, to checklist what he is confident in knowing for his exam, and to record his 

exam schedule. F11 discusses content with her network to understand a concept; and 

M09 discusses with a member of his network his understanding of why he is 

successful in exams. 

Furthermore, the data presented in this thesis provides real evidence of the 

many facets that are a part of first year university students’ lives. Of particular note is 

how F05 uses Facebook to discuss whether she should continue to attend university. 

She gives reasons why she is contemplating withdrawal: she integrates work 

commitments, injury, lack of a social life, and learning difficulties into her 

experience of university as a part of her decision making. The variation and 

complexity of student experiences during the first year in higher education demands 

that attention be paid to the diversity of all students. Each and every participant in 

this study had a diverse experience of transition and transition pedagogy must take 

this knowledge into consideration. The extant literature provides strong evidence of 

how a transition curriculum should be designed and taught (Kift, 2009; Nelson, 

Smith, & Clarke, 2012), but if those implementing do not know who their students 

are, the programs are still catering for a middle ground, which is far from healthy. 

Accepting the role of SNSs in the lives of students and understanding the value of 

                                                 
10

 Many contemporary conferences encourage the use of Twitter to disseminate content from 

proceedings (Ross, Terras, Warwick, & Welsh, 2011). 



 

Chapter 6: Discussion 164 

data collected from these applications is a step towards the design of a truly learner 

centred transition curriculum.  

Continuous transition 

What the linear and integrated transition models do not consider is that to the 

students transition is not one event, rather it is comprised of a series of events that 

continue throughout the first year as they learn the university lifestyle (Penn-

Edwards & Donnison, 2011). Under this model, each critical phase can stand alone 

as a separate transition. The transition to university as an environment is apparent 

during orientation. For example, the participants describe their new experiences at a 

new place. They are excited about the prospect of starting university: they are 

looking forward to the first day (F12), interested in their courses (M10), and keen to 

make a good impression (F19).  

The transition to university as a place of education becomes apparent during 

the first assignment, as indicated by the focus on assessment as well as conceptions 

of attendance moving in and out of focus during the critical time. The decision to 

stay at university is also a time of transition and is apparent during the end of first 

semester, where the anxiety associated with assessment is no longer accompanied by 

dejection, but rather by a desire to do well. Furthermore, the minor focus on 

enrolment and holidays suggests a desire to remain at university. The sense of 

completion associated with finishing a year of university could also be said to be a 

separate transition. At the end of the first year, reflection becomes a notable part of 

the status data. Reflection was both a part of looking to the future of their university 

experience and of looking back over the year.  

It appears that the participants’ experiences of learning their new university 

environment are quite diverse. Each of the individual participants moves their focus 

from one aspect of the critical time to another. F12 moves from quite sophisticated 

personal organisational skills during orientation, as she negotiates her timetable and 

provides advice to other first year students, to running late for university because she 

caught the wrong bus.  Later in the year, she contemplates dropping out of university 

because her employment and study requirements clash. M01 moves his focus 

between blaming himself for his results because of alcohol consumption, to blaming 

the university for an online environment that does not work, and the shock of having 

an exam on the weekend. M05 moves from discussing the learning environment and 
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his educator’s actions to organising a study group for an exam to critiquing his 

learning through watching a television program. While the described experiences 

may appear fickle, these are lived experiences and provide evidence that the 

participants are experiencing variation in their learning about university. As they 

continue to experience that variation, they will continue to learn about how to 

conduct themselves as university students.  

Summary 

The ability to see elements of linear, integrated, and cyclical models of 

transition supports the phenomenographic notion of learning as conceptual expansion 

(Bowden & Marton, 1998). Using the data presented in this thesis, any of the above 

models can be shown to be correct; however, each only provides a partial picture of 

the overall complexity of life experience of first year of the participants of this study. 

All must be considered for a learner centred transition curriculum.  

Despite the fickle nature of the transition experience for individuals, there is 

also a theme that runs through each critical time, linking all the varied experiences. 

During orientation, the theme, regardless of the focus, is on negotiating new 

experiences. The participants are experiencing a new organisational, social and 

educational environment. During the time of the preparation and submission of their 

first assessment piece, the students are questioning the value of their assessment, 

their classroom, and the university as a place. At the end of the first semester, the 

students are focussed on assessment success. They describe the stages of study, are 

hopeful of good results, and make plans for second semester based on their 

assessment success. At the end of the year, the participants are reflective about all 

aspects of focus. These themes are what tie all aspects of the phenomenon together, 

but all the while other life events are also impacting on their experience.  

Integrating this finding into the development of a transition curriculum model 

is essential for addressing how learning experiences can be differentiated for the 

diversity of experiences in first year university. First year transition curricula need to 

start with the basics of transition into university, and then increase in complexity 

(Kift & Moody, 2009). There should also be an acknowledgement that learning at 

university is not necessarily autonomous in a highly connected learning environment. 

While initiative and critical thought are important, what it means to be a 

contemporary autonomous learner should be revisited by curriculum designers. The 
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data presented in this thesis suggests that independent learning skills are developing 

socially.  Learning communities should be encouraged on campus and online, so that 

first year students have access to people who have successfully integrated the 

elements needed to be a fully-fledged university student – three of which are 

identified by this study and discussed in the next section. There should be 

transparency about the variation of experiences of transition. In acknowledging this, 

each stage of learning transition needs to recognize that critical times of the year are 

also times of transition. Transparency should also be an integral part of learning 

experiences to help students see the value in their learning experiences.  

A sophisticated curriculum does not just include what to teach when. The 

writing of a sophisticated curriculum should also take into account the diversity of 

those working within the curriculum as well as the social context the curriculum 

reflects. This diversity and context becomes apparent in the data when considering 

the variations of experiences of the first year students. 

6.2.2 Evaluating and monitoring transition experiences 

A core ingredient of any curriculum is assessment: diagnostic, formative and 

summative. Brooman and Darwent (2013) provide three indicators that could be used 

to assess transition success in the FYHE: self-efficacy, autonomous learning, and 

social integration. The following uses the data from this study to interpretively assess 

whether the participants managed to learn the university life (Penn-Edwards & 

Donnison, 2011) and become, as Palmer et al. (2009) label it, fully-fledged 

university students by the end of their first year, using the transition indicators as 

markers of success. This section is organised by the four critical times. 

Orientation 

In a learner centred curriculum, orientation would be the time that first year 

university students are diagnostically assessed about what they know about being a 

university student.  

The data indicates that during orientation there is a good level of self-efficacy 

amongst the participants; however, this confidence is associated with excitement 

about new experiences, or with an expectation that acceptance into university is 

acknowledgement of an adequate set of skills and knowledge that they developed in 

secondary school.  
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In the data presented here, there is very little indication of autonomous 

learning. This could be due to the overwhelming amount of new experiences the 

participants are confronted with during orientation. Orientation is the critical time 

where the participants began to realise the complexity of what it means to be a fully-

fledged university student. For example, both F12 and M10 were able to negotiate 

timetables that suited their desire to find paid work. Other participants describe 

frustration at awkwardly organised timetables. For example: M01’s status update 

suggests that his timetable is too packed; and F19 brings attention to the extended 

breaks.  

Despite the students’ overwhelming experiences of the first weeks of 

university, there is evidence that they are socially learning. In other words, they are 

using their Facebook Friends to help them navigate their new experiences. For 

example: F12 discussed with her network the right time of year to buy textbooks; 

F11 discusses the differences between their experiences of orientation and her own; 

and M10 questions a past student about the expectations of his course. 

Social interaction is a focus of the participants, but there is little indication in 

the data presented here of social integration into university – or making friends with 

people in their courses. This aspect of transition at orientation has found some 

success in the use of SNSs pre-orientation, where prospective students can meet 

classmates and residential roommates online before attending university (Gray et al., 

2013). There is no indication that this has occurred for any of the participants in this 

study. What the data presented here does suggest is that on campus face-to face 

interaction is not the participants priority. They are involved in social interaction 

with their established network. For example, F09 wrote on Facebook that she was 

feeling bored at university and was then invited by Facebook Friends to join them at 

a location on campus (F16).  

First assessment 

In a learner centred curriculum, the first assessment would be a formative 

assessment of transition. Some transition curricula have used the first assessment as 

an early indicator of trouble with the transition process (K. Wilson, 2009).  

The data indicates that there is a drop in self-efficacy during the first 

assessment piece. The fall in confidence, as found by Brooman and Darwent (2013) 
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and modelled by Risquez et al. (2007/2008), is often culture shock associated with 

unrealistic expectations. The data presented in this thesis has been collected from 

institutions that have adopted an early diagnostic and confidence boosting 

assessment piece (Taylor, 2008), but the lack of confidence is still noticeable.  The 

usefulness of early assessment is only apparent through the experiences of three 

participants: F01 and M05 had their confidence boosted by good feedback and F09 

continued to lose confidence due to a negative critique. Self-efficacy also seems to 

be associated with the ability to complete the required word length of assessment 

pieces: “so, guess how many words are in my 500 word max. response? 500; cause 

im the definition of awesome B)” (F04.2.336P, 337C). 

Autonomous learning indicators are relatively steady in comparison to 

orientation and also in keeping with Brooman and Darwent’s (2013) findings. There 

is some indication of independent (or social) thinking, especially in the use of 

Facebook as a learning tool and the participants’ use of their Facebook network as a 

learning community.  

The status data shows that social integration has risen as participants show 

online interaction with both university classmates and their old networks. In other 

words, they have become Facebook Friends with people in their course. The 

interaction is largely associated with the completion of assessment tasks or 

discussion of learning activities, suggesting further the presence of an informal 

learning community on Facebook. Jenkins et al. (2012) and Selwyn (2009) also 

found evidence of this.  

End of first semester 

In a learner centred curriculum, the end of first semester would be summatively 

evaluated under the curriculum suggested by Kift et al. (2010), or formative under 

the model proposed by Penn-Edwards and Donnison (2011). The latter model is 

based on students’ nomination as the whole of first year being a learning experience 

about how to be a university student. 

At the end of the first semester, self-efficacy levels have risen but are not at the 

same levels of confidence as orientation. Confidence levels are usually associated 

with reaching milestones such as word requirements for assessments, finishing and 

counting down exams, and receiving positive feedback.  
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Autonomous learning is again associated with the discussion of content and 

study habits on Facebook. The participants are demonstrating what would 

traditionally be considered independent thinking, but they are demonstrating the skill 

socially. For example: M08 uses his Facebook network to work out how to format 

his document; F07 records her ideas on Facebook and asks her network for help 

finding content; and F11and her network discuss scientific principles in preparation 

for an examination.  Due to the social nature of the application, this could suggest a 

level of autonomous learning because they are prepared for feedback. Their reaction 

to the feedback may be a further indicator of autonomous learning.  

By the end of first semester, it could be surmised that the participants are 

socially integrated into university (at least online). Very little of the university related 

status data involves interaction outside of the participants’ university network, but 

only two participants expressed their feelings of belonging at university: F02 

indicates she loves her university friends; and F07 describes how she prefers 

university to high school because she feels a sense of belonging she did not 

experience at high school 

The decision to re-enrol is a transitional milestone that the extant literature has 

not closely examined (Penn-Edwards & Donnison, 2011). The decision to stay at 

university, despite not demonstrating a full set of three indicators of transition (self-

efficacy, autonomous learning, and social integration), suggests a progression 

towards transition success. 

End of the first year 

In a learner centred transition curriculum, the end of the first year would be a 

time to summatively assess the success of the transition of first year students. At the 

end of the first year the participants of this study were, on the whole, more confident 

about their time at university. The participants were generally managing their 

assessment, were reflective about their first year, where making plans for the coming 

years, and had made friends with people in their course. While there was some 

individual variation in feelings of self-efficacy and ability to learn independently, the 

participants were, on the whole, comfortable in their roles as fully-fledged university 

students.  
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6.3 SUMMARY 

This chapter has reported the findings of this study by connecting the Facebook 

status data to the literature. It has answered the first research question by detailing 

what the participants were focusing on at four critical points in their first year of 

university. It also answered the second research question by connecting the 

participants’ transition experiences to three models of transition available in the 

literature, including indicators of transition success. 

The next chapter combines the findings reported here and the conceptual 

framework to propose a model for a learner centred FYHE transition curriculum.  

Limitations of the research as well as recommendations for future research are also 

discussed.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusions 

In all their diversity, students come to higher education to learn and that it is 

within the first year curriculum that students must be inspired, supported, 

and realise their sense of belonging; not only for early engagement and 

retention, but also as foundational for later year learning success and a 

lifetime of professional practice.  

(Kift, 2009, p. 1) 

A learner centred first year transition curriculum is central to a university 

adapting to global shifts in higher education. Universities are under pressure to 

graduate highly skilled workers to cope with the demands of a highly technological 

society, and that very technology is changing how students fulfil their degree 

requirements. External forces are demanding a shift in the conceptualisation of 

university in the twenty-first century, and this thesis conceptualises a way this shift 

can be achieved – a learner centred transition curriculum that sets aside the 

concentration of the first year of higher education (FYHE) practice on pedagogy and 

learns the principal objects of focus of the first year students.   

The aim of this study was a learner centred research approach to develop a 

model for a learner centred transition curriculum. Kift (2009) asserts that a transition 

curriculum must be framed by a transition pedagogy which provides the 

philosophical foundation for the curriculum. This transition pedagogy involves six 

principles of curriculum design: transition as a long-term process; catering for 

diversity among learners; designing a curriculum which is practical but also 

acknowledges the complexity of transition to university; assessment which provides 

a foundation for future success in higher education; and embeds evaluation and 

monitoring processes. 

This chapter outlines the practical and conceptual implications of a learner 

centred transition curriculum, including the elaboration of a working model (section 

7.1). Recommendations for future research and limitations are detailed in section 7.2. 

These suggestions also include an evaluation of Facebook as a tool for data 

collection in educational research. Section 7.3 summarises the thesis.  
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7.1 WORKING MODEL FOR A LEARNER CENTRED TRANSITION 

CURRICULUM  

A learner centred transition curriculum positions everyone in the learning 

process as a learner: students learn from teachers; teachers learn from students; 

teachers learn from research; research is informed by learner experience. Learning 

becomes educational output and essential pedagogical practice. Learning is not 

confined to formal educational spaces.  

With respect to a learner centred conceptual framework, this study was 

informed by previous research which identified what students self-nominate as 

critical times for transition during the first year of university. I learned from the 

students who participated in my study what was in focus during those critical times, 

and from an understanding of that focus, a model for a transition curriculum begins 

to emerge (see Figure 21). During orientation the participants were strongly focused 

on their new experiences; by time of submission of the first assessment piece, the 

participants were trying to discover their value in the university system as well as the 

value of their set academic activities; by the end of first semester, the participants’ 

focus was dominated by study strategies and enrolment processes; and by the end of 

the year the participants were reflective, applying their transition learning to future 

endeavours.  

The following section proposes the shape of a first year university transition 

curriculum, developed by considering previous research and the voices of 

contemporary first year students. 

7.1.1 The shape of a transition curriculum 

A transition curriculum framework should have three dimensions in its design: 

linear, integrated, and continuous. While the variation of individual experience is 

acknowledged, when designing a curriculum a general overview of how learning 

progresses must be understood for the practicality of planning learning experiences. 

The curriculum should be integrated because transition is a complex process. Each 

single understanding of what it is to be a fully-fledged university student is a part of 

the overall sophisticated understanding. The variation of experience within each of 

these critical times also suggests that while each critical time introduces a new 

transition experience, each time should not stand alone; rather, transition experiences 
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would benefit from a program that constantly reflects and builds on previous learning 

about the university experience. The findings of this thesis have been integrated into 

the model in four ways. Firstly, diagnostic assessment of what students already know 

should be a common practice at all levels of curriculum management. Secondly, 

assessment should be designed in a way that students perceive as valuable by being 

transparent in intention and providing opportunity for diversity of learning styles. 

Thirdly, study skills should be particularly emphasised in the last weeks of semester 

one, but should not be ignored in other critical times. Fourthly, overt metacognitive 

practice can assist researchers to refine a curriculum and embeds learner-

centeredness into the evaluation of curriculum. Furthermore, a transition curriculum 

must provide opportunity for monitoring the students’ self-efficacy, autonomous 

learning ability, and social integration. Finally, a transition curriculum must 

acknowledge that transition events are continuous throughout the year and are 

highlighted at critical points within the year. Figure 21 presents a working model for 

such a curriculum. 

 

 

Figure 21. Working model for designing a transition curriculum. This figure represents a 

working model based on the research presented in this thesis. 

The data presented in this study highlights that during orientation all university 

experiences are unfamiliar territory for first year students. During orientation, the 

students are learning to negotiate new academic, social, environmental, and 

economic environments which include new ways of study, unfamiliar people, 
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different infrastructure, and often changed financial situations. Orientation is a time 

of the first year of university when new students are clinging to their old connections 

in an effort to anchor themselves to something they perceive as solid while they enter 

their new environment. Social network sites (SNSs), particularly Facebook, provides 

a means for stabilising their new experiences.  

The overwhelming nature of orientation means it is the perfect time for 

academic and professional staff to ‘get to know’ the students. Orientation transition 

programs should diagnostically assess students’ understanding of university 

expectations, find out about non-academic commitments, provide direction for future 

planning, and provide opportunity for new students to socially connect with staff and 

peers. This could also be a time to informally assess what knowledge students have, 

and how they learn, before starting their formal academic activities. Assessment and 

teaching can be designed which values the students’ preconceived understanding of 

university as well as the knowledge they bring to class. Such programs would not 

assume the students are beginning at zero knowledge; rather they would take what 

the students know and provide signposts for further conceptual expansion.  

During the first assignment, transition programming must build confidence. 

Self-efficacy is often associated with the ability to reach required word lengths in 

assessment, suggesting small gains in confidence can be made through achievable 

goal setting. Course coordinators should take this understanding into consideration 

when designing early assessment pieces as well as classroom activities. It is also vital 

that the students see value in the early assessment pieces as well as in the 

introductory courses. This would include making sure that the reasons for early 

assessment are transparent. Furthermore, the knowledge students bring with them to 

university should also be acknowledged. A formal learning community model should 

mean that the knowledge students bring with them from high school or elsewhere are 

a matter for open reflection. Those students who come to the educational setting with 

more sophisticated knowledge can assist others. Teachers would also develop an 

understanding of their individual students’ knowledge base and then adjust their 

programs accordingly. While formal learning communities are essential for creating 

a positive sense of place at university, a transition program should also encourage the 

development of informal learning community spaces, such as those noted in the data 

presented in this thesis. 
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At the end of the first semester, the data suggests that the participants have 

generally developed a sense of belonging at university. They are socially integrated, 

many having initiated informal learning communities on Facebook that help with 

course requirements, re-enrolment, and provide a space for reflection on the first 

semester. During this critical time the participants are focusing on their study habits. 

A transition curriculum should present targeted or integrated study habit information 

just prior to the end of semester. For example, towards the end of the first semester 

and the beginning of the formal examination timetable, institution, faculty, and 

school Facebook pages or Twitter accounts could publish bite-sized study tips on a 

regular basis with links to further detail. Furthermore, during this critical time, the 

decision to re-enrol for second semester is alluded to as a milestone by the 

participants. The process has not been treated in detail in the literature, but the 

satisfaction the participants felt about their re-enrolment is apparent in the data.  

Acknowledgement of this milestone would be useful in boosting confidence when 

students start their second semester of university.  

At the end of the year, the data suggests that the common theme in learning to 

become university students is reflection.  Reflection is a useful tool for continued 

learning by both FYHE curriculum designers and students as they set goals for their 

second year of university. Previous research about the FYHE often uses the end of a 

semester for collecting data and feedback. This traditional timing of research projects 

should be embedded into general classroom activities. Metacognitive activities 

would enhance the learning experience for students and provide teachers with 

information for modifying courses for the future. Larger scale reflective activities 

that acknowledge that finishing the first year is an important milestone in completing 

a tertiary degree would be advantageous. FYHE research projects, recruitment for 

peer mentoring, and pre-orientation activities (possibly using SNSs) would enrich the 

experience of first year university for both the students finishing their first year and 

those beginning university the next year. Integrating this into a learning community 

model would increase the value of first year university for the students and would 

also provide vital data for the redesigning of learning experiences for the next cohort 

of first year students. 

To allow for further differentiation, the process of learning the university 

lifestyle should be transparent. During each critical stage, the process of becoming a 
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fully-fledged university student should be signposted, reflecting on past experiences 

and explaining the way forward. Orientation should not be solely about the new 

experiences, and the end of the year should not be only reflective. The information 

overload of what it is to be a university student should always be acknowledged, 

even if only in the periphery. The value of learning experiences and assessment 

should always be upfront. Study skills and tips are essential and beneficial at any 

stage of a learning experience. Reflection on learning is a useful skill for improving 

future learning. Therefore, at each phase in the above model practitioners should 

reflect and plan, providing opportunity for differentiation among the learners. 

The following section draws conclusions about the transition indicators that 

could be used to monitor and evaluate the success of a transition curriculum. 

Transition success indicators 

At the beginning of the FYHE the participants were concerned with negotiating 

their new lifestyle and finding friends. Therefore, social integration and self-efficacy 

are key transition indicators for assessing transition success. Social integration begins 

before the university year starts, because the participants were drawing on the 

knowledge of their old friends and acquaintances, organising to meet old friends, and 

make new ones. Using SNSs, the social integration could begin pre-orientation, when 

the students first receive notification of a placement at university.  By the time of the 

first assessment, self-efficacy is a key transition indicator as the first assessment is 

designed to boost confidence and normalise academic expectations. At the end of 

semester and the end of the year independent learning began to develop amongst the 

participants in this study, suggesting this may be a suitable place to concentrate on 

enhancing sophistication in learning about academic and non-academic activities; 

however, the data presented in this thesis suggests that learning is happening but it 

might not necessarily be autonomous in the contemporary technological and 

sociological context. 

The following section details the conceptual ramifications of a learner centred 

transition curriculum that centralises student voices in its design.   

7.1.2 Conceptual implications of a learner centred transition curriculum 

Conceptually, a truly learner centred curriculum demands a shift in how 

universities are conceptualised. Both Tinto (2006-7) and Kift (2009) call for a 
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structural shift to pedagogical practice; however, a shift to a teaching university 

model will only work if the pedagogical framework that is foundational to the 

curriculum includes student voices into the design. In an increasingly connected 

world it becomes the job of teachers to guide students in making the best use of the 

masses of information available. In this scenario, the teacher is more likely to learn 

from information students have accessed. A university where learning is as much for 

faculty as for students is the suggested focus of a university of the twenty-first 

century. A learning university is a university where research is the output of 

collective learning and undergraduates are the output of individual learning. 

Furthermore, how university is conceptualised needs to move beyond micro 

management of individual courses and assessment and consider the university’s 

purpose in undergraduate courses, that is equipping future skilled workers ready to 

engage in an increasingly liquid world by becoming strategic problem solvers. Race 

(2014) argues that approaches to assessment in higher education should encourage 

strategic learning because as Salmela-Aro and Nurmi (2007) and Salmela-Aro, 

Tolvanin and Nurmi (2009) suggest, the ramifications for obsessive approaches to 

deep learning may have long term ramifications. This thesis has proposed a working 

model for a transition curriculum that lays out a strategy for assisting students to 

transition into academic culture based on general student focus across individual 

experiences, across discipline, and institution. It is a generalised model where both 

students and educators have the opportunity to decide on which aspects of 

preparation for future academic endeavours (and eventually the workplace) they wish 

to concentrate.   

7.2 FUTURE DEVELOPMENT OF THE WORKING MODEL 

The model proposed above is not intended to be definitive but complementary 

and a seed for further research. Research, theory and debate are all useful for the 

conceptualisation of how an experience should develop. At some stage theory must 

translate to practice. The above working model is intended as a bridge between third 

generation FYHE research and the broader academic community by providing an 

example of how a transition curriculum can be learner centred. The next step in the 

development of the model could be its adoption by a FYHE leader and application to 
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a real life context. The practical application should apply a flexible, experimental and 

learner centred approach to refine the model for wider application. 

Phenomenography is intended to be finite and generalised in its outcomes. 

While this is useful for making sense of the diversity of individual experience for the 

creation of practical learning experiences, it is important that the diversity is not 

ignored outside the generalised parameters. Phenomenography is intended to be 

complementary to other research approaches. The outcome space of each 

phenomenon can provide a map as a starting point for further exploration.  

This study was limited to twenty-six first year school leavers with active 

Facebook accounts enrolled at three metropolitan universities. The FYHE is a global 

phenomenon where each institution, faculty, school, subject, and cohort is diverse. In 

order for the findings of this thesis to be generalizable, the participants of this study 

were recruited from three universities and from several disciplines; however, the 

scale of this study is small. Like Tinto’s (2006-7) study, this research has not been 

able to cater for the diversity of tertiary institutions and is limited to twenty-six 

participants. This study provides direction, if not a detailed argument, for a learner 

centred transition curriculum model. It is essential in refining this model that further 

research be conducted outside the parameters of this study.  

This study was organised using findings, and has drawn conclusions, from a 

small-scale qualitative study. The findings presented here would be enhanced by 

further research on both a macro and micro scale. This study was limited to four of 

the five critical times for transition nominated by students in Penn-Edwards and 

Donnison’s (2011) research. A replication of this study could recruit students during 

year twelve and track their transition experiences as they apply for university, finish 

year twelve, are accepted into university and continue throughout their higher 

education experience. This research would also benefit from data collected at critical 

times on transition from a larger and more diverse cohort.  

An advantage would also be found in narrowing the focus on specific transition 

experiences such as enrolment, assessment techniques, and reflection practices. For 

example, assessment is the focus of three of the four critical times analysed during 

this study. The participants’ experiences of assessment, particularly at the end of first 

semester, show that there is more to be understood about how students conceptualise, 

prepare for, submit, and react to feedback. This study was about the experiences of 
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the FYHE, not the experiences of assessment; therefore, I did not focus the 

investigation on the role of assessment in transition. Future research could use the 

process reported in this study to assess and revisit the role of assessment in the 

FYHE. Each new understanding applied to the model would enrich and enhance it, 

because the point of curriculum design is to advantage those that apply the pedagogy 

and learn within its parameters. 

The data presented here also highlights the need for targeted research about re-

enrolment as milestones during at the end of each semester in the first year of 

university. 

This study also alluded to the role that inquiry based learning could play in 

designing a differentiated transition curriculum. Additionally, the status data shows 

that learning is happening but not necessarily autonomously. This study recommends 

that the definition of autonomous learning needs to be revisited to define what it 

means in a highly connected society. Future research could further explore these 

concepts. 

Furthermore, this study could be applied to other transition experiences in 

higher education, such as the transition between higher education disciplines (for 

example, Applied Science to Education), the transition to postgraduate study, or the 

transition to the workforce. It would be interesting to further expand the research 

approach reported in this thesis to include ethnography in a postgraduate or early 

career researcher context. 

7.2.1 Value of data collected from Facebook 

It would be remiss if this section did not evaluate the use of Facebook as a data 

collection tool. Facebook status updates provided insight into the informal learning 

world of the participants in this study. I acknowledge that the data, as with all data, 

only provides insight, not a holistic understanding of the online or offline world of 

the participants. It should also be acknowledged that there is a blurring between these 

two existences in the modern world. The data has shown that time and place no 

longer inhibit updating a personal network of activities and opinion, nor does it limit 

discussion. The advantages of using Facebook as a data collection tool are detailed 

below.  
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The nature of the Facebook status data is both the strength and the weakness of 

this study.  What makes this study valuable is that it provides evidence of the validity 

of Facebook status updates as qualitative data for research because the findings are 

consistent with the current literature. For example, this study is consistent with 

Selwyn’s (2009) findings that note that undergraduate students are recording their 

experiences of university on Facebook which  include the exchange of information, 

moral support, and descriptions of their level of academic engagement. It is also 

consistent with Lawrence’s (2005) findings that students are engaging in reflective 

practice by observing, watching and listening to cultural practices on campus. 

Furthermore, this study supports the work of Bosch (2009) and Jenkins et al. (2012) 

who found that university students use Facebook for both social and scholarly 

activity. Also key to the findings of this thesis is Stephenson-Abetz and Holman’s 

(2012) findings that first year students use Facebook to keep in touch with old 

connections and connect with new people they met on campus. 

A further strength of the nature of Facebook status data is the ability to record 

raw, immediate, and often intimate details of participants’ experiences. The status 

updates are not designed in response to an interview question, they are designed by 

the participants for their own purpose. An interview is an academic construction, 

familiar to the researcher but not necessarily to the participant (Ashworth & Lucas, 

1998; Richardson, 1999); therefore it is very difficult to collect authentic data this 

way.  On the other hand, status updates are unprompted representations of the 

participants’ reality meaning that status data could be considered more authentic than 

that collected during interview or observation because there are virtually no 

““observer effects”…and may provide opportunity for ““naturalistic research” in the 

extreme” (Clegg Smith, 2004, p. 226). There is still much to learn about how people 

juggle and formulate their public online identities in continuously changing 

environments such as social network sites (Baym & boyd , 2012). Regardless, people 

will exhibit a constructed identity according to the context, and online identity is 

simply another context in a person’s reality. 

A limitation of this data is that it is decontextualized. Facebook is not the place 

from which to determine whether first year students are engaging critically with their 

studies or whether individual students are developing as well rounded university 

students. Facebook is a social site and the students may also be engaging critically 
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through other forms. Therefore, it is important that the findings of this study are 

expanded within a practical context, either through the application of the curriculum 

model suggested earlier in this chapter, or a repeat of the study using a 

complementary research approach. 

It is because of the aforementioned limitation that this thesis recommends that 

phenomenography be considered in the academic discussions about effective 

research approaches for digital research using SNSs.  Phenomenographic research of 

SNSs can provide a generalised map of an online phenomenon to guide future 

qualitative research that seeks to better understand individualised experiences. 

However, for phenomenography to be a key player in this dialogic it will need to be 

further adapted to be able to deal with large amounts of  data. For the interpretation 

of phenomenography developed through this study to work with a data set from a 

whole cohort of first year students, it would need to consider a mixed method 

approach;  perhaps the formulation of a new research approach that simply sees its 

birth in phenomenography. Regardless, the conceptual framework of 

phenomenography suits the creation of a curriculum that is both individualised and 

generalised. 

Facebook as a data collection tool was also valuable for conducting a 

longitudinal study. I was able to keep in touch with the same participants during all 

four critical times. Only one participant (F07) withdrew from the study and that was 

because she cancelled her Facebook account, not because she was opposed to 

continuing the study. McInnis (2001) calls for more longitudinal studies into the 

experience of the FYHE, including following a group of students to the completion 

of their degree. SNSs like Facebook would be of great assistance for keeping in 

touch with participants over three to four years or longer. Furthermore, as both I and 

Baker (2013) found, Facebook makes continued contact possible across campuses. 

Therefore, if a student elects to move to a different university or course, or if they 

decide to withdraw or defer their studies, contact can still be maintained. SNSs will 

allow for more holistic studies of the university experience.  

Unlike Cheung et al. (2011) my experience of using Facebook for recruitment 

suggests that care needs to be taken when recruiting participants. Facebook did not 

approve of my efforts to cold contact participants using the Friend request tool, 

despite my efforts to fulfil the requirements stated in the terms and conditions of use. 
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I found that initial email contact with potential recruits satisfied Facebook 

requirements and was a more effective recruitment tool.  

The use of Facebook to track the experiences of first year students has great 

potential for future research, especially for longitudinal studies that follow a large 

number of students for an entire degree. The size of the data-set would pose 

problems for a small-sample qualitative approach like phenomenography. The use of 

software, such as Leximancer, is worth investigating as it could handle a much larger 

amount of data (Penn-Edwards, 2010).  

Adjacent to the necessity of expanding the use of SNSs in education research 

is the need for a dialogic about the anonymity, authenticity, credibility and duty of 

care researchers have for their participants. Phenomenography effectively deals with 

issues of anonymity and duty of care by concentrating on a generalised “map” of a 

phenomenon rather than the specific, diverse details. The research approach also 

deals with issues of authenticity and credibility because it is situated as a second 

order perspective that takes the participants’ reported experiences at face value. A 

detailed dialogic of this can be found in Barnes, Penn-Edwards and Sim (In Press).  

The usefulness of status data collected from Facebook for the third generation 

of research into the FYHE cannot be ignored. Institutions are already using SNSs to 

distribute information to students, and faculties have noted the potential for data 

made available on support pages (Jenkins et al., 2012). There is also potential for 

SNS data collection to be embedded into learning management systems. However, 

Web 2.0 is fickle. A SNS may dominate for a few years only to be overtaken by 

another. For example, popular media reported in 2013 that Twitter had overtaken 

Facebook as the SNS of choice for teenagers (see for example, Robards & Vromen, 

2015). Consequently, a dialogic about the methodologising of qualitative data 

extracted from SNSs becomes necessary to increase rigour and coherence in the 

field. 

A further limitation is in the changeable nature of social media. Facebook may 

be the social media platform of the moment but may not be in years to come. 

Facebook is valuable for collecting qualitative data because the networked users 

must be mutually connected. Mini-blog and video-blog social media platforms such 

as Twitter and YouTube are gaining popularity and also contain descriptions of 

experiences of first year. These applications, unlike Facebook profiles, are publically 
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available. A mixed methods approach might consider these applications for access to 

a larger data set. 

This study has shown the important role SNSs play in the learning experiences 

of first year university students. By limiting data collection to those status updates 

only associated with the university experience, it became evident that a type of 

learning community exists online. While some researchers have employed SNSs to 

improve transition experiences (Gray et al., 2013) and others have tried to integrate 

them into learning (Bosch, 2009), Selwyn (2012) suggests that there is a gap in the 

study of SNSs which do not try to manipulate and control use. This research, as well 

as that of Selwyn (2009), Baker (2013) and Jenkins et al. (2012), is part of the 

expansion of this field – a field that is bound to continue expanding over the coming 

decades. 

7.3 FINAL WORD 

This study focused on the experience of Australian school leavers during their 

first year of university and proposed a model for a learner centred transition 

curriculum. To date, the transition experiences of first year university students have 

been heavily researched and pedagogical changes have been recommended to 

enhance the experience. Student voices have, to a large extent, been absent from the 

reformulation of first year university, particularly as heard through SNSs. This study 

aimed to fill this gap.  

Firstly, it examined the experiences of students at four critical times in their 

first year to understand which experiences students focus on during orientation, the 

first assessment piece, the end of the first semester, and the end of the first year. 

Student experiences were collected from university related status updates recorded 

on Facebook. Secondly, it explored the variation of experience between each critical 

time and across each aspect of the phenomenon to determine a set of themes that 

could frame a transition curriculum. Finally, it considered the participants’ transition 

into the university lifestyle using three indicators identified in the literature, in order 

to make suggestions for when transition success could be monitored and evaluated.  

The conceptual framework of this study was informed by two key sources. 

Firstly, it drew its organisation from Kift’s First Year Curriculum Principles (2009) 

and associated literature on transition pedagogy and curriculum. Secondly, it was 
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underpinned by the phenomenographic conceptual understanding of learning 

centredness. By centralising the learner in educational environments (both 

pedagogically and structurally), the learning experiences of the participants were 

valued.  

The use of Facebook as a data gathering tool is an emerging field in higher 

educational research. To date, the majority of research has been limited to how 

students use Facebook, its use for social integration, and its relevance in a twenty-

first century curriculum. The findings reported here indicate that Facebook status 

data is a worthwhile source of experiential descriptions of the first year of university; 

therefore, this study takes the use of social network site data one step further and 

uses it as evidence for framing a transition curriculum. The findings suggest that not 

only that social network sites are an integral part of first year students’ transition 

process, but also that online resources have potential for future learner centred higher 

educational research. 

The findings also indicated that while there is a diversity of experience in 

learning to become university students common themes run through each critical 

time: during orientation there is a focus on new experiences; by the time of 

preparation for and submission of the first assignment the value of academic 

activities and expectations are questioned; at the end of first semester, the students’ 

focus turns to study skills and planning for the second semester; and at the end of the 

first year the participants participate in reflective practices.  

The findings also lend support to the concept that transition is an ongoing 

process and show that the diversity of individual learning experiences can be 

thematically generalised for the practical application to curriculum. To begin the 

process of further exploring this concept, a model for a learner centred transition 

curriculum was proposed.  

Several implications for institutional practice, on both a conceptual and 

practical level, emerged from the study. The conceptual implications suggest that in 

order to develop a successful learner centred transition curriculum focus needs to 

move towards a learning university model as opposed to a research or teaching 

university model. The practical implications relate to the focus and timing of 

organised learning experiences for the creation of a learner centred transition 
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curriculum. Furthermore, the use of SNSs in class should be considered as an integral 

part of higher education pedagogy. 

This study does not make definitive recommendations for curriculum design, 

rather recommends that curriculum design be learner centred, that student voices be 

used in its design, and proposes a working model. By listening to what students 

nominate as critical times of transition and then focusing student centred research on 

those critical times, a deeper understanding of how to design a sophisticated 

curriculum can develop. Learning does not just occur in the classroom and is not the 

sole domain of the teacher. Knowledge comes from a huge variety of sources both 

lived and studied. By moving the focus of support to what the students are 

experiencing and what they bring to the university experience, student understanding 

of the university experience can expand.  
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Appendix 

Informed consent on Facebook 

The following is the text published on the Facebook profile FirstYear Uni 

created for use in this study. Participants were directed to review the information 

provided on the Facebook profile before accepting my Friend request. 

 

This is your space to ask questions and chat with other prospective and 

incoming students now and throughout your first year - it's all here for you! 

Quiz us, poke us, meet fellow first-years and post your best first-year photos. 

Thanks to Griffith Stalkerspace and My First Year at UVic for their ideas. 

If you have any questions please email me: 

email: naomi.barnes3@griffithuni.edu.au 

A note on quality control: 

Offensive behaviour, unnecessary profanity and inflammatory comments will 

not be allowed. The site will be monitored on a regular basis and comments of an 

offensive or litigious nature will be removed. Members who make such comments 

may be removed and blocked from membership without warning. 

If anyone feels like they have been victimised or a comment has not been made 

in good humour, contact one of the admins and we'll do our best to solve your 

problem. 

You may also like to access Griffith’s Privacy Plan at: 

http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-publications/griffith-university-

privacy-plan  

If you have any queries about our privacy and security practices, please contact 

the Privacy Contact Officer, Office of the Pro Vice Chancellor (Administration), 

Griffith University, Nathan, Queensland, 4111 or by emailing: 

c.mcandrew@griffith.edu.au.  

 

http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-publications/griffith-university-privacy-plan
http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-publications/griffith-university-privacy-plan
mailto:c.mcandrew@griffith.edu.au
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*********************************** 

ACCESS 

By joining the group you understand your posts (both through the news feed 

and responses to FirstYear Uni posts) and further comments made by your friends, 

may be used for research purposes; however they will be kept anonymous. Please 

note this group is open to the public and may be accessed by anyone, including First 

Year Advisors and Researchers whose aim is to make improve your experience of 

First Year University. 

In Griffith based research, your identity will be kept confidential and you will 

not be directly referred to. In no way will your feedback and questions be used by the 

creators for any other use except research. Your personal profile page will not be 

accessed unless your comment requires a more private response. If your rights have 

been breached, please contact the group admin or one of the Campus Student Centres 

and they will put you in touch with the appropriate people for your complaint. 

RULES OF MY FIRST YEAR @ UNI: 

By joining the group, you acknowledge that you accept these rules. Any 

breaches shall be dealt with accordingly. 

- Keep it civil. Remember these are real people you are talking to. Don't bag 

other people just for the hell of it. Keep your posts respectful of other people. 

- Keep it clean. Lots of people, from innocent, fresh-out-of-high-school teens 

to seedy adults, use this site. Don't post racist, violent, vulgar or adult-oriented 

material. We’re not interested in offensive comments about lecturers or tutors, either. 

- Keep it legal. Discussing illegal activities is not what we want this site to be 

about. 

- Leave out the spam. Posting links to sites or contacting people via PM, 

advertising your web site or goods or services is not allowed. 

Members that fail to follow the rules will receive, in most instances, one 

warning and any subsequent infractions will result in bans. If comments are deemed 

highly offensive by admin you may be removed and banned without warning. 

Informed consent email 
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The below email sent to first year university students enrolled in a Bachelor of 

Education at Griffith University. Participants used the information in the email to 

make a Facebook Friend Request. By making the request, the participants agreed to 

participate in the study. 

 

Dear first year students 

A PhD research project is gathering the data via a Facebook Profile called 

FirstYear Uni (http://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100001988591148). All 

you need to do is "Friend" the profile to be involved. The project basically aims to 

see what first years are saying about university in order to improve the experience of 

first year students. The researcher just reads the posts and comments made through 

the news feed and may occasionally pose questions to which you may or may not 

respond. No participant will be identified. 

Thank you for your help 

Regards 

Naomi Barnes 

naomi.barnes3@griffithuni.edu.au  

http://www.facebook.com/profile.php?id=100001988591148
mailto:naomi.barnes3@griffithuni.edu.au

