
The International Journal of

Learning in Higher 
Education

THELEarnEr.com

VOLUME 19   ISSUE 1

__________________________________________________________________________

The First Year Experience
A Comparison of Institution Led Approaches to the
Orientation and Engagement of First Year Students
in Higher Education
STEPHEN ANTHONY LARMAR AND LYNN BURNETT



THE INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF LEARNING IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

http://thelearner.com/ 

First published in 2013 in Champaign, Illinois, USA  
by Common Ground Publishing 
University of Illinois Research Park  
2001 South First St, Suite 202 
Champaign, IL 61820 USA 

www.CommonGroundPublishing.com 

ISSN: ISSN Pending 

© 2013 (individual papers), the author(s)  
© 2013 (selection and editorial matter) Common Ground 

All rights reserved. Apart from fair dealing for the purposes of study, research, criticism or review as permitted under 
the applicable copyright legislation, no part of this work may be reproduced by any process without written 
permission from the publisher. For permissions and other inquiries, please contact 
<cg-support@commongroundpublishing.com>. 

The International Journal of Learning in Higher Education is a peer-reviewed scholarly journal. 

Typeset in CGScholar. 
http://www.commongroundpublishing.com/software/ 



The First Year Experience: A Comparison of
Institution Led Approaches to the Orientation
and Engagement of First Year Students in

Higher Education
Stephen Anthony Larmar, Griffith University, Queensland, Australia

Lynn Burnett

Abstract: In the last decade increasing attention has been drawn to the successful orientation
and engagement of first year students in higher education in Australia. Such attention has been
influenced in part by growing concern with increasing student attrition across universities na-
tionally. This concern has been shared internationally, with significant research being undertaken
in the U.K. to determine cogent methods for engaging first year students in higher education.
This paper reports on the work currently undertaken at Griffith University, Australia and four
institutions based in the U.K., with a focus on institution-led approaches to the first year exper-
ience. Each institution’s method of engaging and attending to the diverse needs of the first year
cohort is discussed with a primary focus on common trends across each institution. First year
student engagement data drawn from Griffith University is presented to lend support to the
various initiatives examined.

Keywords: Higher Education, First Year Students, Orientation and Engagement, Retention,
Attrition, Widening Participation

INTRODUCTION

S
tudies focussing on the matriculation of students entering university emphasise the signi-
ficance of the university environment in assisting student transition (Larmar & Ingamells,
2010; McInnis & James, 1995). The increasing focus on institution-wide approaches to
better support first year students (Yorke & Longden, 2008) has been influenced signific-
antly by a widening participation agenda that has culminated in the massification of

higher education both within Australia (Bradley, Noonan, Nugent, & Scales, 2008; Nunan,
1999) and the U.K. (Kogan & Hanney, 2000). With the dramatic increase in students entering
universities internationally over the last decade, a more diverse student population has evolved,
necessitating a shift in institutional responses to student cohorts that comprise individuals from
different social and cultural backgrounds with varying needs and experiences (Kift, Nelson &
Clarke, 2010; McKenzie & Schweitzer, 2001; Gabb & Zhongjun, 2006). Historically, this in-
creased elaboration of the student population correlates with a concerning rise in student attrition
(Clarke & Ramsey, Harris & Palmer, 1995; 1990; Reay, 1998). Efforts to reduce attrition by
attending to the diverse needs of first year students have culminated in extensive research and
knowledge that has informed current theory and practice about first year student retention and
engagement.
According to the literature, there are a number of key factors that influence first year student

engagement in higher education (Burnett, 2006a; Kift, Nelson & Clarke, 2010; Kift, 2008;
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Krause & Coates, 2008; Pike & Kuh, 2005). The level of preparedness for university is a
primary predictor of the students’ capacity to effectively engage with their studies and the
broader university culture (Davies & Elias, 2003; Krause, Hartley, James & McInnes, 2005;
Ozga & Sukhnandan, 1998). This preparation is context-dependent and is influenced by the
students’ backgrounds and includes the personal resources they bring to the experience.
Learning and teaching strategies that serve to engage students are also critical components that
enhance the first year student experience (Burnett, 2007; Burnett & Larmar, 2011; Larmar &
Ingamells, 2010; Lowe & Cook, 2003; Tinto, 2002). Such approaches include those that are
informed by a sound theoretical framework and provide a stimulating andmeaningful experience
that build upon the student’s knowledge and previous life experiences. The development of
relationships between the student and his/her peers and university personnel is another factor
that influences student retention (Burnett & Larmar, 2011; Kift, Nelson & Clarke, 2010; Mc-
Givney, 1996;Wilcox,Winn&Fyvie-Gauld, 2005). Students who develop sound social networks
with their peers and supportive connections with faculty staff are more inclined to develop a
sense of connection and belonging within the university environment that ultimately promotes
successful engagement with learning. Motivation and a sense of capability is also a key indicator
of student success (Burnett & Larmar, 2011; Kift, Nelson & Clarke, 2010; Lizzio & Wilson,
2004: Ramsden, 2003). Students who feel more capable and have a strong motivation for the
study they are undertaking are more likely to succeed. As a measure of enrolment, persistence,
grades and attainment, success has been found to occur more frequently in students who, for
a variety of reasons, are able to draw upon personal resources such as motivation and a sense
of capability (Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges, & Hayek, 2006; McMillan, 2005; Pascarella &
Terenzini, 2005). The development and maintenance of a realistic study/life balance is also
considered significant to student success (Kift, Nelson & Clarke, 2010; McInnis & Hartley,
2002). Students who are heavily burdened by commitments beyond their studies, such as ex-
cessive part-time work or carer responsibilities are less likely to effectively manage their time
and complete academic tasks. Finally, a sense of connection to social support beyond the uni-
versity environment is also considered to be of importance (Gerdes & Mallinckrodt, 1994).
Access to the support of family, friends and other social networks of significance is a significant
factor to promote deeper engagement with university study (Pike & Kuh, 2005). While each
identified element works towards deeper engagement in the early learning environment, students’
interaction in the learning process is accentuated when multiple positive factors are present
(Kift, Nelson & Clarke, 2010; Krause & Coates, 2008; Pike & Kuh, 2005).

Institution-wide Approaches

Given the importance of the variables identified above in influencing the retention and engage-
ment of first year students, greater attention is being placed on institutional approaches that
enhance the first year university experience in order to promote engagement. It is clear that an
overarching consideration in the retention of first year students involves an institutional com-
mitment to fostering a learning environment conducive to the retention and engagement of
commencing students (Burnett & Larmar, 2011; Kift, 2008; Krause & Coates, 2008; Tinto,
2002).
This paper focuses on five institutions committed to the development of sound orientation

and ongoing engagement practices that positively influence the first year student experience
and ultimately aim to improve retention. More specifically, the paper reports on the work of
four leading universities in the U.K., University College London (UCL), Leeds Metropolitan
University, University of Manchester, and University of Brighton and provides an overview of
key institution-wide strategies that serve to enhance the first year experience. Comparisons are
drawn with Griffith University, Australia’s institution-led approaches to deepening first year
student engagement. Key data drawn from Griffith University is also presented that highlights
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the effectiveness of strategies that serve to enhance the first year experience. The overview of
institution led strategies are based on a series of in-depth interviews with key academics drawn
from each of the aforementioned universities who are working in strategically designated roles
deemed instrumental to the widening participation of first year students within their local
contexts. The following section provides an overview of the methodology adopted for the in-
vestigation.

Method

To examine institution specific first year engagement strategies across the institutions under
investigation a mixed methodology approach was undertaken to access both qualitative and
quantitative data. A sample of five universities was selected (including Griffith University,
Australia–the first author is currently working as a Senior Lecturer in the School of Human
Services and Social Work) to draw comparisons across each institution as a means of exploring
common approaches to deepen first year student engagement.

Sample

The four U.K. institutions under investigation were selected on the basis of the following criteria
as a means of identifying universities that shared common characteristics with the principal
researcher’s university of employment:

• Each attracts a diverse population of students, including individuals from disadvantaged
backgrounds and individuals who are the first in family to access higher education;

• The institutions share a common focus on the development and implementation of a range
of orientation and engagement strategies that provide ongoing support to students trans-
itioning into the university environment;

• Key staff are employed within each university to assist in the oversight and ongoing main-
tenance of specific initiatives that serve to improve attrition across the student life-cycle;

• Geographical location–given the principal investigators limited time in the U.K. the geo-
graphical location of each institution was a key consideration to facilitate travel between
each institution and to ensure that face-to-face interviews could be conducted within a
limited time-frame.

Universities Included in the Study

Griffith University, Australia: Griffith University is a multi-campus public university situated
in South East Queensland, Australia. The university’s population of students comprises approx-
imately 30, 000 with both undergraduate and post-graduate students enrolled across five
campuses. Since 2002, Griffith University has focussed on the development of institution-wide
practices and processes as a means of enhancing the first year experience. This focus was driven
by the rising concern about increasing rates of attrition across Australian universities and its
application for Griffith University as an institution with a strong agenda focusing on widening
student participation.

University College London (UCL), U.K.: UCL is the largest college within the University of
London. The college’s main campus is based in Bloomsbury, London and consists of a com-
munity of over 27,000 staff and students. Academic and research personnel align with 72 de-
partments within the institution and are engaged in productive research and industry partnerships
both locally and internationally. The UCL student body is drawn from over 140 countries in-
ternationally with more than one third of the student community engaged in graduate studies.
UCL has a strong reputation internationally in the areas of teaching and research. The institution
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is consistently ranked as being in the top three multi-faculty universities in the U.K. One of the
significant distinctions of UCL is its ‘…embedding of a global perspective in the curriculum,
to increase awareness of social justice, environmental responsibility and the challenges of
global citizenship’. (UCL, 2008).

University of Manchester, U.K.: The University of Manchester was created in 2004 through
the amalgamation of the Victorian University of Manchester and University of Manchester In-
stitute of Science and Technology (UMIST). The University of Manchester has a prestigious
reputation both in the U.K. and internationally. Three universities make up the University of
Manchester which has over 60,00 students, the largest student population in Europe. It offers
teaching and research opportunities in more areas than any other British University. It has a
strong research agenda and has received recognition as the leading institution in the field of
British Education.

LeedsMetropolitan University, U.K.: LeedsMetropolitan University is one of the largest regional
higher education institutions in the U.K. The University was founded in 1824 and consists of
two campuses in Headingley and Harrogate with a student cohort of over 52,000. Leeds Met-
ropolitan University offers a wide range of programs of study with teaching practices that are
underpinned by a student centred approach which serves to encourage lifelong learning. Central
to the university’s charter is a commitment to the recruitment and widening participation of
students from diverse backgrounds. The institution also has a strong commitment to research
and scholarship and has developed centres of research that have regional, national and interna-
tional emphases.

University of Brighton, U.K.: University of Brighton is a multi-campus institution with a 150
year history located in Brighton, Eastbourne and Hasting. University of Brighton has approx-
imately 21,000 students situated over five campuses. It has a solid research agenda and one of
the best teaching quality ratings in the U.K.

Data Collection

As a means of engaging the four universities in the study the principal researcher contacted
personnel within the respective institutions who held key roles focussing on first year transition.
Once informed consent was received, the principal researcher facilitated face-to-face in-depth
interviews with the key personnel based upon the following research questions:

• What are current key initiatives that serve to enhance the first year experience for students
entering the institution?;

• How do these operate within the local context?
• What is the role and function of university personnel working with students in their transition

into the university?
• What are the impacts of Griffith University’s approaches in enhancing engagement?

Data Analysis

Qualitative data was organised into key qualitative themes focussing on specific first year
strategies and their operation within each respective institution. The themes included: methods
that enhance first year engagement; supportive infrastructures including key personnel to assist
first year students in their matriculation into university; and overarching institutional approaches
that facilitate a more comprehensive approach to the first year experience. Following the
identification of key themes, comparisons were drawn between the U.K. initiatives and those
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developed with Griffith University as a means of developing a greater understanding of the
scope of activity and relevance to each local context. Quantitative data was derived from a key
institutional survey initiated within Griffith University that measures student satisfaction con-
cerning their initial experiences of the university environment. The following section provides
an overview of the synthesised data and highlights a range of common factors that align with
each university’s approach to enhancing the engagement of first year students.

Institution-Wide Orientation and Engagement Strategies that Enhance the First
Year Experience

To date, first year support interventions have tended to be independently facilitated and spe-
cifically focused piecemeal efforts that, by their very nature, have been unable to holistically
address the multifaceted concerns of first year students (Kift, Nelson & Clarke, 2010; Kift,
2008; Krause, 2005a; Krause, 2006a; Kuh & Vesper, 1997). In contrast, an exemplary feature
of all the universities under examination is their commitment to integrating services across the
whole of the institution. This manifests not only in provision of support for first year students
but also in intentional design of curriculum that addresses the interconnected principles of
transition, diversity, design, engagement, assessment and evaluation (Kift, Nelson & Clarke,
2010; Kift, 2009, Krause, 2006b). This section provides a summary of key orientation and
engagement strategies specific to the five universities. Common strategies within each institution
have been categorized according to the following four areas: orientation week activities;
mentoring programs; web-based resources to support student transition; and university support
personnel. The following section provides an overview of the various initiatives incorporated
as part of the various institutions’ approaches to enhancing the first year experience for com-
mencing students.

Orientation Week Activities

All the institutions under examination include as part of their orientation strategy a compre-
hensive orientation week program that assists students in their matriculation into the university 
culture. Leeds Metropoliton University works in partnership with their Student’s Union to or-
ganize a Freshers’ Festival, while at Griffith University each school is responsible for the devel-
opment of an orientation program and UCL facilitate a Transition Program that focuses on 
providing specific information. All Universities address the issue of academic preparedness for 
university, a common key predictor of student retention and success (Davies & Elias, 2003; 
Krause, Hartley, James &   McInnes, 2005;   Ozga & Sukhnandan,  1998;   Rickson & Rutherford,
1995). Pre-entry strategies such as those offered at Griffith University, namely, letters of 
welcome, degree program specific information packages, early bird academic workshops and 
online just-in-time information and enrolment support assist students to prepare for 
university before orientation activities begin. Similarly UCL and Leeds Metropolitan 
University help students to adjust quickly to the new academic demands of studying at 
university and commit to their new course of study by providing inform-ation sessions on key 
programs and courses.
In addition to academic preparedness, each of the orientation programs address the social

and environmental factors involved with transitioning to university life. Learning to negotiate
new environments and rules and forming new relationships constitute an important challenge
for students in their first year (Burnett, 2006b, Krause & Coates, 2008). Successful integration
into university culture and the development of authentic, quality relationships between fellow
students and staff members encourage a sense of belonging and connectedness in students that
promotes ongoing engagement with the university (Palmer, O’Kane and Owens, 2009).
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Socially, events and parties held as part of the Freshers’ Festival assist students to settle in to
the Leeds Metropolitan culture while students at UCL are encouraged to use the Transition
Program to ‘make the most of opportunities to meet one another, become involved in campus
life and develop their own support networks’ (UCL, 2008). The majority of schools at Griffith
University facilitate a one to two day intensive face-to-face orientation session during orientation
week. These sessions introduce students to school academic and administrative staff as well as
key support personnel and centralised support services and serve as an orientation to the school
and discipline. Orientation activities aim to assist students to adapt to their new social situation,
creating a smooth transition that results in greater likelihood of overall student satisfaction and
ultimately degree completion (Burnett, 2006b; Krause, 2005; Tinto, 2002; Vest, 2005; Wilcox,
Winn, & Fyvie-Gauld, 2005; Yorke, & Thomas, 2003).
Environmentally, orientation activities at all universities provide opportunities for students 

to familiarise themselves with the campus and services. Sessions at UCL include presentations 
on: student volunteering; the student union; student rights and advice; the Medical Centre; the 
Ambassadors Scheme; and Tutoring and Mentoring Programs. Leeds Metropolitan University 
also focuses on familiarising new students into the University environment with specific 
events including International Student forums, induction programs and information sessions 
about key programs and courses, as well as coordinated activities that deepen students’ 
awareness of specific services and supportive infrastructures within the Institution. While a 
large amount of information is offered throughout these sessions, students are able to ‘pick 
and choose’ the topics that are most relevant to them so that information is tailored to the 
needs of each indi-vidual student. This is scaffolded throughout the semester with ‘just-in-time’ 
strategies to address specific concerns as they arise.
Collectively the approaches implemented by each university emphasize the importance of a

well organized and detailed orientation week program that coordinates and links specific
strategies and processes to facilitate experiences focused on deepening students’ connectivity
to their peers, their chosen school or faculty, academic and support staff and the broader uni-
versity culture.

Mentoring Programs

In a critical review of the literature on mentoring in the university context, factor analysis
identified that it served a wide variety of functions that could be classified under two broad
categories: psychosocial supports; or academic assistance (Jacobi, 1991; Kram, 1985; Noe,
1988; Olian, Carroll, Giannantonia, & Feren, 1988; Schockett & Haring-Hidore, 1985).
At UCL the mentoring process addresses each of these functions in two distinct phases. The

first phase takes place in the first five to six weeks of the semester and focuses on psychosocial
support by addressing social and personal adjustment issues associated with students’ transition
into UCL and greater London. In the second half of semester, the second phase is introduced
with mentors being available to assist students experiencing academic challenges. Mentoring
sessions are designed to be peer-assisted learning opportunities that focus on specific course
content. These are conducted in a group context with mentors assuming the role of facilitator.
While universities may place differing emphases on the type of mentoring provided, all five in-
corporated some kind of formal mentoring program which they saw as foundational to the
ongoing success and retention of students in their first year of university.
Phase 1 of UCL’s mentoring scheme provides support with psychosocial tasks such as:

making new friends; developing support networks; developing independence from family; and
building a greater awareness of personal needs. Practical assistance is also available for matters
such as: organising finances; accommodation and transport; orientation on campus and within
London; organising payment of fees; and enrolment. Mentors serve as role models as well as
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normalising first year challenges by sharing some of the experiences they might have faced as
UCL students, and insights gained during their course of study.
Similarly, at the University of Brighton mentors, referred to as ‘Ambassadors’, actively engage

students prior to and following entry into the university. Students are welcomed into the school
where they will be based, information is disseminated, and advice is given in terms of the stu-
dents’ best interests as opposed to that of the institution (University of Brighton, 2008).
Mentors at the University of Manchester, Griffith University and at Leeds Metropolitan Uni-
versity (where mentors are known as ‘Student Ambassadors’) actively support first year students’
transition into university life. This involves playing an intensive role in key events such as open
days and orientation week activities. Such mentoring strategies have been demonstrated to in-
crease student retention by fostering relationships between students and the university, which
averts obstacles that may otherwise block a student’s successful progression beyond the first
tertiary year (Burnett & Larmar, 2011; McGivney, 1996; Wilcox, Winn& Fyvie-Gauld, 2005).
At Griffith University, academic support is provided by matching second, third and fourth

year undergraduate students with commencing undergraduate students. Likewise UCLmatches
up to 10 students with an experienced student (either second or third year) from the same de-
partment. This is in addition to UCL’S specific shift in focus in the second half of the semester
from personal adjustment to the general academic challenges associated with each student’s
study program. Mentoring sessions in the second phase focus on work load, academic skills
and assessment. Peer mentoring at the University ofManchester aims to deepen the commencing
students’ sense of connectedness within their chosen discipline and school with sessions facilitated
informally, or linked to faculty-based tutorial groups.
All universities offer training for mentors that is conducted either centrally or locally. While

Student Ambassadors from the University of Brighton and mentors at University ofManchester
participate in university-wide engagement, they receive training and support from the faculty
in which they are located. Griffith’s mentor training service is primarily centralised. However,
many school-based mentoring strategies have also developed in the last five years as programs
are facilitated at both a school and institutional level.
Mentors at UCL receive an initial 150 minute training session which is facilitated prior to

the implementation of the Mentoring Scheme. This is complemented by ongoing support from
UCL transition program staff throughout the mentoring process. Mentors are also encouraged
to email the Transition Project Officer following each meeting with their group of mentees to
report on the group’s progress. This monitoring ensures that the programmaintains its integrity
and that mentors and groups are well supported. Each department is invited to participate in
the scheme as part of their involvement with the UCL Transition Program.Mentoring activities
are facilitated in 31 departments and teaching programs across six faculties and schools. Ap-
proximately 1900 students benefit from this initiative annually.
Mentors at UCL are payed approximately 9 pounds per hour ($14 AUD), for a total of up

to 25 hours for their involvement in the mentoring scheme. University of Brighton also remu-
nerate Student Ambassadors for their duties. However, with respect to the other universities,
students usually assume the mentor role on a voluntary basis.
On the whole, mentors at each of the universities take steps to engage students by sharing

their own university adjustment experiences and providing advice on how first year students
can best navigate some of the more common challenges experienced by commencing students.
Mentors have regular meetings with students throughout the first term and facilitate or parti-
cipate in: university open days; campus tours; external visits; first year student induction
activities; student question times; first year newsletter input and email contact with interested
first year students.
All these strategies serve to improve retention through a coordinated approach that facilitates

support prior to entering the university that continues to the end of the student’s first year
(University of Brighton, 2008). The evidence that these steps promote engagement and success
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and reduce student attrition is clear. Mentoring strategies have been shown to be more effective
in increasing retention rates than other strategies in isolation (Gregerman, Lerner, Hippel, Von
Jonides, Nagda& Biren, 1998). In the evaluation of factors associated with attrition, mentoring
is highlighted as a factor that has a significant impact upon attrition. The literature clearly in-
dicates that mentoring reduces the likelihood of students leaving the university environment
voluntarily (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Terenzini, Pascarella, Theophilides & Lorang, 1985;
Tinto, 2002)

University Support Personnel

All universities discussed in this paper incorporated either school/faculty-based or institution-
wide support personnel. It is well established that academic staff and support personnel play
a key role in students’ level of engagement with study and the academic community (Krause,
2005a). Students who receive care and support from staff are more likely to develop academic
attitudes that lead to engagement with study (Klem & Cornell, 2004). Each of the institutions
acknowledged the vital role that university support personnel play in providing support and
advice for first year students by allocating significant resources to Student Support Tutors, First
Year Advisors (FYA), Student Liaison Officers and Sabbaticals. For example, the Teaching and
Learning Support Office at The University of Manchester has a primary focus on the first year
experience providing advice, information and support. The Office works with the University’s
Vice President for Teaching and Learning, as well as with faculties, schools and other adminis-
trative offices. One of the key arms of the Teaching and Learning Support Office is the ‘Students
as Partners’ initiative that serves to assist in:

• partnering students with staff in programs of study;
• promoting and supporting innovative ways of teaching; and
• assessing students and helping them tomanage their own learning (www.campus.manchester.

ac.uk/tlso/).
• The ‘Students as Partners’ scheme primarily utilises the following initiatives:
• peer mentoring;
• sabbatical personnel; and
• Peer Assisted Study Sessions (PASS).

A key initiative birthed out of the work of the Teaching and Learning Support Office is the
sabbatical position. Recent graduates of the University undertake the sabbatical position and
align with one of the four faculties in a full-time capacity across the academic year. Throughout
their tenure they work closely with Teaching and Learning Support Office personnel who
provide intensive supervision and support for staff and students. The key roles of the sabbatical
include:

• supporting student-led initiatives within the respective faculty, maintaining regular contact
with Coordinators and facilitating PASS sessions;

• undertaking managerial responsibilities in the implementation and/or evaluation of faculty-
based schemes and initiatives; and

• facilitating a network of good practice which means liaising with students and/or academic
staff (Odey & Carey, 2008).

Student Support Tutors at the University of Brighton actively serve to deepen the student’s
connection through the facilitation and coordination of strategies leading up to and prior to a
student’s actual enrolment in tertiary study. These strategies include pre-entry newsletters, in-
duction of student ambassadors, participation and coordination of activities for University
Open days and visits, campus tours, and connecting with prospective students’ parents. Student
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Support Tutors and Student Liaison Officers at Leeds Metropolitan University work with aca-
demic staff to offer guidance, advice and support to assist students as they adjust to university
life and progress through their program of study. They maintain a visible presence in the school,
connect students to support services offered within the university, liaise with such services to
ensure students receive the necessary support and/or advice and are also available by drop-in
appointment to discuss issues that may arise. Student Liaison Officers are faculty-based, full-
time positions and the role has a complete focus on the provision of student support.
The effectiveness of university support personnel has been exemplified by Griffith University,

who established the role of the FYA as an institution wide initiative in 2005 (Burnett & Larmar,
2008). As part of Griffith University’s commitment to enhancing the first year experience, a
number of university-administered surveys were administered to measure the effectiveness of
such initiatives on: student engagement; information acquisition; organisation; connectivity;
knowledge of university staff and services; disciplinary engagement; sense of capability; sense
of purpose; sense of connectedness; and overall satisfaction (Larmar& Ingamells, 2010). Results
revealed that each of these factors were improved by the engagement strategies and in particular
showed the effectiveness of university support personnel in promoting overall engagement.
Each school at Griffith University has an appointed FYA who is drawn from the appropriate
school’s academic staff with a specific work load formula which comprises research and
teaching commitments in concert with FYA responsibilities. Such responsibilities include lead-
ership of school-based orientation and engagement activities and coordinated support across
the school’s first year community. The FYA role is supported by the Student Experience Co-
ordinator. The Coordinator works across the institution, collaborating with FYAs to assist
them in their responsibilities at a school level.
In support of Griffith’s findings, the AUSSE survey conducted by Kuh (2004) indicates that

students’ perceptions of the quality of academic advising are positively correlated with higher
order mental activities that help students succeed in higher education. Australian undergraduates
are more likely to report higher levels of achievement, more satisfaction with their course and
a clear intention to continue in tertiary education when they are engaged with academics and
the institution (Krause, 2005a). Students reporting factors that are important at their university
indicate that a positive relationship can be found between academic factors and supportive re-
lationships with staff (Kuh, 2004). In response to the clear evidence supporting the use of student
support personnel to promote engagement, each of the universities has implemented interventions
that have been successful in achieving these ends.

Web-based Resources to Support Student Transition

Web-based resources have transformed higher education in the last decade. Many courses are
now facilitated online and almost all traditionally facilitated subjects have some online compon-
ent (Brown & Lippincott, 2003). More than 97% of students report using the web for study
purposes, and first year students are spending an average of 4.2 hours a week using the web
for study, in addition to the time spent in classes and private study (Krause, 2005a). As univer-
sities become increasingly reliant on the internet for the delivery of services, the strategies they
use to engage students will need to adjust to the changing environment by including more web-
based resources to support student transition.
The institutions investigated in this paper utilise web resources as part of their overall engage-

ment strategies. Griffith’s Commencing@Griffith First Year Website, University of Brighton’s
Studentcentral, and University College London’s TransitionWebsite demonstrate the important
role web resources play in promoting student engagement. Each of these online student portals
provides access to a range of learning resources and connect students to the university at large.
Online services may include access to library resources, a community space promoting social
networks, a site devoted to the provision of information for students prior to their arrival to
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help them in preparing for their studies, and electronic discussion forums to assist in the devel-
opment of student networks. At UCL, forums focus on key issues impacting commencing stu-
dents’ assimilation into the University culture. Leeds Metropolitan University places student
information points called Helpzones in strategic positions across its campuses. These serve to
assist students to discover relevant information related to their study and university life. The
Helpzones also act as points of referral for students seeking specialist support such as student
counseling services or International Student Advisors. Each Helpzone location consists of a
suite of computers where students can go to access their email or the Helpzone website. The
Helpzone website is a comprehensive hub that provides students with a web-based directory
that assists individuals to access key information relevant to their engagement as students.
None of the universities relied upon web-based resources alone but rather used them to

complement broader, multifaceted strategies that often emphasized the dissemination of inform-
ation through interpersonal channels. However as trends continue to show higher education
institutions increasingly adopting online practices, students are likely to conduct an increasing
amount of their academic activities off campus (Allen& Seaman, 2008). While research suggests
that online resources are not a substitute for effective face to face teaching and learning (Krause,
2005a) the possibility that they may well become the primary means of engaging students with
their faculty needs to be addressed. Krause (2005b) recommends that the community-building
capacities of online forums be used to connect students to the learning community and to each
other. The provision of ‘consumer friendly’ intranet sites by each of the universities recognizes
and addresses this issue. Student websites that include comprehensive information about the
university culture, first year advice and relevant knowledge about studying at university, links
to relevant services available to first year students, and discussion forum sites to foster a deeper
sense of community are considered pertinent to orienting and engaging students both now and
in the future.
This section has provided an overview of key initiatives specific to each university included

in the investigation. Discussion also focused on common factors that were shared across each
institution that assisted in the matriculation of students into each respective institution. The
following section provides a summary of retention data specific to Griffith University that rein-
forces the validity of the various strategies incorporated as part of each institution’s overarching
commitment to deepening engagement of first year students.

Impacts of Strategies on the Retention and Engagement of Students for Griffith
University

The following section provides data that highlights the positive influences of Griffith’s approaches
to student satisfaction. The focus on this data was influenced by the key researcher’s capacity
to access Griffith University reports based on the first year experience across the institution. A
significant limitation of the research centered on the lack of access to quantitative data from
the U.K. institutions under investigation. For this reason, qualitative methods were primarily
employed to develop comparisons between the approaches across the five universities. The
quantitative Griffith data was drawn from an institution based survey first implemented in
2005. The survey is titled Starting@Griffith and consists of 40 items. The survey is administered
online to commencing students within the University between weeks four and seven of their
first semester that takes approximately 15 minutes to complete. The data is organized according
to three overarching scales. The scales and overall results are presented in the following table
(Table One).
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Table One

Scale 1 Engagement in Program Griffith, Academic Groups and Campuses

20112010DisagreeNeutralAgreeSDMeanModeN

2.2%0.9%5.9%22.0%72.1%0.833.943958GRIFFITH

2.9%1.7%5.8%20.8%73.5%0.833.943404Domestic

0.2%0.0%6.5%29.8%63.8%0.843.74553International

Scale 2 Know and Interact with Staff and Students

20112010DisagreeNeutralAgreeSDMeanModeN

0.7%-0.8%14.3%20.2%65.5%1.003.743947GRIFFITH

1.6%0.6%13.8%18.7%67.5%1.003.743395Domestic

-2.4%-4.3%16.8%30.0%53.2%0.983.54553International

Scale 3 Effectiveness of Orientation Griffith, Academic Groups and Campuses

20112010DisagreeNeutralAgreeSDMeanModeN

0.5%-1.4%9.4%22.2%68.4%0.883.743438GRIFFITH

0.9%-0.3%9.1%21.0%69.9%0.883.842984Domestic

-0.9%-6.3%11.2%30.3%58.5%0.853.64454International

Staff-student relationship–Griffith, Academic Groups and Campuses

20112010DisagreeNeutralAgreeSDMeanModeN

3.3%0.8%6.5%21.6%71.8%0.833.843954GRIFFITH

4.2%1.7%6.4%20.4%73.2%0.833.943402Domestic

-0.7%-0.9%7.2%29.4%63.4%0.843.74553International

Good Teaching

20112010DisagreeNeutralAgreeSDMeanModeN

3.9%1.5%6.4%20.3%73.3%0.843.943958GRIFFITH

4.8%2.5%6.3%19.1%74.6%0.843.943404Domestic

-0.5%-1.3%7.2%27.5%65.3%0.833.74554International

Sense of Connection–Griffith, Academic Groups and Campuses

20112010DisagreeNeutralAgreeSDMeanModeN

3.2%1.5%6.3%27.2%66.5%0.803.743960GRIFFITH

4.0%2.9%6.0%25.4%68.6%0.803.843407Domestic

1.2%-1.4%7.8%38.5%53.6%0.803.54553International
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Sense of Capability

20112010DisagreeNeutralAgreeSDMeanModeN

2.7%2.8%7.2%29.2%63.6%0.823.743961GRIFFITH

2.8%3.0%7.4%28.7%63.9%0.823.743407Domestic

3.3%2.0%6.2%32.0%61.8%0.833.74554International

Sense of Purpose–Griffith, Academic Groups and Campuses

20112010DisagreeNeutralAgreeSDMeanModeN

-0.1%-1.3%4.4%16.3%79.3%0.834.043957GRIFFITH

0.3%-0.9%4.3%15.3%80.3%0.834.143403Domestic

-1.2%1.9%4.8%22.5%72.7%0.853.94553International

Overall Satisfaction

20112010DisagreeNeutralAgreeSDMeanModeN

0.3%0.0%4.3%17.5%78.1%0.814.043957GRIFFITH

1.2%1.2%4.1%15.7%80.2%0.804.043404Domestic

-3.3%-0.1%5.6%28.8%65.6%0.833.84553International

Scale one reported a modest increase in terms of perceptions relating to program engagement
with all academic groups maintaining consistent scores over time with some elements indicating
some improvement. Scale two indicated a slight decline from previous years in terms of student
knowledge of and interaction with staff. However, the overall score of 65% agreement represents
a significant 13% improvement from 2006–2011, reflecting Griffith’s steady commitment to
facilitating engagement with staff that is student centred and socially inclusive. Finally, scale
three reporting on perceptions relating to the effectiveness of orientation revealed that 68% of
students across the institution either agreed or strongly agreed that the orientation experience
assisted in their matriculation into the university environment. This data reinforces the significant
influences of the various institution-wide strategies outlined above in enhancing the first year
experience for students matriculating to Higher Education.

Limitations

There were a number of limitations inherent in the study. Given that the researcher was situated
in a particular geographic location in the U.K. the targeted universities were in part selected
on the basis of convenience. Further research should consider the inclusion of other institutions
that parallel characteristics within Griffith University such as student demographics, program
offerings and orientation and engagement strategies to enhance first year engagement. The focus
on Griffith data highlighting student perceptions of the early learning environment was another
limitation of the research. This limitation was influenced by the insufficient access to quantitative
data focusing on the institutions included in the research. Future investigations should consider
the inclusion of both qualitative and quantitative data focusing on student attrition and specific
student perceptions about their experiences in each respective institution. Finally, the findings
are limited to data that was collected at one time point. The study would have been enhanced
through the inclusion of data collected longitudinally.
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Conclusion

This paper has provided examples of individual institutional approaches to engaging first year
students. Each of the institutions investigated is recognized for the effectiveness of its interven-
tions, its strategic focus on the experience of first year students including planning, development
and implementation of strategies to improve first year student retention. Comparisons were
drawn across five institutions to determine emergent themes of best practice within the first
year experience. While it was evident that each university had developed strategies tailored to
the local context, all institutions reported on the effectiveness of a formal orientation program
and related strategies including: student mentoring; academic skills workshops; student com-
munity forums; web-based support initiatives (including first year websites), and key first year
personnel responsible for the coordination of university, faculty and/or school-based support
for first year students. Key personnel within each institution reported on the significance of the
first year experience and acknowledged that their particular university was committed to invest-
ing considerable resources to make the first year experience useful and relevant to commencing
students. The collective effectiveness of these interventions clearly aligns with the international
literature on student retention and engagement (Burnett, 2007; Burnett & Larmar, 2011; Kift,
Nelson&Clarke, 2010; Kift, 2008; Krause, 2005a; Kuh&Vesper, 1997; Tinto, 2002;Wilcox,
Winn& Fyvie-Gauld, 2005). A summary of quantitative data fromGriffith University was also
represented that highlighted the impacts of an institutional approach to effectively engaging
and orientating first year students. Finally, findings drawn from the exploration of the key in-
stitutions under investigation emphasized the significance of a coordinated and strategic insti-
tutional approach to the orientation and engagement of first year students as a means of facil-
itating more holistic approaches that widen participation.
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