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This monograph is the result of collaborative efforts between the National Resource Center 
for The First-Year Experience and Students in Transition (NRC), Teesside University and the 
organizers of the European First Year Experience Conference series. Teesside University has been 
cohost for the National Resource Center’s International Conferences on The First-Year Experi-
ence since 1988, and as such we have had an interest in the development of first-year initiatives 
beyond the USA.

Through its conferences, publications, and research efforts, the National Resource Center has 
highlighted the central importance of the first-year experience to higher education. As a result, 
many institutions around the world have come to recognize the value of focusing on first-year stu-
dents and other students in transition and have begun to explore ways to better support their own 
first-years. The work of the NRC has emphasized not just the importance of initiatives directed 
toward first-year students but has also continued to highlight the relevance of research and evalua-
tion about student transitions. Since the National Resource Center launched its first international 
meeting in 1986, several other meetings have emerged, demonstrating the relevance of this work in 
all higher education settings. In 1995, Queensland University of Technology hosted the first Pacific 
Rim Conference on the First Year in Higher Education, and the European First Year Experience 
Conference was launched in 2005. Most recently, the inaugural Southern African Conference on 
the First Year Experience in September 2008 met with great success. These meetings also highlight 
the growing number of initiatives being developed to support first-years and the increase in research 
on their particular experiences and needs.

This collection shows some of the exciting strategies that have been developed around the 
world and which have been subject to some assessment efforts. Each of the case study examples 
included are based on the core belief, aptly expressed by Gardner, Upcraft, and Barefoot (2005), 
that “first-year students can and will do better when placed in intentional intellectual and social 
campus environments that challenge and support their efforts to succeed” (p. 524).

The First-Year Experience as a Global Movement
Over the last 20 years, there have been a number of key research initiatives on the first-year 

experience. Early work in the USA by Upcraft, Gardner, and Associates (1989) has been particu-
larly influential. Tinto’s (1993) work on student retention, while focused on explaining student 
withdrawal, led to an influential conceptualization of first-year engagement. Dey and Astin (1989) 
also explored student retention and provided a way to understand student persistence through and 
beyond the first year by highlighting the role of individual student characteristics. Astin (1997) 
also emphasized the importance of understanding the role student retention plays in institutional 
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decision making. Outside the USA, McInnis, James, and Hartley (2000) provided an exploration 
of first-year trends across Australia, and their work played a key part in an increasing focus on the 
first year in that country. Krause, Hartley, James, & McKinnis (2005) more recent work has pro-
vided an effective exploration of first-year experience in contemporary Australia by reviewing 10 
years of national studies. In the UK, research by Yorke (1999) on student retention has been very 
significant in shaping thinking about first-years and other students in transition. He highlighted 
the complexity of withdrawal patterns among students and emphasized the role of institutions in 
understanding and responding to these departures. More recently in the UK, two major projects 
have been undertaken that focused on the first-year experience: (a) Harvey, Drew, and Smith 
(2006) provided a comprehensive literature review on the first-year experience and (b) Yorke and 
Longden (2007) completed a major research project that investigated first-year experiences across 
institutions in England and Wales.

In addition to these major projects, a range of smaller projects has also been undertaken. Harvey 
et al.’s (2006) literature review argues that much of this work has focused on individual institutions 
or on specific aspects of the first-year experience, specific student groups, or on particular initiatives. 
He suggests that we still need to research students’ first-year experiences more systematically and 
more widely, particularly outside the USA. Nonetheless the research work that has been undertaken 
has identified a number of critical factors that need to be carefully considered by institutions and 
individuals involved in planning and supporting the first-year experience.

According to Tinto (1993), a fundamental concern for all higher education institutions is how 
to effectively integrate new students into their new learning environment. Tinto (1997; 2000) also 
suggested that making friends with other students also has a major impact on whether students stay 
and do well in their studies. He points out that we need to consider ways to change our institutions 
to better fit our students, rather than change the student to fit the institution. This argument has 
also been explored by Thomas and Cooper (2000). Using learning communities and initiatives to 
enhance interaction in the classroom have been identified as important ways to shift the focus of 
learning (e.g., Tinto, 1997; 2000). An important factor for many institutions is whether students 
are effectively prepared for higher education study. There is a growing concern in research and 
evaluation of institutional practice about the underprepared student (e.g., Astin, 1997; 2000; Du 
Pre, 2003). Both integrating the student and responding to their level of preparedness have led 
to a great deal of work in the UK, USA, Australia, and New Zealand exploring strategies to sup-
port student induction (see for example, Bourner & Barlow, 1991; Edward, 2003; Ward-Roof & 
Hatch, 2003).

Yet as an interest in the first-year experience has expanded around the globe, there have also 
been important adaptations to accommodate a range of different educational contexts. Over recent 
years, there has been a growing interest in the UK, Australia, and New Zealand in first-year students 
and strategies for supporting their learning and their engagement with university life. This has been 
set in the context of a different kind of higher education system than that in the USA, a primary 
difference being the normal length of study. While most students in the USA study for four years, 
in the UK and Australasia the norm is three years. This means that students in these latter countries 
are required to “hit the ground running.” The concept of the first-year seminar, which works so well 
in the USA and in some other countries where four years is more typical, is not really compatible 
with the three-year model of study, which is heavily focused on the degree discipline from year 
one. This has led to a range of ideas and strategies designed to fit these limitations.

Another key difference that has shaped the global expansion of first-year initiatives is the level 
of participation. It is only in more recent years that the UK and Australasia have opened their 
doors to a wider range of learners. While the USA has had open enrollment institutions for a long 
time and, therefore, has had to consider the needs of diverse learners, it is only in the last 10 to15 
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years that this has been true for other major English-speaking nations. It is no coincidence that the 
increasing interest in first-year experience runs alongside this shift, as it did in the USA.

In other parts of the world, the first-year experience has been highlighted in different ways 
and at different times. Canada, Japan, South Africa, and many European countries (e.g., Belgium, 
Denmark, the Netherlands, Norway, the Republic of Ireland, Spain) have begun to explore strategies 
for engaging their first-years as their own demographics have changed, albeit for differing reasons. 
How students are funded, the impact of increases in the number of young people in a country, 
and government agendas for participation and for funding higher education are some of the fac-
tors that play a part in creating a climate where the interests of first-years are seen as important. 
The 2009 International Conference on The First-Year Experience included contributions from 
the Republic of Ireland, Spain, and Hong Kong, and previous conferences have had presentations 
from the Netherlands and the Caribbean. The European First Year Experience Conference has had 
contributions from Belgium, Denmark, the Netherlands, and Norway as well as the Republic of 
Ireland, and the 2009 Conference, held in Groningen in the Netherlands, had a particular focus 
on researching the first-year experience. The issues addressed at these international gatherings were 
varied: student support services collaborating with academic staff, pre-entry work to better prepare 
students for their studies, skills development for students in the first year, institutional first-year 
strategies, and first-year assessment. In recent years, these conferences have highlighted what we 
can know (and in some cases, need to learn) about our first-year students and what we might do 
to improve their experiences and promote their success.

Overview of the Monograph
The purpose of this monograph is to share good practice from around the world in enhancing 

the first-year experience and improving first-year student success. Because the higher education 
context determines the shape of first-year initiatives on campuses around the world, we open with 
an overview of higher education systems of the countries represented in the monograph. Here, 
we explore some of the differences and similarities between those contexts and note that it is not 
just policies and macro characteristics that explain the growing interest in first-year experience in 
various parts of the world. Rather, professors, tutors, researchers, and student support staff who 
work with first-year students continue to highlight their particular experiences and the real chal-
lenges they face in the transition into higher study. The overview is followed by 16 cases studies of 
initiatives designed to support the transition and success of first-year students. Each case includes a 
brief description of the institution and its students, an overview of the initiative, and a description 
of research-supported outcomes associated with the initiative. We conclude the volume with an 
essay identifying key points for consideration when designing first-year initiatives that arise from 
the case studies. To help readers navigate the unique terminology associated with these varying 
higher education contexts, we have also included a glossary of terms. Terms included in the glossary 
appear in bold the first time they are used in a chapter.

The examples of new and innovative work in this collection are drawn from 11 different coun-
tries and encompass a wide variety of institutional types and contexts. Some are research-intensive 
while others focus on teaching; some concentrate on traditional academic disciplines while the 
provision of others is strongly vocational. Both three-year and four-year institutions are represented, 
while one paper focuses on a two-year program. Some of the initiatives are institution-wide while 
others are discipline or department-specific. Some focus on curriculum change and development 
while others address broader issues of student support.
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What they all have in common is a real concern for first-year students and a desire to see 
them succeed. All of the examples are strategies that we feel are transferable to other contexts and 
conditions. Each of them provides ideas for readers to consider in their own institutional contexts. 
All the initiatives have been evaluated, and the authors reflect on what they have learned, offering 
suggestions for future development and strategies for adapting the model to other contexts. The 
examples are an interesting mixture of approaches to making the transition into and through the 
first year a smoother one.

This collection is, in a sense, a snapshot. We have captured a moment in time, and included 
only a small sampling of the initiatives designed to support first-years. We know there is interest-
ing work going on in countries not represented here – for example, in the Netherlands, in the 
Republic of Ireland, in the Unites Arab Emirates, in Norway, in Scotland (there will be some 
further mention of work going on in Scotland in the Overview of Countries), in Belgium, and in 
Jamaica. For some countries, we have only been able to include one example, and in each case we 
know there are other initiatives taking place in these countries. We trust that this other work will 
be shared and discussed at future conferences and in further publications. Meanwhile, we hope 
that this collection provides readers with an insight into some of the developing work going on 
across diverse contexts.

A brief description of the different strategies in the collection will demonstrate the range of 
practices and also be a helpful guide to reading the collection. O’Shea’s Australian case study reports 
on transition to study workshops for new students, which are led by student mentors and provide 
new first-years with a short orientation program that focuses on empowering them and responding 
to their needs. The example from Canada, provided by Fisher-Stitt and Tam, is a peer-mentoring 
initiative in the Faculty of Fine Arts at York University. This initiative has received positive feedback 
from both mentors and those being mentored and has led to more confident first-years.

There are three examples from England, in the UK, which represent different approaches 
across different types of institutions. Teesside’s case-study, provided by Nutt and Greer, reports 
on another institution-wide strategy, but here retention support officers in each faculty provide 
face-to-face support and guidance to new students, acting as a bridge to academic or pastoral help. 
The case study written by Ody and Carey from Manchester, a research-intensive institution, is an 
institution-wide approach focused on peer-assisted study (PASS). Here students help each other 
with their learning, not just with their integration into higher education. The third example is 
from Wolverhampton and highlights the value of new technological developments for support-
ing first-year students. Here, Purnell and Hughes explain their use of blogs to help new students 
engage with learning through writing.

Japan provides a case study in which Tanaka explores a peer community program at Kansai 
University, which is designed to help students develop their empathy and peer support skills. The 
program at Kansai has been developed to enhance students’ communication skills and their abil-
ity to work with each other enabling them to integrate into the University, and both support and 
learn from each other.

The case study from Morocco provides an interesting example of implementing a first-year 
seminar, based on the University 101 course developed at the University of South Carolina in the 
USA. Ouakrime’s initiative has impacted both student retention and the integration of first-year 
students into the institution.

There are two case studies from New Zealand. The first example from New Zealand is provided 
by Carson and Scarborough from Auckland University of Technology and focuses on providing 
proactive support for at-risk students through peer-support interventions. The second, from Clark 
at The University of Auckland, reports on the UniGuide program in which current students provide 
support and guidance to a group of new students for the first six weeks of their first semester. The 
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group becomes a learning community so this initiative is somewhat different from an individual 
mentoring scheme. 

In the one case study from Northern Ireland, Rushton and his co-authors describe a residential 
event used with environmental science students as part of their induction into university study. 
It highlights the importance of building relationships between students and between staff and 
students. While this example focuses on a particular discipline, the strategy is suitable for a variety 
of disciplinary contexts.

Rosário and his colleagues from Minho University in Portugal describe classroom activities 
designed to promote self-regulated learning. The activities focus on the discussion of six reflective 
letters written by a first-year student describing his experiences at the University. This comic ac-
count engages students and helps them explore their anxieties about studying in higher education 
and about the skills areas they need to develop.

The example from South Africa, provided by Botha and van Schalkwyk, describes the First 
Year Academy at Stellenbosch University, an institution-wide approach designed to foster student 
success. The Academy provides a range of strategies designed to underpin the first-year experi-
ence and was instrumental in ushering in a new attitude at Stellenbosch, making the first year an 
institutional priority.

Orvehed and Söderman, from Sweden, introduce us to the SciTech model at Uppsala Uni-
versity, which uses coaching to support new students and to encourage them to engage in the first 
year in both academic and personal terms.

Two case studies are included from the USA, from Portland State University and from Pur-
due University. Patton and Carpenter report on the Freshman Enquiry program (FRINQ) at 
Portland State. This is a three-term course, which encourages greater interaction between faculty 
and students and between students while supporting active learning. The example from Purdue 
University, provided by Koch and Drake, describes the work of the Student Access, Transition, 
and Success Programs department, which oversees the first-year experience across a very large and 
diverse institution. The department is the driver of a range of strategies supporting the enhance-
ment of first-year experiences.

The final country represented in this collection is one of the smallest, Wales. Fitzgibbon and 
colleagues describe the Faculty Advice Shops at the University of Glamorgan, which provide drop-
in guidance for students providing them with academic help and pastoral support. Each faculty 
has one and, in addition to providing support directly to students, these shops actively engage with 
the staff in the faculty to develop other initiatives that promote student retention.

We hope you find these case studies interesting and useful. They present a collection of good 
practice examples that we believe are transferable to other national and institutional contexts. Our 
aim is to share with you the work of colleagues around the world in the hope that it will inform 
and further enhance your own practice and, of course, benefit your own first-year students.
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