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The first year of higher education (HE) marks one of the most significant transitions in a student’s life. Within the U.K., the subject area of Sport and Exercise Science (SES) has a problem with effectively supporting and retaining students as they transition into HE. If students’ capabilities to successfully transition are to be fully understood and resourced, it is necessary for research to foreground students’ lived realities. Utilising letter to self-methodology, 58 s- and third-year undergraduate SES students wrote to their younger self, providing guidance on how to successfully transition into HE. Data were analysed using reflexive thematic analysis. Six themes and four sub-themes were identified. Following the development of a single composite version of an “Older, wiser self letter” to represent the identified themes, this resource was integrated into the institution’s pastoral care resources and sessions where personal tutors connected with their tutees. Student member reflections were completed to gather feedback regarding the resource’s effectiveness. The composite letter provides an authentic account of how to face obstacles encountered as students transition into HE. Students’ member reflections highlighted that the letter was a valuable resource as a prompt for discussion regarding their experiences of transitioning into HE. When in the student journey the letter was read was particularly important. The value of this composite letter lies in the implementation of tutor-tutee and student peer-peer conversations at key “moments” throughout their journey in HE, helping students understand the challenges and opportunities for success during transition.
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Introduction

With students required to develop new academic skills, whilst simultaneously acquiring new social skills and adapting to their role as an independent learner in a cultural setting different to what they may know, it is not surprising that the first year of higher education (HE) marks one of the most significant transitions in a student’s life (Beasley and Pearson, 1999).

Successful transition into HE has been identified as reducing the likelihood of dropout, and students’ initial weeks of HE are considered key for this success (Wilcox et al., 2005; Coertjens et al., 2017; Tett et al., 2017). To facilitate transition, targeted support, typically in the form of “induction activities,” occurs on the students’ first day or week. The specifics of each induction differ across institutions, however, activities commonly focus on preparing students academically (Hultberg et al., 2008) and socially (Brooman and Darwent, 2014) for the requirements ahead, enabling students to settle quickly and effectively (Coertjens et al., 2017).

Whilst induction activities are often valuable in enabling students to transition into HE (e.g., Ackermann, 1991; Cabrera et al., 2013), several authors suggest that transition should be viewed as a more fluid and enduring component of the learning experience, something to be regarded as a longer process throughout the first year (e.g., Pennington et al., 2018). According to this perspective, “student” is not something one is by default, but something one becomes through a complex learning process, requiring navigation of ongoing, context-specific, social situations occurring throughout the first year in HE. It requires getting to know the place, practises, and knowledge of that specific culture or study environment (Gregersen et al., 2021), which can only be achieved through choosing to engage in teaching and learning activities, or in extra-curricular activities, to understand the subtext of the culture they are expected to be part of and form a sense of their student identity (Leese, 2010).

Both Tinto’s model of social integration (1975) and Nicholson’s transition cycle (1990) provide a valuable theoretical foundation with which to conceptualise student transition into HE. According to Tinto’s model, students become socially integrated through meaningful social interactions, the development of relationships with like-minded peers, teachers and university staff, and engaging with extra-curricular activities (Naylor et al., 2021). The model describes how the initial commitment a student demonstrates to their program and institution is influenced by a number of individual characteristics (e.g., family background, personal attributes, previous academic performance and family encouragement). These commitments are continually modified by the students’ interactions with the social and academic systems of the institution (Fincham et al., 2021). Students who demonstrate delayed or minimal commitment, limit their integration and subsequently increase their risk of drop out (Hadjar et al., 2022). It is only through academic performance and academically purposive interactions between peers and teachers that they [the students] also becomes academically integrated (Naylor et al., 2021).

Whilst Tinto (1975) describes transition as a linear concept, with students successfully transitioning into HE following social – and then academic – integration, Nicholson (1990) presented transition as a cyclical model, which consists of four stages: preparation, encounter, adjustment, and stabilisation. The preparation phase requires students to achieve, prior to entering HE, a state of readiness, developing precise and realistic expectations and being positively motivated to change (De Clercq et al., 2018). Similarly described in Tinto’s model, where individual characteristics influence the student’s initial commitment, these characteristics will influence how students experience the preparation phase and potential to progress to the encounter phase. Encounter denotes the ability to adjust initial beliefs, knowledge and perceptions to the actual academic context and to achieve this, students need to acquire a sense of one’s ability to cope, undertake the challenge of sense-making, and forge links with others (Nicholson, 1990). The adjustment phase referred to the student’s ability to regulate the self through personal change and role development, cementing their adaptation to the new environment. Both encounter and adjustment phases resonate with the social and academic integration highlighted in Tinto’s model of social integration (1975). However, an important distinction should be made. Tinto (1975) delineated between social and academic integration, with social integration required to be achieved before academic integration can occur. Nicholson (1990) does not delineate between the two areas of integration and instead highlights how the encounter phase sees students (in the initial weeks) make “links” with others and “make sense of their new environment” and when entering the adjustment phase begin to forge “relationships” (presumably deeper and more meaningful “links”) and understand how they fit within their environment (De Clercq et al., 2018). Finally, stabilisation happens when students experience broadly what kind of behaviour leads to satisfying social and academic outcomes (Nicholson, 1990).

If students’ capabilities to navigate change and transition into HE are to be fully understood and resourced, it is necessary for research to foreground students’ lived realities (Gale and Parker, 2014) and increase the current understanding by considering students’ own perspective (Maunder et al., 2013). The aim of the current study was twofold: firstly, to understand which aspects support or hinder the experience of transition into HE; secondly, to develop a resource which can be used with students to support such transition.

The current study deliberately focuses on only capturing the lived experiences of Sport and Exercise Science (SES) undergraduate students for two reasons. When students enter HE, they are not only faced with understanding the wider university culture in which they operate (Beasley and Pearson, 1999), but the culture of their specific study programme, and this requires getting to know the place, practises, and knowledge of that particular environment (Beasley and Pearson, 1999; Gregersen et al., 2021). Due to cultural differences across study programmes (Ulriksen et al., 2017), it was necessary to ensure that the lived experiences gathered from the students was specific to the context of their culture. Second, whilst student retention has long been identified as a concern in HE (Wilson et al., 2016), the SES subject area is particularly poor, having recently been ranked second lowest across 34 subjects in terms of students projected to obtain a degree (Office for Students [OfS], 2021). The project sought to understand what could support students to successfully transition into HE, make the most out of their degree and avoid setbacks by examining the advice they would give their younger self upon starting University.



Materials and methods

In line with the aim of understanding students’ experiences, the present study was underpinned by an interpretivist paradigm, with a relativist ontology (i.e., psychosocial reality is multiple and mind-dependent) and a social constructionist epistemology (i.e., knowledge is co-constructed; Sparkes and Smith, 2013). The study was developed over two phases.


Phase 1

A narrative inquiry approach was deemed appropriate to answer our research question. Narrative inquiry is a research tradition that focuses on personal experience stories and uses a variety of methods to allow narrators to convey their accounts (Papathomas, 2016). Our chosen method of data collection was that of solicited letter writing (Day et al., 2022), specifically the “Older, Wiser Self Letter” (Dolan, 1991). Kress et al. (2011) described letter writing as an activity that allows problems to be externalised, encouraging reflection and providing an opportunity to learn from experience.


Procedure

Following University ethical approval, all second (L5, 69 students) and third year (L6, 55 students) SES students were invited to participate in Phase 1 of the study during the first week of teaching commencing in 2018/9. Students were provided with an information sheet, which explained the study, and the third author was available to clarify doubts. Overall, 58 letters were collected, 28 were from L5 students (males = 15; females = 13), and 30 from L6 students (males = 21; females = 9); reflective of the sex imbalance of undergraduate SES students across the United Kingdom (Higher Education Statistics Agency, 2021). Participants were provided with written guidance on letter writing (e.g., not to worry about grammar or spelling; asking questions such as “What would you like to say to your younger self?,” “What would be most helpful to hear?”) and asked to complete the task in 20–30 min whilst in class. Once completed, letters were collected, transcribed, and anonymised by the third author, before being thematically analysed.



Data analysis

In line with our paradigm, reflexive thematic analysis (RTA; Braun and Clarke, 2019) was adopted to analyse the letters. Thematic analysis is an analytical approach that allows to identify repeated patterns in written data (Braun and Clarke, 2021). As Braun and Clarke (2021) explain, there are different approaches to thematic analysis. RTA better aligns with the philosophical assumptions of interpretivism, highlighting the central role of the researcher’s reflexivity in the process. Therefore, it is important to clarify our positionality as authors engaged with the analysis. Both the second and third authors are qualitative researchers with backgrounds in sport coaching and sport psychology. The second author is a postgraduate research student, who had previously engaged with thematic analysis as a student, whilst the third author is an academic with expertise using RTA. The first author instead came from a post-positivist background, related to their expertise in biomechanics, and covered the fundamental role of critical friend (i.e., a person who listens to a researcher’s interpretations and offers critical feedback, encouraging reflexivity; Smith and McGannon, 2018).

Following anonymisation of the letters, the second and third author spent time becoming familiar with the content, before engaging with an initial data-driven coding phase, analysing the whole dataset collaboratively. Themes then started to be generated and discussed until their core concepts (Braun and Clarke, 2019) were clear. When reviewing the themes, the focus was on ensuring patterns of shared meanings rather than domain summaries (i.e., capturing the diversity of meaning in shared topics; Braun and Clarke, 2019) themes were identified, to highlight different aspects – as well as different experiences – related to our research question. Once themes were finalised, names were refined, and definitions were developed (see Table 1).



TABLE 1 Themes identified in the “letters to younger self” with definitions and quotes contextualising the themes.
[image: Table1]




Phase 2

Following initial analysis of the letters’ content, Phase 2 was developed. A composite letter was created representing the themes identified during the RTA. The letter was embedded into the delivery of the institutional pastoral care scheme for first-year SES students.


Procedure

During Phase 2 of the project, our findings were represented using what is known as a “composite first-person narrative” (Biglino et al., 2017), which is an amalgamation of our participants’ voices into one story. In line with several authors (e.g., Spalding and Phillips, 2007; Benjamin, 2016), using composite representation of research findings helps stimulate reflection and generate discussion. To achieve this, the composite letter was integrated in our institution’s pastoral care resources and in the delivery of “community sessions” and “individual sessions” that personal tutors conducted with their tutees throughout the student’s first year.

The composite letter was portrayed in the form of an “Older, Wiser Self letter” itself, where a student advises their younger self on how to make the most out of their degree, successfully transitioning into HE and avoiding setbacks. Using quotes from the different themes identified, the letter aimed to portray participants’ voices in a form that is closer to data collected. Whilst we were aware of existing critiques to composite representation of research findings as losing the uniqueness of each human being’s voice, we agree with Hollowell (2017) who states that composite characterisation allows “to compress documented evidence from a variety of sources into a vivid and unified telling of the story” (p. 31). Moreover, keeping in mind the applied aspect of this second phase, for us it was paramount to show our findings in a way that allowed to show “the complexity and multidimensionality of these phenomena in a manner that evokes emotion and provokes action” (Sandelowski and Leeman, 2012, p. 1405).

We aimed at enhancing the rigour of our study by including reflexivity through the role of the critical friend, conducting an in-depth and thorough process of data collection and analysis, and gathering reflections from the population of interest for the study (Smith and McGannon, 2018). Through undertaking member reflection with our participants (an open dialogue with students) about the use and implementation of the composite letter, we sought to provide opportunities for questions, critique, feedback, and the chance to gain an even better understanding of our findings (Cavallerio et al., 2020). 12 Level 4 students were presented with the letter again and discussions about their thoughts on its effectiveness as a tool for supporting students’ transition into HE were facilitated by the first and third authors. Through these discussions, aspects of naturalistic generalisability and transferability of the resource were also explored. According to Smith (2018), the former is reached “on the basis of recognition of similarities and differences to the results with which the reader is familiar” (p. 140), whilst the latter occurs “whenever a person or group in one setting considers adopting something from another that the research has identified” (p. 140). Tracy (2010) suggests that transferability can be facilitated by accessible and evocative writing. In this case, the work can also develop a third type of generalisability, known as generativity (Barone and Eisner, 2012), which invites people to take action upon the experience they read about in the research representation.

In the following section, our results are represented, firstly providing a summary of themes identified (Phase 1), and then presenting the composite letter and some example responses from the member reflections with students (Phase 2).





Results

Phase 1: Following RTA, we identified six themes and four sub-themes in response to the research question, “What are the aspects that support or hinder transition into HE?.” The themes are: Taking ownership of your learning, with sub-themes Asking for help and Work to be employable; Growing your whole self; Embedding yourself in the university’s social fabric; Beware of unrealistic expectations; Believe in yourself; and Being aware of your personal needs, with sub-themes Take care of your mental health and Learn to cultivate a healthy lifestyle. See Table 1 for specific definitions of each theme and sub-theme along with example quotes.

Phase 2: Following our analysis, a composite version of an “Older, wiser self letter” was developed to represent the identified themes, using shared collective stories to create a single character (Samuels-Wortley, 2021). Below is the letter that our fictional, composite student writes to their younger self based on their experiences of transitioning into HE.


Dear younger me,

I know you are due to go to university soon, and you must be feeling nervous. But don’t worry, because once you start your first day and meet some great friends from your course, the year will fly by.

First of all, it’s important to turn up to every lecture, take good notes and do independent work in your own time. Trust me, not attending lectures had a negative impact on my learning, as each lecture I missed, I fell behind on work, which then led to twice as much work! You’re here to learn and nobody expected you to be perfect. Don’t be afraid to make mistakes – learn from them. You won’t enjoy all of the lectures or sessions you have but challenge yourself and go to them anyway. Continue to work hard, because when you see how hard you’ve worked and what you’ve achieved, you will feel so proud of how you have grown.

There are a lot of things that you will find strange and scary. One of them is the assignments in each trimester. Do not leave them to the last minute, as they won’t be up to a high standard. I would make sure each week I have set days and times to work on uni work. More planning and more reading on your commute. However, I do wish I had gone and checked train times to and from Uni, as trains can take up to two hours each way! Still, the fact you commute to Uni will not affect the social side of things. Enjoy this year, make friends, go out, and try new things. Stop worrying about what other people are thinking about you. Make sure you join all societies that interest you, and you’ll soon see your friendship group grow.

Don’t stress about money. If you’re struggling, don’t forget there is always someone at Uni to help. You could even sign up to the Employment Bureau, which can help you find work to suit you. Also go home more and enjoy yourself. Home is not that far.

Make sure you know the reasons why you came to university in the first place: it’s the start of your journey on the career pathway you want to undertake. I’m not going to lie to you, it’s going to be stressful. Learning to manage money, balance Uni and work, have a social life in a new place away from home is not easy, but the experience is worth it. Use the university as a support network, DO NOT struggle in silence. It’s okay to ask for help and support when you need it.

Thinking of the future, get an idea of what comes after uni. There are so many opportunities to develop inside and outside of Uni. Make sure you grab as many as you can and gain some experience, it will put you in a better position for a job.

Focus on you, and work to become the best version of yourself!

Best of luck,

X
 


Member reflections

The reciprocal open dialogue with students was fundamental to how we understood the member reflections. Their reflections prompted our own reflections of phase 2, specifically the content of the letter, its use, and how the students felt about it.

Following re-examination of the letter, students’ responses concurred it was a valuable resource as a prompt for discussion providing a shared “experience” (Smith, 2018), from which members could compare and contrast their own experiences. This could suggest generalisability to a range of student experiences. In this instance the two cohorts had very different experiences for their first year of university: the letters were written by students pre COVID-19, but read by students whose first encounter with HE had only been through the COVID-19 necessitated restrictions. Whilst the letter expressed trepidation about starting university, most of the respondents were excited to begin and eager for academic challenge: “I was like ok I am super excited as soon as I got in I was ready to absorb whatever would be taught it did not really matter what it was, I was ok let me get this.” The social aspect was of particular importance to this cohort as they had felt isolation through COVID-19 restrictions. For many, that initial anticipation to meet new people contrasted with housemates’ or classmates’ lack of interaction and some persevered, agreeing with the letter that it was active participation with sports clubs or group work (in class) that enabled them to make friends.

The area that resonated most with the students was the idea of “asking for help.” Whilst this was mentioned only briefly in the letter there was a generative quality to this statement. It provoked a wider discussion amongst the students about the challenges of asking for help such as: “I would say I like to do stuff on my own ….like I solve some things a lot but somethings I do need help.” The students did agree that once they did ask for help they would feel better: “I was struggling with the group project and then I did not say anything and then I did say something and my group helped me there.” This was of interest as we had hoped the letter would encourage action (Barone and Eisner, 2012). Whilst students did not mention that the letter encouraged a change in behaviour when they initially read it, when the letter was revisited, the discussion seemed to promote the sharing of difficulties like asking for help and agreement about the benefits of doing so once they had overcome that challenge.

This “dialogue” (Cavallerio et al., 2020) proved especially productive pertaining to when to introduce the letter to the students. It had been developed with the intention of assisting with transition, so it was assumed it would only be beneficial early in the student journey. Several members however, expressed they could not remember their first encounter with the letter: “I remember reading it but do not remember what it said.” With student transition into HE suggested as an ongoing process (e.g., Nicholson, 1990), revisiting the letter at the latter stage of their first year, as happened here, provided space for students to reflect, share and make sense of their initial transition into HE. This provoked our own reflections and discussion about when or how often to use the letter going forward (which is explored in the discussion).




Discussion

The current study utilised the lived realities of Level 5 and 6 (yr. 2 & 3) UG SES students as we aimed to understand the aspects supporting or hindering transition into HE. Following the development of a single composite version of an “Older, wiser self letter” to represent the identified themes, this resource was integrated into our institution’s pastoral care resources and specific sessions where personal tutors connected with their tutees. Member reflections were completed with students to gather feedback on the effectiveness of this resource.

Six themes and four sub-themes were identified from our analysis of the letters; Taking ownership of your learning, with sub-themes Asking for help and Work to be employable; Growing your whole self; Embedding yourself in the university’s social fabric; Beware of unrealistic expectations; Believe in yourself; and Being aware of your personal needs, with sub-themes Take care of your mental health and Learn to cultivate a healthy lifestyle.

Within the current research, students recognised the importance of taking ownership of their learning to facilitate transition into HE and was specifically linked to the development of new academic skills, such as organisational skills, managing time and engaging with academic activities in a positive and constructive manner. The development of these (and related) academic skills have been similarly reported in the literature as important in facilitating student transition into HE (e.g., Scouller et al., 2008; Van der Meer et al., 2010; Wilson et al., 2016; De Clercq et al., 2018) and understood as “early transition needs” to enable integration into the academic environment (Wilson et al., 2016). It is through establishing these academic skills that students begin forming a positive student learner identity (Leese, 2010), which is an essential factor in the persistence and success of a university student (Briggs et al., 2012).

Whilst students studying at university are required to become “self-regulated learners” (Zimmerman, 2000), they need support, starting during induction/orientation week, and continuing throughout the first-year (Palmer et al., 2009; Van der Meer et al., 2010) as they learn to become independent (Wilson et al., 2016). This support requires a nuanced co-curricular and curricular approach which recognises the diversity within the first-year student cohort (e.g., where students have progressed from), subsequently allowing distinct learner identities to be developed (i.e., Briggs et al., 2012).

Within the context of where this research was undertaken, the institution has introduced subject specific professional services staff (e.g., librarians and study skills coaches) due to recognising the nuances in support students needed across different subjects. These subject professional services staff provide a personal point of contact for academics to signpost students to (“go and see x” as opposed to “go to this building”) and enable workshops and resources to be developed which improve engagement in their students group; SES student relate to sporting examples better than geography or business examples.

An important aspect of students taking ownership of their learning is recognising the importance of asking for help. This resonated most with the students involved in the member reflections; asking for help was beneficial even if they were not used to doing so. Help, or support, can be provided through academic staff/tutors, fellow students and wider institutional support mechanisms. The relationships students develop with academic staff and their personal tutor are an important part of their integration into academic life (McGivney, 1996). Experiencing staff as supportive and approachable helps students to gain confidence within the academic environment and increases their willingness to seek out support (Morosanu et al., 2010). However, students can perceive the relationships with academic staff as much more distant compared to their previous place of study, where interaction with teaching staff was embedded in everyday learning practises (Christie et al., 2008). This feeling will be further compounded for students when tutors do not see pastoral work as part of their academic role or resource constraints limit the time that academic staff can spend with students individually (James, 1998). Indeed, students who do not feel adequately supported by their institution are more likely to drop out, especially in their first year of study (Wilcox et al., 2005).

Developing friends on the course provides an additional option to seek help beyond that offered by academic staff. Whether this is for students who experience difficulties with their academic work, or those requiring different types of social support (Morosanu et al., 2010). Regardless of where help is sought, students need to have the self-confidence to seek it out (Rocca, 2010), recognise what support is available, and learn how to access it (Christie et al., 2008).

To support students in identifying what help they need, diagnostic assessments are being used more frequently in HE, particularly during their initial weeks of HE (Jang, 2012). Whilst diagnostic assessments provide students with detailed, individualised, and explicit information which enables self-reflection upon their learning problems and opportunity to take necessary actions (Pourdana, 2022), responsibility still lies with the student to recognise the support they need and seek it out. Within the context of where this research was undertaken, results from diagnostic assessments, formative and summative feedback are used in individual tutorial sessions to provoke conversation about what support is needed and with input from the tutor, signpost appropriate support (e.g., professional services).

The final sub-theme identified in taking ownership of learning is work to be employable, a focus which will likely occur after the “early transition needs” have been met. Students recognised the importance of seeing university not just as an academic space, but as a low-risk apprenticeship opportunity. Developing student experiential learning through undertaking internship (s) is becoming increasingly common across SES in HE. It is a sound pedagogical instrument and an important educational experience, enabling students to gain real-life work experience, in an appropriate training environment as students practise what they have learned and acquire new skills (Cook et al., 2004). As students work to be employable, they will develop graduate attributes and skills through discovering individual strengths and weaknesses and preferences for employment (Zepke and Leach, 2010).

The opportunities for SES students to engage in experiential learning within their subject is vast, ranging from laboratory data collection, volunteering in local sports clubs/organisations to paid placements supporting professional athletes. The importance of institutions providing students with such learning opportunities is recognised by The British Association of Sport and Exercise Sciences (BASES) – the professional body for sport and exercise sciences in the United Kingdom. Demonstrating the provision of these opportunities is a requirement for obtaining degree endorsement.

Social integration plays an important role for students’ successful transition (Wilcox et al., 2005). This is an aspect which the member reflections highlighted had been heightened due to social restrictions imposed from COVID-19. In the current study, students recognised the importance of embedding oneself in the university’s social fabric, especially through making friends and developing a support network. The current research has previously highlighted how students developing friends on their course provides an avenue to seek help and support when facing difficulties with academic work. The additional benefit of developing a friendship network within and outside of their course (member reflection highlighted that it was active participation with sports clubs or group work (in class) that enabled them to make friends) encourages students to develop a sense of belonging (Artinger et al., 2006), feeling at home and supported (Hausmann et al., 2007).

Tinto’s (1993) theory of student integration identifies the importance of social interaction in university as it enables students to create a sense of belonging to the institution, a critical part of the retention process (Wade, 1991). When students develop this sense of belonging, they become involved in other university activities and further integrated into the university (Miller, 2011). Students, however, often do not immediately fit in at university and encounter a transient space between home and university life, where they experience feelings of not belonging (Blair, 2017). Transitioning students therefore need support with getting to know their peers and the university community and in feeling at home in HE (Ackermann, 1991; Hausmann et al., 2007; Cabrera et al., 2013; Gale and Parker, 2014; Coertjens et al., 2017). It is important that students are encouraged early in their HE journey to engage in wider university activities, as students who are not involved early typically stay uninvolved (Berger and Milem, 1999). As a result, uninvolved students are less likely to perceive the institution or their peers as supportive, less likely to become integrated, and consequently, less likely to persist (Miller, 2011).

Within the context of where this research was undertaken, since completion of this research, to engage all students early as they transition into HE, SES students are now allocated a Welcome Buddy. Level 5 or Level 6 SES students register to become a Welcome Buddy (initiative runs during first semester only) and (following training) are allocated a small number of Level 4 SES students where they chat (online) pre arrival, meet for drinks, answer questions about university life and provide a “friendly face” around campus. Future research plans to evaluate the impact of the Welcome Buddy scheme on student retention.

Member reflections were useful in generating additional insight (Smith, 2018) concerning the encounter phase of transition (Nicholson, 1990; Coertjens et al., 2017). Students revealed they not only acknowledged but relished that University would be different to what had gone before. However, they were not prepared for the discrepancies between expectations and reality when they arrived and this gap between expectation and experience when joining their course is common (Holmegaard et al., 2014). If these unrealistic expectations are not sufficiently addressed or negotiated, students will struggle to relate themselves to the study programme and be unable to gain a sense of belonging in their place of study, increasing their risk of drop out (Gregersen et al., 2021). In the current study, students cautioned against having unrealistic expectations. These unrealistic expectations were specific to irrelevant course content, cost associated with the degree (e.g., travel from home to place of study) and time requirements around commuting to university. Previous research has identified how irrelevant course content and financial requirements are a key factor for student non-continuation (e.g., Yorke and Longden, 2008; Holmegaard et al., 2014).

Nicholson’s Transition Cycle model (1990) advocates the importance of pre-entry programmes which encourage students to undertake preparation work to develop realistic expectations about the course/university they will enter. This is particularly valuable for students with limited experiences or presumptions of HE (Wong and Chiu, 2020). It is during this period where explicit and transparent expectations can be communicated regarding academic and social elements of their course/university and decrease feelings of uncertainty. With students continuing to evaluate and consider their choice of programme even after having entered HE – which for some students is a continuous process through at least their first year of study – it is important that adequate contact time with academic staff/tutors is provided to ensure support (Holmegaard et al., 2014). The member reflections suggest that the letter could be a useful tool for supporting the adjustment phase of transition (Nicholson, 1990; Coertjens et al., 2017), helping students develop realistic expectations about university life. Even for the students involved in the member reflections whose experiences were contrary with those portrayed in the letter, it still encouraged them to share and reflect on their own experiences around the mismatch between expectations and reality.

When students are transitioning into HE, it can be uncomfortable and troublesome, as they experience difficulty and anxiety as they make sense of their new environment (Meyer and Land, 2003). Gourlay (2009) suggests that confusion and emotional destabilisation should be considered as “normal” features of the student transition, with troublesome points of struggle being an important part of becoming a student. Irrespective of whether transitioning into HE is viewed by the student as a transformative experience, or a problematic one, in the current study students recognised the importance of having belief in one’s self to ensure a successful transition into HE. Having belief in one’s self, will also provide students with the confidence to engage with the other themes identified in this research, persistence to navigate the transitional space and also provide the resilience to manage unrealistic expectation, seek help when needed and engage in the wider university culture.

The importance of students having belief in one’s self when transitioning into HE is something which has not been frequently identified in the transition literature. De Clercq et al. (2018) identified the importance of students having belief in reaching personal goals as a theme in students transitioning into HE, with participants reporting the importance of [self] confidence, passion, belonging and performing in the academic context. De Clercq et al. (2018) also highlighted the importance of students having a positive attitude at the beginning of the year to enable them to thrive in the academic context. We recommend that welcome week/induction programs include sessions on how to develop self-belief and build this into support sessions delivered throughout the student’s first year of study.

Focus on supporting student mental health and wellbeing and cultivating a healthy lifestyle is becoming increasingly prominent in HE (Taylor and Harris-Evans, 2018). As students transition into HE, they will encounter new social situations as they endeavour to make new friends, negotiate unrealistic expectations and work towards becoming an independent learner. These experiences, in addition to being responsible for their own successes can be overwhelming and contribute to heightened levels of anxiety and stress (Yorke, 2000; Yorke and Longden, 2008). These feelings of anxiety and stress may be further heightened in students who have moved away from the parental home and are learning how to live independently and manage a healthy lifestyle. It is important that students are provided with appropriate levels of support and resources to maintain their mental health and wellbeing, which may be introduced during pre-entry or welcome week initiatives. Whilst the specific personal needs of each student will be different, in the current study, students recognised the importance of “Making time for yourself” and “if not having a good day…. stay at home, rather than forcing yourself and making it worse.”

In the current study, students saw the value of making the most of opportunities and new experiences as well as refining skills to grow the whole self. Specific advice from students included “Learning from mistakes,” “Getting out of one’s comfort zone” and “throwing oneself into it.” Several of the themes identified in this research provide opportunities for students to develop.

The effectiveness of the resource in supporting student transition into HE was highlighted in the students’ member reflections. When the letter was used was particularly important. When initially asked to recall the letter, replies were mostly about a lack of recollection such as: “I remember reading it but do not remember what it said.” Such reflections provided an insight into where the contradictions lie between the researchers and the participants in understanding the data or its portrayal (Smith and McGannon, 2018). In this case, it revealed the contradiction between researcher expectations and member experiences, as to when it could be most productive to introduce the letter. Following re-examination of the letter, students’ responses agreed it was a valuable resource as a prompt for discussion, providing a shared “experience” from which members could compare and contrast their own experiences. We have since integrated the letter more frequently into community and individual personal tutor sessions as a mechanism to initially prompt discussion with students.

Whilst it remains unclear when a student fully transitions into HE, a key tenant of Tinto’s model of social integration is that whilst not experienced equally by all students, transition occurs throughout their first year of study (Naylor et al., 2021); Nicholson’s transition cycle (1990) proposes that the adjustment stage lasts throughout the first year with stabilisation occurring after the first year (Purnell, 2002). Other perspectives contend that students may not have fully transitioned in their second year (or even third) year of study (e.g., Gale and Parker, 2014). We acknowledge that collecting data from both L5 and L6 students may have resulted in reflections from students who themselves have not fully transitioned into HE. However, we recognised the value in obtaining a richer data set across multiple levels of study for developing the composite letter. Future research should explore when students themselves consider to have transitioned into HE and how the single composite letter could be used to explore different narratives amongst the diverse student population.

The themes within this discussion have been presented in isolation; primarily for ease of reading. In reality, many of these themes are linked and as other authors have similarly found, reflects the complex interwoven nature of several themes involved together in the transition process (e.g., Wilson et al., 2016; De Clercq et al., 2018). This interwoven nature of the themes is likely heightened by the close community often found amongst SES students. It is common-place for students, often studying in different years of their degree, to play on the same sport team, to attend the same gym and/or exercise together, to live in the same shared accommodation, to eat and/or socialise together and spend time engaged in experiential learning, either with an academic or outside the institution. This provides a rich supportive community where many of the themes identified which facilitate transition can be collectively met.

The holistic support provided by an institution to facilitate student transition should also be delivered in an interwoven, collective manner. Limited coordination of support efforts to meet students’ multifaceted needs ultimately leads to ineffective support (Tinto, 2012). Student support offices often take a unidimensional approach to support, rather than holistically engaging students’ multiple identities, assets, and experiences (Page et al., 2019), and different support agencies often operate in an isolated restricted fashion (Manning, 2017). Too often students are expected to independently seek out the services provided by separate offices and functional areas dispersed across campus, expected to assimilate content which is not nuanced to their study programme (culture) or background (McNair et al., 2022). Within the current article, examples have been provided from the context where this research was undertaken to demonstrate how a more holistic, comprehensive, coordinated, and student-centred approach is being adopted to facilitate student transition, which aligns closely with the Ecological Validation Model of Student Success proposed by Kitchen et al. (2021).

The composite letter continues to be used as part of our institution’s pastoral care resources and specific sessions where personal tutors connect with their tutee. Future research will investigate how the use of pre arrival (pre-entry) resources (based upon the themes identified in this current research) facilitates transition into HE – Nicholson (1990) termed this the preparation phase; we propose that such pre arrival resources may serve to start the process of transitioning into HE earlier and engage students more effectively in the preparation phase. Themes have been developed into digital resources for students to engage with prior to arriving in HE. During welcome week, we are creating space for students to explore the themes of the letter, consider the results from any diagnostic assessments completed and meet subject specific professional staff members.



Summary

The themes identified from the current research suggests that student transition into HE is not a one-off event, completed during welcome/induction week. Rather, it is a more fluid and enduring component of the university experience (Pennington et al., 2018) which is shaped by the individual experience students gather in their complex interaction with their institution (Trautwein and Bosse, 2017). It is for this reason that we (the authors) believe the value of this composite letter lies in tutor-tutee and student peer-peer conversations at key “moments” throughout their journey in HE. Indeed, member reflections highlighted the value of the resource as a prompt for discussion which should be returned to frequently during the academic year. Key moments include students preparing to enter HE, during the initial weeks of induction, around points of assessment and nearing completion of the semester.
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