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Introduction
The objectives of this workshop were to explore and raise awareness about the impact of recent changes in government educational policy on teaching and learning in further education and to consider the impact that these changes are likely to have on a new student’s ability to make a successful transition into higher education. The workshop provided an opportunity to share views about the nature of these problems and to discuss how these can be addressed in order to help students adapt and settle in to the new educational environment.
Background
In recent years there have been a number of studies published which explore the expectations and experiences of first year students in university. Work carried out by McInnes and James in Australia, concluded that many students entered higher education with only a vague idea of what it would be like (James 2001) and studies undertaken at about the same time in the UK by Ozga and Sukhunandan (1998), Cook and Leckey (1999) and Lowe and Cook (2003) also suggest that many students experience problems because they enter university with unrealistic expectations about the academic environment and the academic study skills required. This failure to understand what is required and to adapt to the new environment can lead to alienation or underachievement and can have a significant impact on student retention.
A student’s study skills and learning styles on entry are largely determined by previous educational experiences in secondary and further education and many of these study habits persist into the first year of university (Cook and Leckey 1999).  However in practice there is little contact between tutors in the secondary and tertiary education sectors and as a result few tutors in higher education have any knowledge of teaching and learning approaches used and are poorly equipped to understand the problems which new students face. 
Workshop
The discussion confirmed that few of the participants from H.E. had any knowledge about the teaching and learning experiences of students in further education today and therefore they did not fully understand the nature of the transition which new students need to make. 
At the start of the workshop information was provided about the teaching of A level psychology at Bury Sixth Form College which has been designated as a Beacon College for this subject. This indicated that in recent years, changes in government policy intended to raise aspirations, improve teaching quality and enhance the learning skills of post 16 students had in fact resulted in a more controlled teaching environment and in practice there was little or no opportunity for students to practice and acquire the skills required for independent learning. In particular the contributors highlighted the problems created by the poor study skills of students entering further education from secondary schools, the increased pressure on the teaching timetable resulting from the introduction of Curriculum 2000 (which encouraged students to study a broader range of subjects) and the overriding emphasis on the need to maintain and improve examination performance. As a result students are now provided with handouts which contained all the information needed to complete coursework and pass the examination and only the most able students are encouraged to read more widely around the subject. Changes made to improve the consistency and reliability of exam marking have also resulted in standardised and highly proscriptive marking schemes which penalise students who express personal opinions. As a result the overriding emphasis is on giving the student the ‘right’ answers (i.e. coaching students to pass the exam) and any development of skills of analysis and evaluation as a result of independent thought tends to be discouraged.
One workshop participant, who had previous experience of teaching in secondary schools, confirmed that the introduction of SATs and the national curriculum had had a similar effect on teaching practices in that sector and this was likely to be one of the reasons why students had poor study skills when they entered F.E. college. (i.e. they had been “taught what to think rather than how to think”).
As a result of this discussion, workshop participants realised that most students entering university today from a traditional GCE A level background were likely to start their programme with very little knowledge about how to study and as a result most were likely to find the H.E. environment very disorientating and impersonal. Although it was agreed that it would be useful to take steps to clarify expectations prior to entry (e.g. using opportunities presented by enrichment events or at interview and open days), the most critical period to raise awareness and encourage the development of necessary academic study skills was during the first six or seven weeks of study.  Thus time needs to be made within an already crowded curriculum to discuss, model and practice skills such as the ability to locate information sources and assess their value, to read critically, to take effective notes, to summarise findings and draw conclusions. 
Mention was made of possible links with PDP and in particular with the self assessment and action planning activities, which often form an important part of these initiatives. However these are of little value if students have not appreciated the importance of these important skills, do not actually understand what these terms mean in practice or do not know how to improve. It was suggested that one way of creating awareness was to introduce assessed activities early in the first semester which would provide students with early feedback on what was expected and how they were doing.
In conclusion the workshop highlighted that many of the problems of lack of engagement and concerns about ‘falling academic standards’ of students entering university may simply be a consequence of changes in the prior learning experiences of new students before they enter university. It was agreed that there was a need for H.E. staff to be aware of the changing nature of these experiences and to use this knowledge to actively manage transition rather than the more traditional ‘sink or swim’ approach. There was a view that this can present problems for academics who are predominantly subject specialists and who take the necessary academic skills for granted. It was noted that although it is possible to draw on the expertise of staff in the Educational Development Unit and other support services, experience suggests that it is more effective if these skills are developed within the programme or disciplinary context. As a result it was suggested that there were staff and curriculum development implications if this were to be done effectively.
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