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Report of a small-scale project
Who led on this project?
Bryony Rose, Jessica Mason, and David Peplow.

When did it take place?
The project took place in 2023.

Which stage(s) of the student lifecycle did it relate to (if any)?
Success (e.g. retention and attainment).

What need(s) or issue(s) was this project addressing?
The project examined student academic identity development within a university setting. It focused on the challenges encountered by students at university and explored how these had an impact on their self-esteem, confidence, and academic engagement. Some students grapple with ‘culture shock’ when beginning higher education, which may lead to feeling disconnected and alienated (Nchindia, 2020; Reay, 2001; Reay et al., 2009; Wentworth & Peterson, 2001). The project explored the journeys that students undertook and the barriers that they experienced. The project also identified good practices and strategies aimed at supporting students to develop a confident academic identity.

What question(s) was the project attempting to address?
The project aimed to address the following questions: 
· To what extent, and in what ways, have students experienced ‘culture shock’ at university?
· What strategies have participants employed to navigate culture shock and develop a positive academic identity?
· What strategies do participants feel staff have used to support students to develop a positive academic identity?

What was the evaluation/research methodology used?
Ethical approval for the project was granted by Sheffield Hallam University. The project collected data using focus groups and questionnaires, which took place between May and August 2023. Firstly, two online semi-structured focus groups with students were arranged. Invitations were sent to approximately 200 students from all years of undergraduate degree courses within the University’s Department of Humanities. Two participants attended the first focus group, and none attended the second. Following this, an online questionnaire was developed, consisting of 14 questions which fell into one of four question categories: preparing for university, culture expectations, culture shock, and problem resolution. Only two participants completed the questionnaire. A replication study would be beneficial to ensure consistency and confidence in the findings. The data from the focus groups were transcribed, thematic analysis was then applied on all data collected, and grouped into the following themes: digital spaces, expectations, and time. The data collected was also triangulated by examining practices and recommendations identified in other literature.
What learning, findings and/or recommendations can be shared?
a) Theme: Digital spaces
Data gathered indicated that participants collectively experienced similar concerns and stresses within the university’s digital spaces. For example, being unaware that a large portion of their course would be held online, which was in part due to COVID:
“Everything was online which was a bit of a shock.” (FG/survey respondent)
“We were told everything will be online and now you're in this room for months and months on end and you’re just stressed on anxious on top of the academic stress.” (FG/survey respondent)
For some, this led to difficulties in forging new relationships within a digital environment:
“I sort of struggled to fit into friendship groups. I eventually got there but it took a bit of time.” (FG/survey respondent)
“It's hard to make friends on Zoom calls when no one has their cameras on and no one really speaks.” (FG/survey respondent)
“I feel like I've missed out on quite a big part of my university experience.” (FG/survey respondent)
Other research has highlighted that the switch to online learning due to COVID had a negative impact on students (Bird et al., 2022). Literature has also indicated that students’ development of friendships with peers and relations with staff, regardless of whether in-person or online, are critical during their academic journey (Lamere & Kennedy, 2020). This emphasises the role of friendships and the social dimensions of university life in enhancing students’ experiences. In this study, when discussing strategies and potential improvements to support students, participants highlighted that staff should avoid assuming students possess prior proficiency in using technology and specific platforms.
To overcome challenges relating to digital spaces, previous research has found supporting practices and recommendations which can be adopted by the university:
· When designing courses, allocate time and promote opportunities for interactions and networking to take place between students, as well as interactions between students and staff (Lamere & Kennedy, 2020).
· Universities invest in staff development programmes for effective digital teaching methods (Mercader, 2019).
· Ensuring accessible, user-friendly, and well-maintained digital platforms for students and faculty (Wisdom, 2020).
· Universities facilitating interdisciplinary collaboration to leverage technology for innovative teaching approaches (van der Rijst et al., 2018).
b) Theme: Expectations
The study observed that participants held inaccurate or negative expectations about university life before their arrival. For example:
“I thought it was going to be this strict environment with like exams all the time.” (FG/survey respondent)
“I thought it was gonna be quite strict.” (FG/survey respondent)
According to the participants, various sources contributed to these misconceptions, including secondary educators, networking events like career days and career advisors from further education institutions like colleges and sixth-forms. The university may consider implementing targeted communication strategies aimed at prospective and new students to dismiss erroneous perceptions of university life. By addressing these expectations, students can commence their university journey with a positive outlook and with an understanding of what university live entails. According to Hassel and Ridout (2018), new students’ inaccurate perceptions of university and higher education may negatively impact their academic performance and contribute to distress and withdrawal. 
Supporting practices which can be adopted by the university include:
· Exploring students’ expectations within the course provides an opportunity to debunk negative beliefs and expectations of higher education, university and the course, for example, about assessments (Naylor et al., 2021).
· Fraser and Killen (2003) found that, by informing students of the factors that may influence their academic success, universities can provide a foundation for managing student expectations.
· Communicating and building rapport with students in the early stages of university can make them aware of the support that is available at university (Money et al., 2017).
c) Theme: Time and workload
During data collection, the importance of having ample time emerged as a significant contributing factor to the cultivation of academic identity. Participants voiced the following concerns:
“My workload got quite a lot during my last semester and I had to quit my job.” (FG/survey respondent)
“I know people who have had problems getting to know people/become familiar with course because they had to work a lot outside of course sessions.” (FG/survey respondent)
A lack of time was associated with a negative impact for students trying to develop a sense of belonging and an academic identity. Students might have to selectively choose which university activities that they engage with.
In relation to time constraints, the study and literature suggested:
· Staff should use available technologies to deliver some learning and teaching sessions and support students via online messaging, and meetings for individuals and groups where possible, which could eliminate travel time and costs for students that occur when they travel on campus. 
· The university and staff should ensure that services and resources provide students with continuous access and support. These may be in the form of pre-recorded support videos that students can use at any time or providing instruction manuals, e-books, or counselling services land support with careers advice (Allen & Farber, 2018; Elmahdi et al., 2018).
· The university and staff could: embed flexibility into the design of courses – content and delivery (online and in-person learning); clearly communicate information about assessments and deadlines; ensure that assessments are spread out appropriately; support students to ‘realise the expectations and requirements for their own learning’; and capture feedback from students to understand their needs (Thornby et al., 2023).

What were the limitations of the project?
While the study offered insights into the experiences of students navigating university life, it is essential to acknowledge its limitations. Out of 200 invitations to students, only four participants took part, which limits the generalisability of the findings. However, this was an internal project with a small amount of funding, which meant that there was limited capacity to recruit students. Another limitation was that the focus group lasted one hour, which limited the contributions of participants. 
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