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Background

• Recognition that not all students arrive 
with the academic skills they need for 
HE study

• What happening now – “Academic Skills 
course for Divinity students” – 
compulsory, non-credit course for all 
first year students now in 2nd year of 
running (prior to this non-compulsory)



Issues

• Students need some of these skills as 
soon as they arrive, but they have so 
much to do

• They have a “long” summer
• Many students nervous about the 

transition into University, can we help?



Project in action
• Take a student-focussed approach
• Through questionnaires & focus groups decide what 

areas best to concentrate on – only asked “our” 
students

• Paper questionnaires in Oct 2010 and Jan 2011 – 
look at views early on and whether changed after first 
assessments

• Build a pilot resource and make available to students 
pre-arrival

• Survey the students again once they arrive at 
University in Sept 2011 (paper) and Jan 2012 
(electronic)



What did the questionnaires 
& focus groups highlight

• Students not so concerned about 
particular skills e.g. how to use the 
Library, IT skills

• Most concern was around academic 
writing, how to prepare and contribute in 
tutorials?



Questionnaire Oct 2010- 
Study Skills

Little change in January 2011



Questionnaire Oct 2010 – 
IT skills



Questionnaire Jan 2011- 
technical skills



Web resource

• Wanted a tool that could provide 
information

• Wanted a tool that could allow some 
interaction

• Decided to include light touch graduate 
attribute introduction

• PebblePad chosen



Web resource

• Built a webfolio in PebblePad – made 
open to the world

• Made components available in 
PebblePad to the pre-arrival students 
via the gateway so they could interact 
with the materials

• Emails sent to the students once status 
“confirmed, unconditional”













What happened?

• Created a flyer to go out with materials 
to all new students – gave the web 
address

• Number of emails sent to students 
“home” email addresses from mid- 
August to early September



What did the students say 
from questionnaires & focus 

group?
• 41% of students used the resource of 51 

completing the questionnaire
• Some students claimed they did not know 

about the website
• Mixed views on usefulness – 21% said they 

found it useful
• Graduate attribute materials appeared to 

cause confusion
• PebblePad interaction was a “step too much”







Questionnaire Sept 2011 – 
Study Skills

Academic Writing still highly rated as area needing help



Summary
• This was a small cohort and only one 

discipline
• This was very much a pilot
• There is no “long” summer
• Some students will find these types of 

materials useful before they arrive, but for 
others they will not engage until they arrive or 
after their first assignments

• Communication of the availability of materials 
is not straight forward



Going forward

• Students still highlighting Academic 
Writing as particular problematic 
transition issue

• Changing the Academic Skills course to 
be less “skills” focussed but more 
focussed on HE processes e.g. 
academic writing, tutorials, lectures with 
their component skills



Pre-arrival

• Students did comment they found the 
materials useful so we will continue to 
provide resources and build on the pilot

• Materials moved from PebblePad to 
static web pages as part of School 
website induction materials

• No graduate attribute or PebblePad 
usage pre-arrival



PTAs project – RA comments
• “As an outsider used to working with very different students, the project 

provided me with a valuable insight into a traditional university school 
where teaching is based around lectures and tutorials with traditional 
modes of assessment.  Being able to listen to students explaining their 
experiences in focus group sessions was enlightening.  There were 
however obvious constraints in undertaking such small-scale project 
work.  It was necessary to cut methodological corners in order to 
undertake the surveys within the funding available.  The surveys were 
not really properly piloted and could only be conducted within a narrow 
window of time.  Despite this, I feel the information we obtained was 
and is useful and informative.” – KW

• “Think what I realized the most is importance of putting the materials in 
a way that will catch the attention of the incoming student. It is one 
thing to know what they need - but it is another to know how to put it 
together so it can be appealing and useful.” - AS 



PTAS project – academic 
staff comment

• "Staff and tutors marking first year essays and exams are acutely 
conscious of the lack of certain skills among some of our students; 
however, this study shows that those skills whose deficiency often 
bothers us most (grammar and punctuation, giving a good presentation, 
avoiding plagiarism) are not those which the students most identify 
themselves as needing to improve. Also, although the period over the 
summer before they come to University is in theory a good time to send 
students materials, in practice it is difficult to engage students at this 
point without an established peer group or any personal face-to-face 
contact. I also suspect email (as opposed to, say, Facebook) is not a 
valued communication medium for many school leavers today. 

Our project period was too short (covering only two cohorts) to allow us 
to set about addressing these issues as fully as we would have wanted, 
but the study has given us some valuable pointers to how to continue 
trying to tackle some of these problems." SP



Links

• Wiki of results of questionnaires - Skills 
Divinity students could prepare 
https://www.wiki.ed.ac.uk/display/skidiv/ 
Skills+Divinity+students+could+prepare

• PepplePad webfolio 
http://www.pebblepad.co.uk/edinburgh/ 
webfolio.aspx?webfolioid=156611

https://www.wiki.ed.ac.uk/display/skidiv/Skills+Divinity+students+could+prepare
https://www.wiki.ed.ac.uk/display/skidiv/Skills+Divinity+students+could+prepare
http://www.pebblepad.co.uk/edinburgh/webfolio.aspx?webfolioid=156611
http://www.pebblepad.co.uk/edinburgh/webfolio.aspx?webfolioid=156611


Thanks to

• PTAS for funding the work
• Team members – Dr Sara Parvis and 

RAs – Dr Kay Williams and Annelle 
Sabanal

• First year Divinity students in 2010-11 
and 2011-12


	University UG pre-arrival academic skills acquisition
	Background
	Issues
	Project in action
	What did the questionnaires�& focus groups highlight
	Questionnaire Oct 2010-�Study Skills
	Questionnaire Oct 2010 –�IT skills
	Questionnaire Jan 2011-�technical skills
	Web resource
	Web resource
	Slide Number 11
	Slide Number 12
	Slide Number 13
	Slide Number 14
	Slide Number 15
	What happened?
	What did the students say�from questionnaires & focus group?
	Slide Number 18
	Slide Number 19
	Questionnaire Sept 2011 –�Study Skills
	Summary
	Going forward
	Pre-arrival
	PTAs project – RA comments
	PTAS project – academic �staff comment
	Links
	Thanks to

