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of a full spectrum of first-year university students or
to design academic development initiatives that are
fully integrated into professional education curricula.

Drawing on empirical evidence from a cohort
of first-year oral hygiene students at a dental faculty
in South Africa, this article contributes to an under-
standing of how undergraduate students might be bet-
ter prepared for the academic challenges at univer-
sity. Although located within the field of oral hygiene
education, the study has further relevance for health
education programs that admit students directly from
high school or that enroll large numbers of students
who do not have well-developed skills in the language
of instruction. The voices of oral hygiene lecturers and
students serve as a case study, highlighting the nature
of the transition difficulties, as well as providing sug-
gestions of how to address them.

The first section of the article discusses the
context from which the data was gathered. Two dif-
ferent aspects are presented as shaping this context:
challenges resulting from the transition from gener-
alist high school education to specific professional
education at university, and specific needs of stu-
dents for whom English as a second language or in-
equalities in secondary education presented barriers
to learning. The second section enumerates the meth-
odology used for the study, highlighting the way in
which a case study approach allows portrayal, analy-

“T here are words that I have never heard
in my life and then you must take extra
time because you must look it up and

you must understand what the word means before
you can go on and learn anything further.” “The lec-
turers … forget that we have just come out of school
and we are not in the least bit used to these ways of
studying.” “Here (there) is a lot of work and you have
to make notes for yourself . . . and you have to do
everything for yourself.” “At school the teacher
showed you more. If you could not understand, the
teacher would come to you and ask, ‘Do you under-
stand?’ University is different; you have to be more
responsible to go to the lecturer if you don’t under-
stand something.” These are the voices of first-year
oral hygiene students at a South African university.
Their testimony illustrates the difficulties with re-
gard to academic competence that these young people
experience in their transition from high school to
university. Their testimony is not unique to the South
African context.1-5 Yet, while there is a growing
awareness of the transition difficulties that students
experience, academic literacy programs tend to be
interventionist, designed to address “special needs”
cases (for example, older entry students,6 working
class students,4,6 or students whose home language
is not the language of instruction4). Little research
has been done to outline the academic literacy needs
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sis, and interpretation of the uniqueness of real indi-
viduals and situations through accessible accounts.7
The potential for generalization from an appropriate
case study is discussed. The article then sets out to
locate the study within the relevant literature and
examines specifically the transition of school learn-
ers to higher education. The focus on transition is
contextualized by focusing on discipline-specific
concepts and language, as well as through an exami-
nation of learning in a second language. The fourth
section presents the voices of the first-year oral hy-
giene students and their lecturers. Their accounts are
used to highlight the nature of the transition difficul-
ties, as well as to formulate suggestions regarding
how to remedy them. The final section draws on these
suggestions and presents a working model for an
academic development intervention. The potential
transferability of this model is briefly highlighted.

The Research Site
The focus for this article—to contribute to an

understanding of how students might be better pre-
pared for the academic challenges of university—
was stimulated by two sets of concerns regarding
first-year oral hygiene students in a dental faculty at
a South African university. The first concern related
to the well-documented needs of students as they make
the transition between school and university.1-5 Most
students struggle with the transition from the nurtur-
ing environment of high school to the context of
greater responsibility and personal challenge at uni-
versity. At university, usually for the first time, stu-
dents are faced with field-specific discourse and are
required to take an active role from within this new
discourse.8 Dison and Rule9 provide a metaphor for
understanding what discourse is and how it operates.
They suggest that a discipline might be understood
as a subculture. Its discourse is made up of codes
(linguistic, intuitive, creative, etc.), conventions (es-
say structure, research, referencing, reporting, etc.),
concepts (main ideas and debates in the discipline,
etc.), values (what qualifies as knowledge or evi-
dence, and caring, etc.), canons (primary texts and
theories/authorities, etc.), and skills (both cognitive
and linguistic) in order to operationalize the forego-
ing. On entering a new discipline, as Hutchings10
points out, students need to learn about and acquire
adequately the discourses for future success within
the discipline. The rules by which competencies in
these new fields are assessed are seldom made overt,

which adds to the general confusion experienced by
learners new to higher education.11 It was argued in
the dental faculty that a learning program, designed
to develop the academic skills specific to both higher
education and health sciences education, needed to
be put in place.

The second concern related only to some of
the students in the oral hygiene department. It cen-
tered on the high failure rates of working class Afri-
can students in this department. These students came
from ex-Department of Education and Training
(DET) schools. Schooling provision was segregated
during the apartheid era, and schools for African
learners, managed by the DET, were by far the worst
provisioned.12 While the DET no longer exists, its
effects and the legacy of segregated and unequal pro-
vision of buildings, materials, and teacher education
are likely to be felt for a long time. In consequence,
the majority of black working class students continue
to be schooled in print-impoverished environments,
often characterized by teacher-centered, predomi-
nantly oral, classroom cultures.13

The ex-DET African students entering the den-
tal faculty are further disadvantaged by their lack of
competence in English, the language of instruction at
the university. First, they do not have the language of
instruction as a home language. Second, although of-
ficial policy is that the medium of instruction in ex-
DET schools is English, the realities of the legacy of
apartheid schooling mean that most working class
African students have English only as an additional
language and their competence in the language is fre-
quently poor. Thus while all students might be ex-
pected to experience transition difficulties between
high school and university, the experiences of African
working class students were exacerbated.

The intention of the research was to inform
academic literacy skills development for first-year
oral hygiene students. Findings, as presented here,
might support the development of other health sci-
ences education academic literacy programs. Such
programs might service all students in their transi-
tion to university, as well as support those who ex-
perience inequalities in high school education and
the language of instruction as a second language.

Research Methodology
In setting out to examine the disparity between

the academic skills that students bring to university
and the competencies that universities expect, the
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study investigated the nature of the school-univer-
sity transition and explored how the transition might
better be facilitated. A qualitative research approach
was used. Qualitative research differs from a quanti-
tative approach in a number of ways. Qualitative re-
search is concerned with how the social world is in-
terpreted, understood, experienced, produced, and
constituted.14 It sets out to generate a “close-up, de-
tailed or meticulous view” of the particular contexts
or phenomenon involved. Qualitative research is
based on methods of data generation that are both
flexible and sensitive to the social context in which
data are produced—rather than being rigidly stan-
dardized or structured. Qualitative research aims to
produce rounded and contextual understandings on
the basis of rich, nuanced, and detailed data. Meth-
ods of analysis, explanation, and argument-building
involve understandings of complexity, detail, and
context. There is more emphasis on holistic forms of
analysis and explanation than on charting patterns,
trends, and correlations.

The findings presented here draw on a case
study conducted with a cohort of first-year oral hy-
giene students and their lecturers. A case study is a
specific instance frequently designed to illustrate a
more general principle.15 The single instance is of a
bounded system and provides a unique example of
real people in real situations.7 Case study, as a sam-
pling approach, makes possible a depth of insight
not always achievable through numerical analysis.7
Focusing on specific issues, processes, or phenom-
ena, an in-depth case study with a limited cohort is
about depth, nuance, and complexity and understand-
ings of how these work.14 The aim is to produce,
through sampling, a relevant range of contexts or
phenomenon, strategic, and possibly cross-contex-
tual comparisons.14 The sample is designed to en-
capsulate a relevant range of experiences, character-
istics, processes, types, categories, or cases in relation
to the wider universe, but not to represent it directly.

There were twenty-six students in the first-year
oral hygiene class in 2004. Six students were ex-
cluded from the research cohort since it was felt that
they were not “typical” first-year students coming
straight from secondary to higher education. They
had already completed a university degree or
technikon diploma or had completed their schooling
more than three years prior to the research study. Two
students elected not to participate in the research,
and three did not return their consent forms. The
cohort consisted of the remaining fifteen students.
Six were interviewed one-on-one using a semi-struc-

tured protocol, and open-ended questionnaires were
distributed to the remaining nine students.

Students participated in ten subjects or mod-
ules in the first academic year. Two of these mod-
ules were taught by panels of lecturers, and it was
not considered appropriate to elicit the insights of
staff members who had only a lecture or two with
the cohort class. Ten lecturers taught the remaining
eight modules. Three of these lecturers were inter-
viewed, one-on-one, using a semi-structured proto-
col. Open-ended questionnaires were distributed to
the remaining seven lecturers.

The data collection took place six months into
the first academic year, just before the students wrote
their midyear examinations.

Ensuring validity of research findings presents
a particular challenge in the context of qualitative
research. External validity refers to the degree to
which the results can be generalized to the wider
population, cases, or situations. Generalizability in
qualitative research is interpreted as comparability
and transferability.16 It is possible, Eisenhart and
Howe16 argue, to assess the typicality of a situation
(the participants and settings) so as to identify pos-
sible comparison groups and to indicate how data
might translate into different settings and cultures.
Schonfield17 argues that it is important in qualitative
research to provide a clear, detailed, and in-depth
description so that others can decide the extent to
which findings from one piece of research are gener-
alizable to another situation. To this end, “thick de-
scription”18 of the students’ and their lecturers’ lived
experiences and feelings about academic needs in the
transition from high school to university have been
provided in this article. Thick description, according
to Cohen, Manion, and Morrison,7 strives to “view
situations through the eyes of participants, to catch
their intentionality and their interpretations of fre-
quently complex situations, their meaning systems and
the dynamics of the interaction as it unfolds.”

The Transition to Higher
Education

Scott19 argues that the main problem that school
leavers experience in the transition to university is the
gap between what is expected at school and what is
expected at university. Drawing on studies in six coun-
tries (Germany, France, Britain, Kenya, South Africa,
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and China), Foster and Russell11 suggest that these gaps
are multiple—social, cultural, and academic:

students from most educational systems
must adapt to major challenges as writers
when they enter university studies. They
must inhabit new institutional and material
spaces, negotiate the intimidating texts and
sometimes incomprehensible lectures
couched in new terminologies, and adapt to
the dangerous freedoms of unstructured
work time. (p. 22)

Thus, while simultaneously “leaving a more nurtur-
ing environment in secondary school and entering
an environment of greater responsibility and greater
personal challenge,”11 students are faced with spe-
cific academic challenges, especially with regard to
academic writing. Writing is significant, first, because
of the role it plays in supporting learning; second,
because it is often a key vehicle for assessment; and
third, because it is in dealing with student writing
that academics are confronted with students’ learn-
ing difficulties and thus the problems that academic
development sets out to address.20 Foster and
Russell11 argue that the transition to university, and
the demands on academic writing competencies in
that context, involves negotiating identity and au-
thority in the intersection of what students bring from
schooling and what universities expect from them.
According to Moore,20 learners need some sense of
the requirements of their audience, of the purpose of
the text, and of their identity as writers. All of these
shape the decisions writers must make in selecting
and arranging their ideas, how they frame these in
language, and the authoritative relations they attempt
to constitute in their texts.

The expectations implied in the genres and
activities of secondary school writing are frequently
challenged at university by a set of expectations dif-
ferent from the genres and activities of disciplinary
discourse.11 Students struggle to move away from the
single truth espoused in textbook accounts. Tertiary
students are expected to enter into the debate and
demonstrate the ability to draw on a number of com-
peting, and often contesting, viewpoints in order to
position themselves within the debate.5,8,21 Students
must decide, as Foster and Russell11 put it, “if they
want to be one of the people who write in these new
and as yet unfamiliar ways.” The price of failing to
comply with the new identity is academic failure.

This difficulty is exacerbated for working class
African students in the South African context. In most

ex-DET schools, an apartheid legacy of large classes,
underprepared teachers, and lack of adequate mate-
rials have produced a tradition of textbook-based
lecture and recitation with little extended writ-
ing.13,22,23 The writing that does occur is mainly
“single-truth” accounts of textbook knowledge.11
These students are frequently ill-equipped to engage
with writing tasks that require positioning within
unfamiliar discourses.

The transition to university for all students is
further complicated by demands that students mas-
ter discourse specific to their field of professional
study.8 This is specifically so in the field of health
sciences where “linguistic shortcuts . . . refer to vari-
ous theories and sets of assumptions that have been
commonly established by the disciplinary insiders.”
Discourses differ across disciplines, and as
Hutchings10 highlights, even across subjects within
the same discipline. She notes also that different
genres exist within the same discourse, citing in the
health sciences context how a clinical report requires
a different style of writing from an essay for health
and society or an anatomy report.10

Further, when students arrive at university, they
frequently also encounter new disciplinary episte-
mologies (or knowledge frameworks for understand-
ing the world) that govern how thoughts and opin-
ions may be conceptualized and expressed,11 and they
are required to write from within these new disci-
plinary parameters. As Dison and Rule9 explain:

At university students are encouraged to
question received viewpoints and to develop
their own intellectual positions rather than
to mimic authoritative voices. However, if
they do not defer to these authorities, if they
merely draw on their own experiences in
their own registers, they will also fail. In
order to succeed, the student has to encode
her own insights and experiences into dis-
courses of the discipline, often without much
idea of the underlying values and epistemic
structures which shape the discipline. (p. 87)

On entering a new discipline, like oral hygiene, it is
necessary for students to learn about and acquire
competence in the discourses if they are to experi-
ence future success within that discipline.

While this is a challenge for all students enter-
ing university for the first time, it is particularly dif-
ficult for students who are not competent in the lan-
guage of instruction. Although the official policy
regarding medium of instruction in ex-DET schools
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in South Africa is through English, the reality is that
most working class African students have English only
as an additional language and their competence to use
the language for conceptual thinking is frequently
poor.22 The added dimension of understanding, acquir-
ing, and manipulating discipline-specific discourse
when a student’s language of instruction competence
is already compromised serves as a severe challenge
for many working class African students.

Foster and Russell11 highlight a further con-
straint to first-year students gaining competence in
the new discipline-specific discourses and episte-
mologies. Lecturers, they argue, seldom make ex-
plicit either their expectations or the rules by which
students are expected to think, write, and perform
academic tasks at university. Foster and Russell high-
light that higher education lecturers commonly pre-
sume that writing is a basic skill that students should
have learned earlier in primary school and that any
improvement in writing competencies—even in spe-
cific discourses or disciplines—is the responsibility
of the university’s English department or remedial
Academic Development personnel. Lave and
Wenger24 contest this commonplace assumption.
They argue instead that learning and writing strate-
gies do not develop independently, rather that their
development is holistic: that “activities, tasks, func-
tions, and understandings do not exist in isolation;
they are part of broader systems of relations in which
they have meaning.”

Moore et al.25 argue further that literacy prac-
tices acquired in one context may be less transfer-
able to other contexts than was previously assumed.
They suggest therefore that school-based literacies
may be inadequate preparation for university. Moore
et al. call for explicit teaching of the discourses and
genres of academic disciplines so that students who
find them alien can gain access to them and have
more chance of success. Moore20 elaborates on this
position. He argues that university educators need to
pay greater attention to the opportunities that they
provide for students to grapple explicitly with the
language of the discipline. For this, he suggests an
apprenticeship model:

This includes active approaches to reading,
listening and discussion of concepts, an ap-
prenticeship to both the concepts and the
language by which they are constituted. . . .
The various forms of writing (or genres)
common to a discipline need to be modeled
and understood for how they convey mean-

ing to different audiences for different pur-
poses. (p. 86)
How might this be achieved? In the section that

follows, the opinions of oral hygiene staff and stu-
dents are canvassed.

Experiencing the Transition
from School to University

All students indicated that the transition from
school to university had presented some difficulty.
Their expressed difficulties were echoed by academic
staff. An analysis of these difficulties has the poten-
tial to inform remedial action that might ease stu-
dents more effortlessly into the demands of higher
education. In the discussion that follows, these iden-
tified difficulties, and the advice that students gave
regarding what should be included in an academic
development program, are considered.

Two themes emerged regarding the transition
from school to university: language and academic
competencies.

Language
Many students commented on language-related

difficulties. These were not all ex-DET students.
However, their common experience was that none
had English, the language of instruction, as a home
language. They explained how they were struggling
at university: “there is a problem, because my home
language is Afrikaans and because I received my
[school] instruction in Afrikaans.” An ex-DET stu-
dent who did not have English as a home language
echoed this position, implying that the inability to
learn in her home language was negatively affecting
her performance: “like in high school … when they
teach us something, they also translated into Xhosa
[the student’s home language] so we can better un-
derstand it.” Central was the assumption that com-
petence in English was a precursor to successful aca-
demic performance: “At [this university] . . . your
English must be good, [you need] a good vocabu-
lary to understand and interpret English well.”

For many of these students, poor skills in the
language of instruction complicated mastery of
discipline-specific discourse. As one student put it,
“There are some English words that I have a prob-
lem with—the terminology . . . the vocabulary it-
self.” Another student explicitly located the differ-
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ence between school and university in the nature of
subject-specific discourse:

I think it is the vocabulary that differs a lot.
There are words that I have never heard in
my life and then you must take extra time
because you must look it up and you must
understand what the word means before you
can go on and learn anything further.
For at least one student, failing to master the

discourse appeared to jeopardize her successful aca-
demic performance:

So they [lecturers] must make simple lan-
guage—the words easier for other people.
. . . Some of them, they use terminology.
There is a term there, and there is a term in
the sentence . . . following the term. And
you don’t know if it is the right answer . . .
because . . . in the sentence they use a term
so you are not sure if it is the right answer.
. . . You will know the answer but you are
not sure if the answer is right for that ques-
tion because of that word.
Student difficulties with discourse were also

highlighted by lecturers: “language—not understand-
ing, or finding dental/scientific terminology diffi-
cult.” One staff member, who taught oral biology, a
discipline within the field of oral hygiene, summed
up the difficulty of subject-specific discourse for stu-
dents whose home language is not the language of
instruction: “It is like three new languages that they
must learn.” By this he meant that many students
had the triple challenge of being unfamiliar with the
language of instruction, with the language of oral
health, and specifically with the language of oral bi-
ology.

While the language policy of an institution can
only be negotiated at the management level, facili-
tating learning through discipline-specific discourse
can, and should, be within the domain of subject lec-
turers and academic support personnel. Greater at-
tention should be paid to the opportunities that are
provided for students explicitly to grapple with the
language of the discipline. This includes active ap-
proaches to reading, listening, and discussion of con-
cepts—“an apprenticeship to both the concepts and
the language in which they are constituted.”20 Ac-
cording to Moore,20 students engaging with the “new
language” of a discipline need opportunities to
present concepts in oral and written dialogues with
their lecturers. This stands in contrast to the normal

practice by which a student hands in a piece of writ-
ing in the knowledge that it will be graded, rather
than responded to in more naturally communicative
ways. Such interventions would benefit not only
those students whose home language differs from that
of the classroom. English-speaking students—for
whom the discipline discourse is a “new language”—
would also benefit.

Academic Development
The majority of the difficulties that students

experienced were located in the field of academic
skills. Most students noted that they had had little
experience, prior to coming to university, of projects
or essay writing—the two assessment strategies most
prevalent in the oral hygiene department. Typical
responses were “We did not get a lot of projects at
school” or “Not so much research essays.” One stu-
dent presented the difficulty as a dual problem: not
knowing how to write in the manner expected at
university and not knowing why her response was
incorrect:

I still don’t know how to write essays. I
struggle a lot with that. I had an essay . . .
and I researched a lot on it . . . and I got
30% for it and I read it, and I don’t know
what went wrong. So I think I don’t really
know how to do it.
This lack of experience was echoed in the com-

ments that lecturers made regarding the academic
writing shortcomings of first-year students. Accord-
ing to lecturers, students had difficulty “approach-
ing an assignment” and “solving a problem logically.”
They didn’t know “what information is relevant and
irrelevant.” Many students, lecturers said, struggled
to “express themselves in sentences and readable lan-
guage.” One lecturer described the problems at length:
“there is no logic in what they say. They don’t worry
about putting things into paragraphs, there is no intro-
duction, there is no conclusion.” Other lecturers com-
mented on the sub-skills that first-year students still
needed in order to be successful in academic writing,
“how to summarize articles, paragraphs.”

These difficulties could effectively be ad-
dressed in an academic literacy module that expressly
teaches the skills prerequisite for successful academic
writing. One student, explaining where she needed
help to be academically competent at university, used
an apprenticeship model to describe how this might
be achieved:
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They can help me with skills like computer
skills and also reading and writing skills.
That [academic literacy] course is [a] right
[idea], but I [as teacher] can also give them
the chance to write . . . so that I can see . . .
who is struggling with the language, the
writing and help them.

Moore’s20 position that academic skills should be
embedded in real writing opportunities suggests that
any such intervention should draw on the discourse
of the oral health disciplines that these students are
studying and should be embedded in preclinical and
clinical subjects.

A second cluster of academic skills centered
on the need for first-year students to become inde-
pendent learners. Many students described school as
a “spoon-feeding” environment: “At school you are
spoon-fed. They give you questions and answers. The
level of education is different at school.” While stu-
dents acknowledged that university should be dif-
ferent, they struggled to understand what exactly they
needed to do in order to become more independent
learners. One student, discussing the transition to
university, explained, “More work—in the sense
that—I can’t quite . . . I understand that it can’t be
the same as school, but we didn’t really have projects
so. . . .”

Students described how the university system
assumed that students had the skills in place in order
to be independent learners, for example, library re-
search skills and note taking. One student described
his experiences of self-study. It is implicit in the
student’s testimony that he was not sure if he was
doing the task correctly:

The lecturer, he gives the work to you and
you must afterwards, naturally, do research
in order to stay up to date . . . in the sense
that you must, after class, go to the library
and find out for yourself, to try and under-
stand for yourself.
This situation was exacerbated for those stu-

dents who had come from schools in working class
communities. Many of those students had not had
libraries at their schools and were consequently ig-
norant of the basic skills required to locate materials
in a library.

Other students explained how note-taking was
a new skill and described the difficulties that they
experienced: “Here it is a lot of work and you have
to make notes for yourself and you have to do every-

thing for yourself.” For others, independent study
and note taking were described as an embedded chal-
lenge. One student explained the difficulties that she
experienced learning the skill while simultaneously
having to master the subject content: “Like some-
times they [lecturers] just come in, put their trans-
parency on the projector and just . . . talk—like go
over and we don’t get a chance to write, and they
just say now we have to go to the library and get the
book. . . . Sometimes it is not easy to learn that sub-
ject and we don’t even understand what is going on.”

Lecturers appeared to be less aware of the chal-
lenges that independent learning made to students,
although there were comments that students lacked
skills for “taking notes.”

A third set of problems related to the difficulty
that students had answering assignment and test ques-
tions at university. This problem did not appear to be
related to language fluency or discourse. It was more
specifically related to how questions in higher edu-
cation are phrased and the depth that is required. One
student explained her struggle:

Some of the subjects I can study very hard
and the questions will just come in a differ-
ent way, but knowing that this is the answer.
But you are not sure it is the right question
or what. Then you tend to write the wrong
answer and you are supposed to write the
answer you had in mind. But you write the
answer and then she wants it in another way,
but it is right, but she wants it in another
way. So that means that you are wrong.
Another student articulated her perception of

what was required in order to answer questions suc-
cessfully. Her answer signals how students experi-
ence the disparity between school and university:

University’s tasks, they look for more in-
formation—you must go more deeply into
it to get something. They are not looking
for superficial because then you don’t get
marks. They mark unbelievably strictly. . . .
At school, you just had to sound like you
know what you’re talking about and then
you got a mark. Here you have to say out-
right what you mean; otherwise, you don’t
get marks.

Most lecturers noted that students struggled “to un-
derstand the questions that they are being asked in
class and their class tests and assignments.” As one
lecturer put it, “Then when I finally read the work
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and I see it does not make sense. They didn’t under-
stand the question.”

There are a number of strategies that first-year
students might be taught regarding debriefing ques-
tions. These include analyzing what action the verb
that introduces the question indicates—for example,
understanding the difference required when asked
to “list” something or when required to “compare”
something. Similarly students can be taught a three
point strategy for interpreting questions. These tools
might be taught in an academic literacy module. One
student wrote in detail how this might be achieved:

Give them [students] lectures of how to read
and answer questions, e.g., Describe, Ex-
plain, Name things. Show them how to break
up questions. Tell them/explain the words
being used. There should at least be 1 or 2
of these lectures a week. Lecturers should
tell students or give them examples [of what]
they expect for answers.
Finally, many students indicated that they prac-

ticed learning strategies that were inadequate for
university. Some of these students appeared unaware
that these strategies were unsuitable for the concep-
tual learning required by higher education:

When I was like studying, I study there, I
read my stuff and I write it. I rewrite it again
with my head and if I don’t know I just go
through it again and write it again. Any miss-
ing word or sentence, I just rewrite it.
Others indicated that they were aware of the

shortcomings of rote learning but had no alternative
strategies with which to replace it:

At the moment I have a problem because
you must understand things first. If you don’t
understand something you can’t memorize
it because if you understand it, you can lay
it out better, and maybe write down in your
own words.
Even students who did not expressly rely on

rote learning argued that they needed help with study
skills:

I think what we all need is the way in which
to answer your exam papers because every-
body does it in a way that he thinks is right
but it is not necessarily what is expected of
you and then you come and you think you
are doing well, and you write and you go on
and then you are disappointed because it is

not what you expected. And it is all about
you answering your questionnaire incor-
rectly or something.

Many lecturers echoed an awareness of the difficul-
ties that these students had. Most frequently this was
expressed by lecturers as the fact that students had
“no or little acquaintance with study methods.”

Like the various other academic shortcomings
indicated in this section, study skills are easily taught.
A number of students were aware of the need for
these skills. One student explained in her question-
naire that she needed “lectures on how to study, how
to prepare for exams and tests ‘cause it [is] what I’m
struggling about at the moment.” Explicit teaching,
embedded in the discourse and the epistemological
assumptions of particular oral health disciplines,
would maximize the benefit to students. One student,
describing what she had found to be effective at uni-
versity, indicated some of the strategies that might
benefit all students:

I read through it maybe once or twice, and
then make a mindmap, depending on what
subject it is. . . . If I had something like sci-
ence, if the main topic is like chemistry, then
I do spider diagrams and then I split up
maybe into experiments or theory and link
them up—maybe with colors.
This section has highlighted a number of aca-

demic competencies that are prerequisite if students
are to make a successful transition from school to
university. These competencies will be discussed in
detail in the section that follows.

Designing a “Transition to
University” Intervention

The testimony of oral hygiene staff and stu-
dents has highlighted the academic needs of these
young people in their transition from school to uni-
versity. The significance of the highlighted compe-
tencies in initial academic success at university has
been substantiated by the literature. These compe-
tencies can be summarized in the following list:
• deconstruction of the discourses and epistemolo-

gies specific to the oral health field
• academic writing skills, including

—understanding an essay question
—locating information in the library (books and
journals)
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—locating information electronically (websites,
electronic journals)

—selecting appropriate resources
—evaluating the significance, appropriateness,
and reliability of resources

—extracting information from text
—note-taking (in this context)
—collating information from a variety of texts
—planning a logical flow to an academic essay
—using information to present an argument
—writing an academic essay
—recognizing what tone is appropriate for which
genre of academic writing (for example, essay,
case report)

—using an academically appropriate tone
—referencing correctly in an academic essay
—compiling a bibliography/list of references cor-
rectly

—recognizing when an essay has attained an aca-
demically appropriate standard and when it falls
short

—editing and critically rewriting an essay until it
is of an appropriate academic standard

• independent learning skills, including
—note-taking in lectures
—locating relevant further reading in both the li-
brary and electronically

—note-taking skills appropriate for the above fur-
ther reading activities

—strategies to seek assistance from peers and aca-
demic staff

• examination and test strategies, including
—understanding the meaning of an assessment

question
—answering specifically what is asked by the

question
—responding appropriately (for example, the dif-

ference between “list” and “discuss”)
—time management in a test/examination context

• study skills, including
—identifying key concepts (to prevent simplistic
rote-learning)

—strategies for summarizing and organizing in-
formation

—note-taking specific to study and revision (for
example, spider diagrams, mindmaps).
The literature20,24,25 indicates that the teaching

of these competencies should be embedded in disci-
pline-specific contexts. Ideally, every lecturer should
embed the teaching, practicing, and testing of these
skills in every discipline or subject. Currently, such
a vision may not be realistic without extensive staff

development. In the interim, a free-standing module
or academic literacy subject dedicated to the develop-
ment of academic literacy skills could, and should,
develop these competencies. Discipline-specific con-
tent from the field in which students are studying can
be used as a relevant and embedded learning context.
One such opportunity, developed for the oral hygiene
department cited in this article, is presented here.

In a ten credit (100 hour) module dedicated to
academic literacy, first-year oral hygiene students
will be required (amongst a number of other embed-
ded academic literacy tasks) to write an academic
essay on “What are caries?” The topic has been cho-
sen so as to integrate holistically with the core oral
hygiene subject, Clinical Practice. Such a strategy, it
is hoped, will ensure transferability of academic skills
from the stand-alone academic literacy intervention
into all the preclinical and clinical subjects of the
oral hygiene teaching program.

Initial sessions, drawing specifically on the set
essay topic, are planned to develop in students the
skills to recognize the difference between popular
and academic styles of writing, to deconstruct an
essay question, and to access and select appropriate
resources from library and electronic media. Re-
sources will be brought into class, and strategies for
evaluating the relevance, appropriateness, and reli-
ability of these materials will be modeled by lectur-
ers and practiced by students. Further sessions will
focus, using similar methodologies, on note-taking
from resources, synthesizing an argument, organiz-
ing a logical argument, strategies for editing, writ-
ing references, and compiling a bibliography cor-
rectly. Finally, students will develop rubrics to assess
whether a piece of writing meets the criteria for suc-
cess in the genre of academic writing in the oral health
sciences. They will assess their own writing and that
of a peer against these criteria. Feedback from this
formative assessment will be used by them to com-
pile a final draft of their essay. This version will be
submitted for summative assessment.

Such a module has wider applicability. The lit-
erature1-5 indicates that an academic literacy inter-
vention has relevance for all students since first-year
students are encountering, for the first time, new,
field-specific discourses. All students therefore need
initiation into discipline-specific discourse. Further-
more, it is arguable that such interventions have the
potential to add further value to the learning of stu-
dents who come from less university-oriented envi-
ronments where resources may be inadequate or
teachers underqualified.8,12,13,20,22
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