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Abstract
Students experience transition to university as challenging. Recent studies implicate
emotion in university success. This paper reports on a pilot study to examine the extent
to which school to university transition is experienced as emotional. Understanding the
role of emotion in this transition can inform mechanisms for student support. This
qualitative study used focus group interviews to elicit insider accounts of transition. The
pilot cohort consisted of a tutorial group of twenty-eight students from within the class
of one hundred and eight first year students at one Faculty of Dentistry in South Africa.
Three focus group interviews were conducted. Issues identified in the literature as
significant were used to analyse the data. Eleven descriptive tags related to transition
and associated with emotion were identified from the data. These were clustered into
four themes – ‘academic challenges’, ‘friends and family’, ‘outside constraints’ and
‘identity’. Findings suggest that emotions are a natural part of the experience of
transition. Drawing on insights of students’ emotional needs, it is suggested that
students in transition need a roadmap and a guide. A framework, to be used as a
roadmap, is suggested. Peer mentoring is discussed as a mechanism for mediating the
framework and thus for supporting students in the transition.
Keywords: undergraduate students; school to university transition; emotions;
professional identity development; peer mentoring
Background
The transition from school to university is experienced by most university students as
challenging (1–4). Challenges include an increase in workload and academic standard
(5), loneliness (6) and homesickness (7). Transition difficulties lead frequently to
academic under-performance and to withdrawal from university (8, 9). Suggestions
have been made to support retention and throughput by improving institutional culture
(10), through initiatives to improve the quality of teaching (11), and by suggesting ways
to support student learning (12, 13). Swail et al. (14) provide an explanation of transition
that highlights cognitive, institutional and social factors. They (14) suggest a
comprehensive strategy for improving student retention, including academic and
student services, curriculum and teaching, and financial aid.
However, more recently, social theory has highlighted that transitions are not just about
knowledge transfer but concern a restructuring of what the person does and who the
person perceives him or herself to be (15). This body of literature draws attention to the
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complexity of learning, and highlight its emotional nature (16–21). Some learning
experiences are positive and provoke emotions of anticipation, exhilaration and
discovery (22), while others are disturbing and evoke feelings of vulnerability and
insecurity (17). Learning is not limited to the realm of individual cognition (17). The
entire individual is part of the learning process (17). Learning in not just the acquisition
of memories, habits and skills, but also about the formation of an identity as ‘university
student’ (15, 23, 24). It involves becoming an ‘insider’ into new ways of doing things
(25). Learning at university is thus a ‘profoundly reflexive and emotional construct’
because it involves the undoing of earlier learning in the context of a new environment
with different subjects, learning approaches and teaching styles (17, p. 597). The new
learning context, and transition into it, is integral to successful learning, and emotion is
implicated in this process. Christie et al. (17) highlight the important role that
confidence, motivation, perseverance, and creativity play in transition to, and success at,
university. Students’ engagement with the new learning environment is tentative, and
affected by a variety of psychological issues (21, 26). Transition to university is
experienced as a ‘culture shock’ – brought on by the anxiety of not knowing what is
expected (22, p. 1). This anxiety directly impacts on the learning process (22, 27).
Learning is thus experienced as risky and inherently uncertain (21, 26). The challenge
for a student on entering university is therefore to come to know the reality of the new
learning environment (17). Understanding the extent to which emotion is implicated in
transition to university has the potential to inform student support that goes beyond
traditional interventions of academic development and curriculum innovation.
This paper reports on a qualitative pilot study that examined whether first year dentistry
and oral hygiene students at a Faculty of Dentistry in South Africa experienced the
transition as emotional, and if they did, the nature of these emotions. Explicating the
extent and nature of emotion in school to university transition has the potential to
inform student support mechanisms. While current mechanisms privilege academic
support and development (14), evidence of the emotional nature of school to university
transition might inform university interventions that target the socio-emotional
components of learning.
Methodology
A pilot study design was selected because this design has the potential to explicate the
concept (28) of emotional transition, to uncover errors in current assumptions about
this concept (28), and to inform designs for further confirmatory studies (29) of the
emotional nature of school to university transition. Conn (30) argues that
methodologically sound pilot studies have a contribution to make to knowledge in a
domain, guiding the thinking of other investigators both within the specific research
area and the discipline as a whole. A qualitative approach was used to elicit the insider
accounts of transition to university required for the study (31). Qualitative research has
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the potential to provide complex descriptions of how people experience a given social
reality – in this case, the transition to university (32, 33). Qualitative research provides
insight into the experiences, beliefs and emotions of those whose experience is being
researched (34).
The pilot cohort was purposively selected from within the class of one hundred and eight
first year dentistry and oral hygiene students. At the study institution, all first year
students are randomly allocated to one of four smaller classes for their core integrated
module, ‘Academic Literacy’. This module focuses on the competencies pre-requisite for
survival at university, and had components of academic writing, digital and information
literacy, and life skills (such as time management, substance abuse, and examination
strategies). One of these classes, comprising twenty-eight students, was selected for the
pilot. The researcher is the teacher of this particular class. The cohort is representative
of the first year student body because of the random allocation of the students to the
smaller classes.
Ethics approval was obtained from the university’s Research Ethics Committee.
Students were asked to participate in focus group discussions, and to organize
themselves into these groups. Written consent to participate in the focus groups was
obtained from each student beforehand. This form indicated how the researcher would
ensure confidentiality, and also required that the student participant sign assurance that
s/he would not disseminate other people’s opinions outside of the interview context.
Focus group interviews are intended to generate information on collective experiences,
views, and beliefs and the meanings that are attributed to them (35, 36). Instead of the
researcher posing questions to individuals, participants are encouraged to talk to one
another (37).
Fifteen of the twenty eight students in the selected class consented to participate in the
study. The demographics of this study cohort are represented in Figure 1. All the
students in the cohort were South African nationals.
Fig 1. Student cohort demographics
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Three focus groups were formed, with seven students in one group and two further
groups of four students each. An interview of about 90 minutes was conducted with
each group. These interviews took place during the third month of the students’ first
academic year. The semi-structured interview protocol consisted of two questions –
‘What was it like coming to university’ and ‘What does being a dentist/oral hygienist
mean to you’. Each interview was audio-recorded and transcribed by the researcher.
The interview transcripts were initially analysed using ‘grounded theory’ (48). This
approach relies on a line by line analysis of the transcripts where emerging topics are
identified and coded (49). Where topics were common for more than one student, a
“descriptive tag” was tentatively identified (49). Thereafter a grid was drawn up which
recorded both the quotations identified for each topic, and the relationship between the
diverse and various topics and the limited descriptive tags which encompassed the
topics. At this stage, 11 descriptive tags related to transition and associated with emotion
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were identified from the data (see Fig 2). These descriptive tags were then mapped
against the issues identified in the literature as significant to transition – ‘academic
challenges’, ‘friends and family’, ‘outside constraints’ and ‘identity’. Figure 2 indicates
the relationship between the tags and the themes.
Figure 2 Relationship between tags and themes
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Using literature as an interpretive lens helps the researcher recognize and interpret
patterns beyond the surface level of the data (38), and ensures that explanations
generated from the study build upon what is already known about the study topic (38).
The themes in the literature (1–7, 10, 14, 16, 17, 19, 20, 23, 27) and the descriptive tags
were then mapped against each other (see Fig 2). This strategy resulted in a graphic
representation of the way in which the emotional responses of the students in the cohort
were associated with the already acknowledged and researched challenges identified in
the transition to university literature. The validity and reliability of the researcher’s
interpretations and conclusions were checked through a process of triangulation (50).
All fifteen students were individually interviewed in their second academic year, and the
transcript of their focus group interview as well as the researcher’s interpretation of
what they had said in the focus group interview was the focus of the one-on-one
interview. In this way the researcher checked her interpretation of the emotional import
of what each student had said in his or her first academic year.
Results and discussion
In the discussion that follows, the way in which students associated emotion with
transition will be explicated using quotations from the focus group interviews. The
emotional component of each quotation is italicized.
Academic challenges
Given that the transition from school to university relates specifically to academic
environment, it was inevitable that students should discuss this aspect of the transition
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in the interviews (23). Four descriptive tags emerged related to the academic
environment – ‘knowing what to expect’, ‘feeling familiar’, ‘knowing what is going on’,
and ‘relationship with lecturers’. Much of what students said about the academic
transition drew on their experience of the shift from small intimate classrooms with
familiar teachers at school to the university context of whole class lecturing by
numerous, and sometimes unfamiliar, lecturers. Except for the “Academic Literacy”
module discussed earlier in this paper, all other courses were taught to the whole class –
that is 81 dentistry students and 27 oral hygiene students.
Knowing what to expect
‘Knowing what to expect’ was raised as significant and elicited strong emotional
responses. Students expressed fear with regard to academic expectations which were,
for them, clearly unknown and consequently not clear, ‘It was exciting but at the same
time scary because you didn’t know what to expect’; ‘I was very frightened in the
beginning because everyone says that university is so difficult’. The combined sense of
‘newness’ and lack of clarity regarding what to expect was experienced as threatening,
‘when I first went to university I felt very threatened’; ‘I was really frightened that I
wouldn’t get it right’.
Feeling familiar
Stress in the academic environment was further exacerbated by an unfamiliar physical
environment. Before students could even engage with the academic challenges of the
classroom, they had to find their way to the classroom, a further experience provoking
emotion, ‘It is difficult. I tried to find the class for two weeks. If you ask someone, they
say B-what-what. My god, I don’t even know that place’. Some students implied that
they felt familiar with neither the academic nor the physical environment, ‘My first day
was a bit confused. When I arrived in the class, it was a whole new world. It might be
difficult sometimes’.
Knowing what is going on
‘Knowing what is going on’ appeared to be at the heart of survival in the period of
transition. However, once students knew what was going on, they realised that the
academic challenges were very different from school and consequently stressful,
‘Everything is seriously really, really difficult’. Larger workload was noted by almost all
of the students and associated with stress, ‘The workload is much more so some of us
find it hard to actually cope’. This stress was ameliorated for those who had some prior
knowledge of the discipline, as did this student who had worked previously as a dental
assistant, ‘My first day was nice because I know when she talks about periodontitis, at
least I have some background. I know what is going on’.
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Relationship with lecturers
Some academic challenges related specifically to the support from lecturers (23).
Students noted the different relationship with school teachers and university lecturers.
Relationships with teachers were ‘more personal’ and with lecturers were ‘more formal’.
These differences resulted in initial feelings of fear with regard to lecturers, ‘The lecturer
– I was very afraid in the beginning’. Some students reported that they ‘keep quiet’
because they ‘feel shy’ to ask questions in class. Others indicated that support from
lecturers helped them learn and this assistance had an emotional component, ‘They are
nice. They see you are struggling. (They say) come to me and I will personally help’.
Perceived lack of support was, however, associated by students with potential failure,
‘He doesn’t care and is out to fail you’.
Evidence indicates students’ sense of disorientation and emotional vulnerability in the
transition from school to university. Their accounts hint at potential threats to
successful academic performance and suggest that students did not knowg what the
academic expectations were. Thus, they were missing classes because the venue
locations were unclear, and struggling with the workload. However, the role of
supportive lecturers in this period is also signalled. These lecturers helped students
understand what the expectations were and assisted them to bridge conceptual gaps.
Influences
Social factors affect students’ ability to cope with the transition to university (23). The
significance of emotional support, already hinted at in the testimony regarding
lecturers, was very evident for the students in this study.
Family support
Family support provided a continuity with the ‘old life’ (39). It provided opportunities
for those from the familiar world of ‘home’ to support and enlighten. Students with
family members who had been to university were able to draw on insight from these
people. Their support was experienced as comforting, as one student described, ‘sitting
me down and telling me, ‘You are going to university to study, to get your degree. Don’t
spend your time loafing around … sit down and study. … (M)y father is putting pressure
on me … I like the fact that he’s doing that’.
For others, ‘family’ support was simply knowing that someone cared about your studies,
‘I have a family close by here who are like a second family to me – they sms me before I
am writing a test. They do a lot for me. I am not sure what I would have done without
them.’ For first generation university students, whose family members could not provide
the insider experience support, family support was expressed as having people who
‘believed’ in you, particularly at the times when it was most difficult, ‘They keep on
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calling me. They didn’t go to ‘varsity but (they) are encouraging me to do the best so that
from me comes the best. Many times it is tough’.
Making friends
The preceding testimony indicates how the love and care of family were closely
associated with coping during the period of transition. Students living in residence
associated the friendships that they forged at university as similar to family
relationships, ‘like forming our own families. I didn’t know him, and now he is like my
brother’. While not explicit, it is arguable that an emotional sense of belonging is
implicit in this comparison to family.
Friendship was also argued by the students as a significant contributor to emotional
support, ‘I think if it hadn’t been for my friends, things might have been very different –
difficult. They help you to focus on what is important’. Implicit in this quotation is a
relationship between the emotional support of friends and academic success. This
relationship was evident in comments from other students as well, ‘I was lucky. My
whole friendship circle is like that. If we have to study – we were not happy – but we
have to and we do’. Friendship also provided students with information that assisted
their transition to university because it helped them to become familiar with the
university, ‘It was easy for me because one of my friends from school was in the same
course as me at university. I could ask him – where is this building? So, it wasn’t so
awful’.
Friendship was, however, also fraught with emotional stress in the period of transition.
Similar to coming to university, ‘making new friends’ was associated with not knowing
what to expect and feeling unfamiliar. ‘Making friends’ was a theme spontaneously
raised in all three focus group interviews, and all the students concurred that arriving at
university not knowing anyone else was an extremely emotionally challenging activity,
‘You don’t know anybody. I was just afraid, I was the only one from my matric class that
was studying dentistry’; ‘I was nervous – like – to some people you don’t know. I didn’t
know even one person in the class’. Student testimony suggested that they were faced,
simultaneously, with the desire to belong and to have friends, and with a fear of getting
involved with the ‘wrong’ group of students or being befriended for the ‘wrong’ reasons,
‘When you are far from home you are not sure whether people will be good friends
together, so you are not sure whether you are going to make friends with me or not. You
don’t want to get involved with drugs’; ‘You are making friends for you, but you are not
sure if they are making friends for who you are. You don’t know if they accept you. So
you are worried about making friends with people’; ‘It comes down to trust though –
you have to trust that the person won’t do that. It is scary – you have to trust’.

8

Testimony has indicated that family and friendship played a significant role in the
extent to which students felt supported in the period of transition. The possibility of a
sense of alienation impacting negatively on learning is signaled in the literature (40, 41,
4).
Anonymity
A number of students associated the sense of being alone in the initial phase of
transition with feelings of anonymity. The sense of anonymity was pervasive. It was
associated with being a student (‘The class was huge. I used to sit in the middle at the
back and like, I’m a nobody, I’m a nothing’), with making friends (‘There is also the
emotional stress. You are used to being at school where people know you. You are here
and no-one knows you and you are making friends for you’), and with communicating
with lecturers (‘At school, you actually had a relationship with the teacher. Here, you
walk past the lecturer and he doesn’t know you’). While emotional words were not
always associated specifically with experiences of anonymity, it is arguable that feeling
anonymous in itself is a significant emotional experience.
Outside constraints
Mackie (9) highlights the important role that ‘external forces’ play in the way in which
issues outside the university affect students’ experiences of university. Two such
constraints, associated with emotion – home responsibilities and finances – were raised
in the focus group interviews.
Home responsibilities
Only one student cited part-time employment, common in the literature (20, 43, 44), as
a constraint, ‘It is sometimes difficult for me because weekends, I have to go to work –
the whole night’. None mentioned child-care (20, 43, 44), but one student indicated how
care for a sick parent made similar demands. She explained that being available for her
mother was a priority, and described how being able to go home when she didn’t have
academic commitments made a significant contribution to how she felt about being at
university, ‘My mother is really ill so that is a huge factor in my life. So that makes me
feel much better because when I am done here, I can go home immediately. I feel much
more secure now that I can go home’.
Students weighed up whether it was easier to focus on academic work while living at
home or living in residence. Their responses suggested that both contexts provided
challenges. Students living at home highlighted obligations felt towards family members
and the impact of these on study time, ‘It isn’t always easy. You get the family coming
to you and you can’t say ‘Go away, I don’t want you here, I’m busy’. I have to consider
other people when you are at home and studying yourself’. Students living in residence,
while ‘free’ of family obligations, indicated that new household responsibilities made
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finding time for academic work challenging, ‘Now I must do everything! Find time to
study. Also time to clean and dust. It was a huge adjustment for me’.
Finances
Finance is acknowledged as a significant constraint on students’ experiences at
university (20, 45, 46). At the most fundamental level, poorer students in the study
experienced stress related to living costs, ‘What was difficult for me was having to travel
each day. I take two taxis – I live far. It’s not bad if you live near the university but
travelling on the two taxis costs a lot of money. So that’s a bit hard for me – like, my
finances and stuff’. However, even those students who came from families with
adequate finances felt that lack of experience made managing a budget stressful.
Running out of money was an ever present threat, ‘And then there is the thing of having
to take care of the money that you get. Making sure that you don’t run out. The first two
months I just spent everything because I wasn’t used to that – there are a lot of
challenges’; ‘There is a lot of stress like money shortages. The scary thing was the
money issue. I was always afraid of running out of money’.
Identity
Identity emerges in the literature as a significant theme in students’ experience of
transition to university (16, 17, 23). In the focus group interviews, identity emerged as
an emotional context for the students. This identity was expressed in terms of home
language and in terms of the professional they wanted to become.
Language
Language played a significant role in students’ perceptions of transition at this Englishmedium university. For students who did not have the language of instruction as a home
language and who had not been schooled in the language of instruction, language was
associated with feelings of exclusion at the point of transition, ‘English was a huge
adjustment’; ‘I stressed about the English’; ‘You think, oh my gosh, I have to talk
English now’. For these students, language competence was associated with academic
success, ‘In chemistry, he said ‘potassium’. And then I realized he meant ‘kaliem’. There
is that fear – you must overcome that fear for that other language’; ‘It was a huge
adjustment – learning in English. It was terrible in Life Sciences You know everything
in Afrikaans and now you must know it in English as well’.
There were also, for these students, social challenges in not being completely competent
in the social language of other students. Firstly, these students were concerned with
‘fitting in’ and being socially accepted, ‘I was afraid. I thought that there would be few of
us – that they would all be English, and that I would need to fit in’. Secondly, their
language competence sometimes excluded them from social engagement with other
students, ‘Sometimes, students, they sit and speak, so you can’t interact with them. It is
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quite difficult’. Competence in the language of instruction and socialization was
obviously not an issue for all students. However, the foregoing testimony indicates the
potential that language difference has to construct ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ in ways that
might lead to student alienation.
Becoming a dentist/oral hygienist
Mackie (9) reminds of the significance of commitment to student retention, and
highlights the relationship between commitment and long term goals. Students signaled
strongly that their desire to become a dentist/oral hygienist helped provide a focus
during the difficult time of transition (47). Emotive terms were associated with this
commitment. Firstly, there was strong evidence that students associated privilege with
being selected to study dentistry/oral hygiene, ‘You’re fortunate enough to be going to
university. You have to appreciate it’; ‘I was very happy. It is a privilege for me to come
to university’. There was, further, an associated sense of beginning a journey for which
they had actively planned (47). This sense of choice was expressed in comments such as,
‘I am very passionate about wanting to serve others. Being a dentist you are going to
serve people’. Finally, student expressed joy and excitement as they tried on this desired
identity (47), ‘You feel like you can’t wait until you get into your white coat. You feel so
professional’. These comments suggest that taking on the professional identity of a
dentist/oral hygienist played a significant role in helping students to feel like ‘insiders’,
even during the difficult period of transition.
Conclusion
This study drew on the experiences of a pilot cohort of first year oral hygiene and
dentistry students to examine whether these students had experienced the transition
from school to university as emotional. Where emotions were present, the study
attempted to explicate the nature of these emotions. Analysis of the focus group data
identified four areas in which these students specifically experienced emotion. While it
cannot be argued that this small cohort is representative of all first years students, the
students of the tutorial group that was selected for the pilot had been randomly
allocated from the entire first year cohort. It is thus arguable that the issues raised by
these students will resonate for other first year students in similar contexts. Certainly
the literature from other countries where students enter directly into professional
programmes (51) suggests that the challenges experienced by this South African cohort
are not unique. There is also a growing interest internationally to support students who
are the first in their family to attend university with what is clearly a challenging
transition (16, 17, 19, 20, 23). Widening access globally (20) has meant that the number
of first generation students attending university is growing (16, 17, 19, 20, 23). However,
current evidence suggests that these students are less likely to be academically
successful than students from homes where parents and siblings have already been to
university (8, 9, 14, 19). There is clearly a need for research into how they experience the
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transition and what mechanisms might be put in place to facilitate this emotional
transition. Further multi-site large scale studies will provide insight into the
transferability of these findings.
Findings from the pilot corroborate the emerging literature (16 - 21) and give some
specification to the emotional nature of school to university transition. Students’
greatest emotional fear appeared to be that of alienation – being an outsider without
friends (23). Their most positive emotion was focused on the development of a
professional identity (47). Heathcote and Taylor (52) outline a framework that draws on
institutional change theory (53). This framework has the potential to suggest a model for
student emotional support during the transition that builds on these two emotional
needs. Heathcote and Taylor (52) suggest that, in transition, students move through a
number of stages, although not necessarily sequentially. Adapted for emotional support,
these stages might be expressed as:
 establishing a sense of urgency (awareness of the need to adopt new identities as
student and dentist/oral hygienist)
 forming a powerful guiding coalition (identifying support for the transition –
peers, teachers, support services, academic skills)
 creating a vision (forming an image of the future identities as student and
dentist/oral hygienist)
 communicating the vision (understanding that there is a way of ‘being’ a student
of dentistry/oral hygiene and later a dentist/oral hygienist, recognizing these
identities, making sense of them and how they are manifest)
 acting on the vision (taking steps to act out the new identity, including the use of
appropriate language and dress)
 planning for and creating short-term wins (identifying the ‘steps’ along the way to
becoming a successful dentist/oral hygienist, and recognizing how learning
opportunities at university constitute these ‘steps’)
 consolidating improvements and producing still more change (using available
feedback, including formative and summative assessment, to measure attainment
towards becoming the successful university student and future dentist/oral
hygienist)
 owning the new identity (recognizing successful steps towards the desired identity
as university student and dentist/oral hygienist, and celebrating achievements in
this regard).
Dental/oral hygiene curricula are designed to provide students with opportunities for
developing the desired competencies. However, the student needs to make the
connection that each small activity in which s/he engages, however apparently
irrelevant, is directed towards the desired goal of being a student (23) and a dentist/oral
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hygienist (47). Preliminary findings suggest that, on registration, students have little
understanding of how different it is to be a university student. They also do not
understand exactly what it means (besides wearing a white coat and caring about
people) to be a dentist/oral hygienist. What students need in the transition is a roadmap
and a guide.
The stages, adapted from Heathcote and Taylor (52), suggest the roadmap. To be
successful, students need to journey through those stages. However, they need to be
accompanied on that journey by someone who has travelled that path already. This
experienced traveler can help them identify where they are on the journey. S/he can
help them anticipate and prepare for the learning that can be made from each part of
the journey. And this mentor can help them to identify parts of the journey that they still
need to make and how to prepare themselves for those aspects. The study findings
suggest that not all students feel comfortable to approach a teacher (or even know that
they should). They therefore need to be provided with the human resource – the peer
who has travelled this path recently. Peer mentoring has the potential to fulfill such a
function. Mentoring is the ‘one-to-one, non-judgmental relationship in which an
individual mentor voluntarily gives time to support and encourage another’ (54). Peer
mentoring allows new university students to be prepared for, and taken through, the
transition to university (55, 56, 57). Training of peer mentors in the stages identified by
Heathcote and Taylor (52) has the potential to create a support programme that is
targeted both at students’ needs, and of their greatest emotional challenges and desires,
in this period of transition. The peer mentoring programme thus has the potential to
provide an unconditional friend who will help the novice become what they desire – a
successful student and dentist/oral hygienist.
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