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academic challenge and support for first year 

students
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OUTLINE

• Underprepared students vs. underprepared 

universities

• Framing the university environment from a 

student engagement perspective

• What do we know about environments first year 

students enter into?

• Finding the balance between academic 

challenge and support



UNDERPREPARED STUDENTS 

VS. 

UNDERPREPARED UNIVERSITIES



“The dominant thinking in higher education attempts

to understand student difficulty by framing students

and their families of origin as lacking some of the

academic and cultural resources necessary to

succeed. This constitutes a deficit thinking model: it

focuses on the inadequacies of the student, and

‘fixing’ this problem. In the process the impact of

structural issues is often ignored or minimised. This

disregards the role of higher education in the barriers

to student success.” Smit, 2012, p. 369.



Deficit thinking: 

• Impacts how we view students and their abilities – which 

impacts how we teach and assess them – which in turn 

probably confirm how we view students and their abilities.

• What if we move the focus to what we are in control of –

the university environment

• What are we doing to create environments which help 

students succeed? 





NEVITT SANFORD’S THEORY OF CHALLENGE AND SUPPORT



• What would such environments look like?

- Academic challenge (rigour/quality)

- Academic support

- Non-academic support



WHAT DO WE KNOW ABOUT 

ENVIRONMENTS FIRST YEAR 

STUDENTS ENTER INTO?
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SASSE; LSSE; REFLECTIVE AND INTEGRATIVE LEARNING
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BUSSE; SASSE; LEARNING STRATEGIES
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SASSE LSSE: QUALITY OF RELATIONSHIPS
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WHAT DO WE KNOW ABOUT OUR FIRST YEAR 

STUDENTS FROM THIS DATA?

1) Students think they are not expected to think outside of 
their discipline – nor to add different viewpoints when 
engaging in discussions or assignments. They also think 
they are supposed to memorise their work – even if 
lecturers do not expect that.

2) Students are using the same level of measured learning 
strategies during their first year of university study which 
they used in high school

3) Students are not efficiently guided or challenged to 
develop higher order and deep learning

4) Students might not have the confidence to seek help from 
support/administrative staff



FINDING THE BALANCE BETWEEN 

ACADEMIC CHALLENGE AND 

SUPPORT



HOW DO WE FIND BALANCE?

1) We need to think differently about academic challenge 

- Deficit thinking = developmental modules

- Ignoring adaptation of teaching approaches; 

- Expectations and assessments – memorization/outcomes

- Equipping students with ‘how to’ knowledge about 

disciplines

2) Academic staff have to be empowered and developed to 

help meet their own expectations



HOW DO WE FIND BALANCE?

3) Students indicate high quality peer relationships –
institutions could focus more on developing support 
structures through making use of these relationships 

4) We need to combine datasets – the more we know the 
better we can shape the environment

5) Institutions need to make a deliberate effort toward 
considering how the environments we create are balancing 
student support with academic challenge

- Institutional self-reflection

- Aligning support initiatives with academic outcomes



Who are the culprits of depressed success rates? Is it 

underprepared or unmotivated students? Or is it 

underperforming institutions and ineffective pedagogies?

(Kinzie 2012)
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