Can 1st year law students use self awareness literature to help them adjust to university life?
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“Evidence suggests that previous performance accomplishments are the most powerful source of self-efficacy” (Bandura 1982).  I thought of times when I had received a positive comment from a lecturer or during seminars had contributed well.  This allowed me, I feel, to avoid totally giving up.’ 

Introduction

When it comes to settling in at university, law students appear to be much like students from other disciplines. They often struggle with making new friends, adjusting to academic demands and the requirement for self discipline that comes with independent learning. Retention is a prime concern for everyone in academia, and numerous studies have attempted to define the factors which encourage students to remain and those which are implicated in decisions to withdraw from university (Johnstone 1997; Yorke and Longden 2007).  Although personal, financial and academic problems are influential, individual differences affect how students respond to the challenges they face.  Characteristics such as conscientiousness (O’Connor and Paunonen 2007), self-efficacy (Chemers et al 2001; Hsieh et al 2007) and ability to deal with stressors (Struthers et al 2000) have all been shown to play a part. Such research findings have previously been available to academics but we were interested to find out if students could use and apply this information for themselves.

Where did we place this self-awareness literature and why?

A survey in 2002 of retention rates in the LJMU School of Law over the previous four years along with a literature review revealed that level one law students might benefit from a new approach to the beginning of the LLB programme. Analysis of the responses of universities to such challenges regularly appears in journals and the response of the school had much in common with that of other institutions and disciplines. The new strategy was developed in a new module, Independent Learning in Law (ILL).

The front-loaded ILL module has at its core a simple of ethos of helping students to adjust to university life and to maximise student retention. The literature review had, for example, indicated that that with increased contact academic staff in the first few weeks of the course might help (Owen 2002) as well as introducing strategies to help students to become more independent learners in law (Vernon 2002).  Another element introduced seminars run by second and third year law students leading discussions on successful strategies they had employed in the first year. Seminars discussing previously submitted work were also useful in enabling students to gauge the standard of referencing and depth of research that would be expected of them.

A key component recognised as being crucial to the success of the module was to introduce an element of self-reflection (Maclellan, 1999).  The research indicated that keeping a reflective journal might be useful and that is what we advised all students to do. We gave guidance as to what issues they might record in their diaries but the keeping of diaries was not compulsory. In addition to this, we introduced a reflective essay which would review the students’ perceptions of their performance and development as compared to suggested practice in study guides. We advised students to draw on references to their personal diaries where they had kept one as part of their ‘evidence’. These essays formed half of the assessment in the module but such was their success in the eyes of the LLB team that they became the single assessment component as of the second year of the module. 

We were impressed with the level of reflection, forward planning and the apparent increase in confidence which was often exhibited in the essays. A subsequent analysis of drop-out rates following the introduction of the module indicated that the full-time students’ retention rate had improved by an average of 5% over five years, and that of part-time students by 15%. We could not attribute this improvement directly to the module as there may have been other factors involved but we were convinced that the presence of the ILL module provided a ‘smoking gun’. This was backed up by empirical evidence in the essays themselves. Although it was not universal, students more often than not commented on the usefulness of certain elements of the module in their adjustment to university life. Some even credited the module as being the main reason they had remained with the LLB programme.

Following a review of our strategies in 2007 it was decided that the ILL module provided an established platform whereby we might also introduce to first-year students literature on studies regarding what we termed ‘self-awareness’. 

‘Self-awareness’ literature

Chamorro-Premuzic and Furnham (2006) put forward a framework for explaining differences in academic achievement, incorporating a combination of cognitive ability, self-assessed ability beliefs and personality factors.  In recent years, a number of personality traits have been linked with academic achievement and success, such as high conscientiousness and low neuroticism. Using valid and reliable measurement scales a consistent link between conscientiousness and academic performance has been demonstrated (Chamorro-Premuzic and Furnham 2003; Conard, 2006). A meta-analysis (O’Connor and Paunonen 2007) supports this view and indicates that motivation may explain the link: conscientious students are hard-working, organized and achievement orientated. Conard (2006) suggests that the effect of conscientiousness results in positive behaviours: such students will be more likely to attend and to adhere to course requirements.  

Self-efficacy is ‘the level of confidence individuals have in their ability to execute a course of action or attain specific performance outcomes’ (Bandura 1997). Students with high self-efficacy beliefs tend to initiate tasks, put in greater effort and persist longer at a task even when there are difficulties. It has been shown by numerous studies to be linked with academic success (Lane et al 2004; McLaughlin et al 2007; Multon et al 1991; Zajacova et al 2005). According to Bandura (1997), self-efficacy operates through goal-orientation and motivation. Students arrive at university with different levels of self-efficacy beliefs according to their aptitudes, including their ability to process information, and prior educational successes and failures. This self-belief, together with their intrinsic motivation will affect how they work. Students who perceive they are making progress are likely to increase their motivation, become more skillful and increase their sense of efficacy, which then forms the basis for future evaluations. Conversely, lower efficacy beliefs will limit goals and reduce motivation and performance. Self-efficacy is not an enduring trait: it is malleable as it has a cognitive component (belief) and can therefore be enhanced. 
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Self-efficacy in academic settings (adapted from Schunk 1991)

Students with high self-efficacy beliefs tend to cope more effectively with stressors (Zajacova et al, 2005), which are likely to be prevalent at the beginning of a degree course, as they adjust to a new environment, new faces and new demands. Any demand can be perceived as a stressor: negative stress occurs when the individual believes that their resources are insufficient to address a challenge.  The resulting physiological responses e.g. increased heart rate and rapid breathing, prepare the body to respond to an acute physical challenge, but longer-lasting stress can impair effective learning. Academic stress has been investigated in relation to both performance and persistence at university. There is strong body of literature which positively correlates stress with lower course grades (Akgun and Ciarrochi, 2003; Struthers et al, 2000) or less likelihood of degree classification (Vaez and LaFlamme, 2008). Stress may have some bearing on retention (Zajacova et al, 2005), which illustrates the complex interplay of the factors and reasoning behind a decision to leave a course. 
Could first year law students use such literature to help and inform them in their transition to university life? We postulated that recommending to students that they read certain articles and try to apply them to their own situation might help in the aim of ensuring their retention and improving their performance. We made several articles available on the ILL virtual learning site and recommended three in particular – one article on self-efficacy (Lane, Lane and Kyprianou 2004), stress (Zajacova, Lynch and Espenshade 2005) and reflective writing (Hall 2007).  Choosing which articles to recommend was not straight forward as first year LLB students are not their intended audience. Many have significant statistical analysis which we felt was unsuitable but we considered the three chosen to be relevant, potentially useful and suitable in style. 

Findings

Of 220 students who submitted the assessment, 75 incorporated sections relating to the articles. These sections were transcribed and prepared for analysis with students’ names removed. Using a qualitative approach, Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis, we separately examined a sample of these scripts to find emergent themes, following the process described by Smith and Osborn (2008).

Five main themes became apparent from the analysis and will be described and illustrated in greater detail in the presentation.  The themes were:

· Why students engaged in reflection;
· The depth of student understanding of the articles;
· Gaining new personal insight;
· Recognising and responding to stress;
· Developing and planning positive changes.
The following extracts illustrate the way students linked their reflections to the literature we provided. Each of the four extracts is from a different first-year full-time student.

Reflection by writing a diary:
‘My motivation to start my diary for the first time, came from an article from which Susan Hall has developed a three part strategy to why she believes recording your feelings is important first you must, ‘Reflect - Focus on an important goal, value, or concern, then ‘Record - Set aside some quiet time to write your thoughts about the subject.’ And finally ‘Realize - Use your writing to get in touch with the thoughts that are swirling around in your head. If you concentrate on the positive ones, you'll gain a fresh outlook and the encouragement you need to reach your goals.’ An example was from a day when I had to prepare work for an ILL seminar, which was to produce a presentation on the concept of plagiarism. I had written in my diary ‘I am really nervous and I don’t want to go in tomorrow’, upon reading this the next morning I wrote down all the positives I could think of for attending the seminar such as ‘I need my extra 1% towards my ILL mark!’ eventually this was enough to bring me in and present the presentation our group had worked on. It turned out to be an enjoyable task, and I had not felt nervous at all. I believe Gertsens’ quote ‘If something negative comes to mind, flip the page, write it there, and clear it from your head’, had opened my mind to building self confidence. From then on I really am enthusiastic about building confidence, as I believe it is an integral part of achievement. The classic statement ‘If you think you can, you can. If you think you won't, you won't’, keeps me optimistic at all times as I know that no one else will do the work for you.’
On improving self-efficacy: 

‘After looking through an article on “Self-efficacy, self-esteem, and their impact on academic performance”….This in effect would mean that if a person were to not be doing as well as they hoped they may become unhappy which would in turn lead to them becoming less confident. I can say that I am not a confident person with my work I constantly question myself but after reading this report I learnt that it is important not to get stuck down with worrying about failure and just take each result and piece of feedback as it comes, and if it is not what I wanted learn from it and move on. ‘
And:
‘I have learnt that there is a clear link between personality and self-efficacy. The more I attended and contributed to seminars and tutorials I began to realise that the more confident I was, the stronger my self-efficacy. I believed in myself more every time I got my point across. Attendance during the early weeks is essential and this was evident from the number of things I managed to learn about myself during these early weeks.’ 
Finally, an example of a combination approach linking diary-writing to improving self-efficacy:
‘To begin with, I could not see the point in keeping a diary of how I was feeling and what approaches I was taking towards my work, but as timed progressed, I noticed that my attitude towards university and studying was changing, it was then, on 1st October that I made my first diary entry. I used a diary as a method of reflecting on my progress.   When reviewing some diary entries I noticed that the major point to feature in them was my self-confidence. From the diary, I was able to see that as time progressed my confidence was developing and my self-efficacy was growing.’
Conclusion.

This study provides evidence that there may be potential benefits to incorporating a student-centred analysis of self-awareness literature into to the first year programme of an LLB. The students who used the literature often appeared to derive benefits from analysing their experiences in terms of self-efficacy, stress and the value of reflection. Students often incorporated future planning and good intentions as the developed a strategy for trying to improve their performance on the first year LLB.

Although the findings of this study were that these students could often use such literature in affecting their own situation and perceptions, it is limited in that it draws only on the evidence from one 1st year cohort in one ‘new university’. Further research might establish whether the findings are more widely applicable. We have since discovered more potentially useful articles and some may be more useful to, for example, part-time students than full-time students. This study dealt with a qualitative analysis of student perceptions regarding the value of the literature. It could be also be beneficial if a more quantitative link could be found between the exposure of law students to such literature and an improved performance and likelihood of retention on the LLB, however it is unlikely that one intervention alone would have an identifiable impact on retention. 
The study also reveals some practical elements in introducing such a self-reflective element into an LLB programme. For example, this study seems to indicate that the compulsory nature of the reflective essay was important in encouraging students to interact with the literature in a meaningful way. This might be difficult to achieve without a compulsory reflective element that we included in the module. Assessment criteria need to be carefully crafted so as to allow for credit for such discussion without making it a necessity. We cannot be sure that we were successful in this regard but we tried to avoid students ‘writing for marks’ where they engage with reflection on the basis of discussing only what they envisage the marker wishes to hear. Overall, however, we were convinced that much of the reflection exhibited by these essays was motivated by a genuine desire to improve self-awareness and performance. The literature appeared to act as a focus for discussion and to help students order their thoughts.
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