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Abstract 
 

This study examines in-depth the experiences of a mature, international student during her 

first year at university in the UK, in order to explore the different dimensions of her learning 

transitions. The aim was to gain an in-depth understanding of the factors that influenced a 

student’s on-going development and transformation over their first year; therefore, we 

adopted a narrative exploratory approach to collecting data. 

   

Maria’s narrative is complex and atypical of the majority of the students, yet it details the 

social and academic challenges that can constitute the first year in higher education (HE), 

with personal history and expectations having a varying degree of influence on an 

individual’s transition. In line with other research, this narrative shows that students’ 

integration into the academic community, combined with peer support, is crucial if they are 

going to settle into university life and develop as learners. The transition to HE is an on-

going process and lasts longer than the initial weeks of the formal induction offered by the 

university. 
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Introduction 
 

Student success in higher education (HE) is described by Nelson et al. (2012) as being 

determined by first year student experience, with the initial transition involving multiple 

factors which influence students’ development and transformation at this time. To 

investigate further how individual students experience this multi-faceted transition, this 

narrative study explored the experience of an undergraduate physiotherapy student during 

her first year at a higher education institution (HEI) in England. Drawing on the theories of 

Tinto (1987; 1993) and Yorke (1999; 2000) we examined the different dimensions of the 

transition, with the goal of gaining an in-depth understanding of the factors that influenced 

this student’s learning. Our research focused on the student’s experiences and 

perspectives which were considered to be paramount to identify what we considered to be 

‘tipping points’, where personal factors and experiences combined to lead to either a 

positive or negative encounter. 

 

The student (known as Maria) who is described in this paper was an international, mature 

student and as such her narrative represents multiple overlapping transitions. These 

included her transition to HE and her transition as a mature student back into education; 

set in the context of her transition to the United Kingdom. Naturally there is a loss of the 

familiar in all of these transitions and this is compounded by their overlap and impact upon 

one another.  At times Maria’s narrative betrays this sense of loss and her vulnerability as 

she makes the necessary adjustments required for her to negotiate her academic 

transition within the framework of the others. Her story demonstrates that the transition to 

HE is not simply a linear procedure, but a gradual process of ‘becoming’ over time, as she 

gained new skills and adapted. It is a challenging story of achievements and 

disappointments, detailing the emotional dimensions of learning that are on-going 

throughout the first year (see Case et al., 2010). Her story has an upward trajectory yet is 

interspersed with periods of anxiety as she negotiates her educational journey through the 

first year. 

 

 

Background 
 

The transition into the HE environment has been repeatedly identified as problematic for 

some students as there is a loss of continuity (see Palmer et al., 2009; Scanlon et al., 
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2007; Thomas, 2002; Yorke, 1999), and the literature has identified that a wide variety of 

personal, social and academic factors can impact on students’ learning experiences, 

probability of academic success, and ultimately on attrition at this time (see Thomas, 2002; 

Tinto, 1998; Yorke, 1999). Thus the issue of first year student engagement has always 

been critically significant and has recently become a focus for international discussion 

(Nelson et al., 2012). For some students the transition to HE is a time of optimism and 

positive change, but for others it can be difficult and dispiriting (see Field, 2010).  

 

Recent UK research suggests that there are no direct links between a range of factors and 

a successful transition, however, numerous studies have found that students withdraw 

from the first year if they feel they are not integrated academically and/or socially (e.g. 

Harvey et al., 2006). The way in which international students in particular contend with 

such issues has also been the subject of recent research (e.g. Gu et al., 2010; Zhou et al., 

2008). Making a simultaneous transition to a new country requires mastery of language, 

enculturation to new social norms, and personal development, with, for students, a 

potential shift in the educational culture for learning. The collective impact of unfamiliar 

experiences can lead to ‘culture-shock’ (Zhou et al., 2008) and acculturative stress (Yeh 

and Inose, 2003) as students contend with language difficulties and social disconnect. 

Thus Maria epitomised the potential complex, multiple and overlapping nature of a 

student’s transition into HE. Her story hopefully ‘brings to life’ the factors involved in such a 

transition. 

 

 

Methodology 
 

The purpose of this study was to explore how a first year student made meaning of her 

transition to HE during the first year at a UK institution. We were interested in the different 

dimensions of this transition and how personal and external factors impacted upon the 

learning process. The research was guided by two central questions 1) how do students 

understand and experience their transition to HE during the first year and 2) how do these 

experiences illuminate the influence of intrinsic and extrinsic factors? Thus, it was intended 

to identify how students’ experiences and learning developed over time. 

 

Ethics approval was granted by the Faculty Ethics Committee at Manchester Metropolitan 

University (MMU); and Maria attended for interview once every term throughout her first 
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year at university. All of the interviews took place in a meeting room on campus and were 

arranged at times that were convenient for Maria. In total she attended for three in-depth 

interviews, each lasting between 45 and 60 minutes in October, January and May. 

 

A narrative prompt question was used at the start of each interview to facilitate Maria’s 

telling of her story, with a request for the story to be considered in chapters or episodes, 

beginning wherever and however she felt was most appropriate (Gubrium, 1993). The 

prompt included a request for a detailed narration around the transition to HE. Maria was 

then allowed to continue her narratives uninterrupted, except for active listening signals 

from the researcher. When the narrative end was signalled by Maria, with words such as 

‘Well that’s it’ or ‘That’s my story’, the researcher began a final questioning phase of the 

interview where clarification was sought of elements that were unclear. All the interviews 

were transcribed verbatim. 

 

The holistic nature of narrative inquiry gave Maria an opportunity to focus on key personal 

events and describe her experiences, rather than following an agenda set by the 

researchers. Once the data was collected it was then considered that both an inductive 

and deductive approach to analysis would be adopted. This allowed us to draw deductively 

on previous studies (such as those carried out by Tinto, 1987; 1993; Yorke, 1999; 2000; 

which suggested a range of factors that influenced students’ on-going development and 

transformation), whilst also allowing for inductive analysis, to identify emergent themes 

from the narrative data collected. 

 

The data was analysed using a framework approach (Ritchie and Spencer, 1994) following 

a phase of familiarisation, indexing and mapping, and interpretation of the data within the 

framework was carried out (see Ritchie and Spencer, 1994). During this thematic analysis 

of the interview transcripts, two dimensions were found to be dominant elements of her 

story – those relating to her social and academic transformation (which impacted upon one 

another and overlapped). These two dimensions of Maria’s story are presented here using 

narrative fragments to detail her personal development. 
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The social dimension  
 

As a mature, international student, with English as a second language and living off 

campus, it could be expected that Maria might struggle with the transition into, and 

construction of, a new social space with the bulk of the cohort, as it was made up mostly of 

‘school leavers’. She suggested that she was drawn towards the familiar and so started 

conversations with the other international and mature students, students that she 

described as ‘looking like they might have something in common with me’. She described 

this in depth: 

 

I initially started to have conversations with international students because then you 

look at each other and you want to know where they’re from…and the mature 

students because you can relate to them. 

 

As she noted in the third interview, it was these early friendships that were the ones that 

she still felt most comfortable with at the end of her first year of study. She spent virtually 

no time with the younger students and described the taught sessions as involving very little 

mixing, with ‘a breakdown of mature and young students, all of the mature students in the 

front row’. 

 

These friendships with the other international and mature students were the ones that 

helped her to ‘belong’ and feel part of the cohort. In talking of these friendships for the first 

time in the first interview, ‘generalised other’ terminology was dropped: ‘I’ had become ‘we’ 

and ‘us’ or ‘our’ when she talked about classes and study tasks. Thus, Maria had made 

what we believed were the first vital connections or ‘anchorage points’ (see Holdsworth 

and Morgan, 2005) that would be necessary for her to settle into university life. 

 

However, during the second interview (occurring shortly after her return from the 

Christmas break) she barely mentioned friendships. It was apparent, that at this stage, she 

considered that friendship had not been a priority for her in the first term. In talking she 

focused on her academic experience and the grades that she had received for her first 

assessments. Her husband had a major impact upon her personal development 

throughout the year and was supportive of her return to HE. He helped her by correcting 

her grammar, syntax and spelling in her first assessment: 
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He makes it more into UK English he says we don’t say this like this we say it like 

that and I think I have less mistakes now because of him being helpful. 

 

Thus, the impression for Maria was that social networking with the other students was very 

much a secondary benefit to being at HE, with academic success being her real focus. 

When she alluded to her friendships at all during the second interview, it was in relation to 

an informal study group that she had formed with a small group of mature students on the 

programme: 

 

We used to work all the time together in the same group and we were studying, 

working and practising everything together…so we’re pretty much at the same level 

of understanding. 

 

Thus it would appear from the second interview that the ‘social element’ of university life 

was as much, if not more, about peer support than about friendship per se. This view was 

reinforced during the third interview when she talked at length about the peer support 

group: ‘We had study groups with some of the mates. We used to sit down after class and 

just discuss and really talk, trying to understand it…so that was good’. 

 

The group consisted of mature and international students and were timed to prepare the 

students for assessment deadlines: 

 

We don’t study at all at the beginning of the unit; we wait until everyone has got a 

good understanding and then we can sit down and have a nice discussion about 

everything. If there is something that somebody else doesn’t know or the other 

person doesn’t know, there is always, another person that knows and is able to 

explain on our level, you know…student level. 

 

The network of students Maria worked with was extended by necessity when one of her 

assignments during the spring term consisted of a group presentation on a set topic, 

followed by a reflective essay on the presentation. The whole cohort had been randomly 

divided into groups of three or four for the assignment and Maria found that she was not 

with any of the mature students that she would normally choose to work and study with: 
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We didn’t know each other very well at first almost like being very cautious with 

each other. We were setting out assignments for each other to be able to do by 

ourselves so that next time we met up…it’s all done. 

 

The advantage for Maria of working with a group of students that she would not normally 

study with, for this assessment, was that she was expanding her social network to include 

direct entry students ‘It’s nice to know different people, and work with different people’. 

However, at her third interview Maria only talked briefly about the group, in terms of her 

assessment results and how the group had had ‘good communication’ and been 

‘respectful to each other’. 

 

 

The academic dimension  
 

In all three interviews Maria spoke at length about how she was managing her transition 

back into education after a break of several years and developing as a learner: 

 

I was like I’m too old…I’m thirty years old I can’t possibly be you know…six years 

without reading a book and not self-learning…so I didn’t think I was capable of 

going back and studying again. 

 

Although she was obviously motivated and prepared to work hard, it seemed she was 

unprepared for independent study and lacked confidence in her abilities. The pace of work 

was much faster than she had expected. She stated that: 

 

I had this rushing feeling and I got so stressed the first two weeks trying to keep up. 

It took a lot for me to keep up and I was right on it…but it took a lot out of me…a lot 

of time and a lot of effort…a lot of energy. 

 

Initially Maria also felt ‘disappointment’ with the programme’s philosophy of independent 

learning, which evidently did not match her expectations based on her personal history of 

didactic teaching. She had been expecting more support, or as she described it 

‘pampering’, in line with her previous educational experiences: 
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Well university was exciting at first and then it got a bit overwhelming and then it 

went easy again. I think just getting used to the rhythm of studying and 

everything…I’ll talk about the course first. I found the course very structured, very 

good, fast paced a bit more than expected and a bit more self-learning than I 

expected. In a way I was a bit disappointed I’m the type of person that likes to find 

out for myself…but I was just expecting a bit more pampering. 

 

Maria also described herself as ‘shocked’ when she received the brief for the first 

assessment, she declared that she was ‘a bit lost, very lost at first’, particularly because 

she had never written anything in what she called ‘British English’:  

 

I just want to make sure it’s British English. When I saw that written, we want British 

not American, I just went ahhhh what am I going to do now? 

 

She was disappointed with the result of her first two assessments but was philosophical 

that she had probably expected too much from herself in terms of academic achievement: 

 

I didn’t do as well as I would like to do. I think I put too much pressure on myself to 

do really well…and what I used to hear was it’s only the first year it doesn’t 

count…but for me if I got sixty or eighty it made a big difference. 

 

She continued to talk and gradually revealed that the most disappointing aspect of her 

assessment feedback were a number of comments about her use of English in her 

assignment: 

 

I don’t think I did well mostly because of my English…mainly just trying to get the 

information through and make it clear to the reader. It wasn’t very good in that way.  

A few times I found myself contradicting…only because of grammar really…just not 

using the proper grammar and putting the word not where it’s supposed to be and 

not being very clear. 

 

This feedback led to her lowest point during the first year, as it had a profound effect on 

her confidence in her ability to write and even speak in English: 
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I just wished I had better writing skills to be able to express what I knew because I 

think I knew good enough to get good marks but I just didn’t express that. Since I 

got the result I think I lost a tiny bit of my confidence and speaking and expressing 

myself even my English went a bit funny…like trying to speak and it’s not coming 

out. 

 

Lack of confidence in her spoken English had also led to some difficulties with her second 

assessment, an oral viva exam. Maria had revised hard for this exam and felt that her 

knowledge was good, but when it came to the actual exam she was extremely nervous 

and painted a very vivid picture of the scene: 

 

I was so nervous to the point I couldn’t stand on my feet. I was so nervous I had to 

sit down and pant a few times to catch myself because I was shaking, meanwhile I 

realised I was losing time and then getting more nervous and then I said a few 

things I knew were wrong, but I didn’t correct myself at the time. I didn’t even think I 

had passed to be honest because I didn’t think I did well. 

  

 

Discussion 
 

The analysis of Maria’s narrative outlines the social and academic challenges that 

students can experience as they develop as learners during their first year in HE. A 

comment she made at the start of our second meeting, ‘University was exciting at first and 

then it got a bit overwhelming and then it went easy again’, probably sums up her 

experience as she conveys the roller-coaster ride of her transition. It was a statement 

indicative of some of the joys and successes but also of the difficulties that she had 

encountered, and gives us an insight into the multifaceted, individual transitions that Maria 

made during her first year at university. 

 

McGivney (2003) has suggested that non-academic reasons are the primary cause of 

withdrawal of mature students, and Yeh and Inose (2003) imply that lack of social support 

can lead to acculturative stress for international students. Mature international students’ 

transitions can therefore be an emotional journey, as they manage both academic and 

social transformation during a time of considerable adjustment (Yeh and Inose, 2003; 

Case et al., 2010; Yorke, 2000). Social integration and connectedness are key aspects of 
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a successful transition to university and occur when students have developed good 

relationships and networks with their peers (Yeh and Inose, 2003; Tinto, 1975). Non-

traditional students like Maria, who are unfamiliar with the English educational system and 

out of step with the majority, can find it difficult to develop a social support network and 

can therefore be most at risk of withdrawal as they adapt to the culture shock (Zhou et al., 

2008; Yorke, 1999). 

  

Maria struggled to develop friendships initially and, in terms of social integration, it is 

apparent that Maria’s transition was limited. Although she worked with a peer support 

group on the lead up to each of her assessments, her main motivation for friendships 

amongst her peers was to support her academic progress. If her peers were unable to 

contribute to her academic development, she stopped spending time with them, choosing 

instead to study with those that could support her learning. However, the more she 

interacted with the other students in the cohort and developed relationships with staff and 

her peers, the more she engaged and the more likely she was to continue (see also 

Bryson and Hardy, 2012). The peer support network that Maria joined within the cohort 

was pivotal as it gave her an opportunity to build relationships and also eventually a group 

of friends who supported her. As noted by Yeh and Inose (2003), international students 

who feel socially connected and satisfied with their social networks are less likely to 

experience distress.  

 

Maria was also, initially, academically unprepared for the UK HE system and had been out 

of formal education for some time, clearly articulating her struggle and stress as she 

adapted during her narrative. Her ‘pedagogical adaptation’ to the new system was 

protracted and difficult at times as she struggled with English fluency in both written and 

oral assessments. As identified by Zhou et al. (2008), this pedagogical adaptation was 

influenced by both academic cultural differences and different cultures of learning; and a 

process of adjustment was required during her cross-cultural transition. 

 

It is clear from Maria’s narrative that the first year in HE can be an educational journey of 

learning transitions, and at times students can feel both lost and disengaged from their 

learning experiences. They may find the material too challenging or too easy, and become 

distracted by other aspects of their transition. Maria’s academic transition was clearly a 

difficult one. Academic achievement was paramount to her successful transition into 

university life and it was more difficult to achieve than she had envisaged. Her personal 
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educational history was one of structured taught sessions, where she was provided with all 

the material required, and her initial expectation was that UK HE would offer the same 

experience. Interestingly she talked at length about course content and assessments but 

hardly mentioned the academic team or the campus environment, as she focused on 

gathering knowledge to pass assessments. The first year experience, it would seem, has 

been one of major adjustments and shifts in perception for Maria in terms of academic 

expectations. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

To engage with and understand student learning in HE, academic staff need to empathise 

with students’ experiences (Case et al., 2010). Individual narratives give a real insight into 

the different dimensions of student learning during their transitions and thus may facilitate 

such empathy.  We need to set aside the notion of the ‘student learning experience’ and 

focus instead on the multitude of individual transitions that occur during the process of 

becoming a student.  

 

The purpose of this study was to explore how a student understood and experienced their 

transition to HE during their first year; and to identify the influence of both intrinsic and 

extrinsic factors. This paper therefore builds on previous research by highlighting the 

reality that UK HE institutions have to consider how they can best facilitate students’ on-

going transitions throughout the first year and on into subsequent years, particularly for 

mature international students. Previously UK institutions have tended to confine induction 

to the first few weeks of the first year but for some students, as exemplified by Maria, the 

transition will be on-going well after the induction events have finished. Maria’s story 

demonstrates that the transition to HE is not simply a linear procedure (as Gu et al., 2010 

also found) but a gradual process of ‘becoming’ over time, as an individual transforms, 

gains new skills, and adapts to multiple aspects of culture shock. 
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