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ABSTRACT

There has been a steady decline of students enrolling straight from secondary school
into tertiary study in recent years. This decline has prompted emphasis to be placed
on the transition process between secondary schools and tertiary institutes. However,
there is never one simple explanation behind how they came to make their decisions.
These decisions are complex and multifaceted, and without interventions can result in
students not completing the transition process or successfully transitioning into tertiary
study. The literature reveals a wide range of influences and barriers, but no clear
understanding of the student’s perspective. This study set out to investigate the
student perspectives of secondary to tertiary transitions; to examine influences on the
decision making process; and to make recommendations for institutions and
secondary schools to consider when engaging with students who are about to

transition out of secondary school and into tertiary education.

An interpretive approach was adopted for this study which used qualitative data about
the experiences and perspectives of secondary school and tertiary students. To collect
the data two focus groups were held, the first focus group had seven secondary school
students from one West Auckland secondary school. The second focus group had
seven first year tertiary students from my own institute.

The study found similarities and differences between the responses of secondary
school students and first year tertiary students concerning the transition from
secondary school to tertiary education. Both groups placed an emphasis on parents
and the highly influential role they play in the decision making process. While both
groups spoke of pathways and the importance they played in the journey, the
secondary school students spoke of open pathways and the tertiary students focused
more on structured pathways and support. Both groups highlighted key barriers to
transition, with focus placed on how to recognise and remove them. This study
recommends that more importance be placed on the student voice and that there is a

need for closer collaboration between secondary schools and tertiary institutions.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

Background

The educational problem | was interested in researching is an issue of considerable
concern within a country where education is funded from a government level. In New
Zealand all citizens and permanent residents are entitled to a free education until they
are 19 years old and can then apply for available funding to continue onto tertiary
study. While it is only compulsory to attend school until they are 16 years old, the New
Zealand government continues to provide this funding in the hopes of providing a more
educated society. As stated in the New Zealand Curriculum overview, “Our goal is to
ensure that we deliver improved education outcomes for all New Zealanders, produce
leaders and citizens equipped for the 21st century, and help create stronger economic
growth for our country” (Ministry of Education, n.d.). In recent years, the tertiary sector
has seen a steady decline in students enrolling straight from secondary school into
tertiary study. This decline has prompted emphasis to be placed on the transition
process between secondary schools and tertiary institutes. Adding to this complexity
is that different government entities are overseeing secondary and tertiary sectors,
one of these is the Ministry of Education who oversee the secondary schools with the

Tertiary Education Commission overseeing the tertiary institutes.

| work within a New Zealand tertiary institute, as part of a team that was designed with
the sole purpose of increasing our institute’s enrolments of students straight from
school. My role as the operations coordinator requires me to oversee our secondary
tertiary pathway (transition) programmes and work in tandem with our school’s
recruitment advisors. In my institute we have seen a steady decline in enrolments of
students straight from secondary schools since 2012, this became more apparent in
2014 when a consistent approach at measuring these figures highlighted a significant
drop of 42%, a trend that has continued in the last four years. This ongoing concern
prompted our institutes executive leadership team to place more of an emphasis on

early targeted engagement with secondary school students through onsite secondary
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tertiary pathways. The literature reviewed (Ministry of Education, n.d.), highlights there
is an issue for students enrolling directly into tertiary institutes, and the government
has moved to implement suggested interventions. In 2010 the incoming National
Government introduced the Youth Guarantee Scheme into New Zealand. In this
scheme “Youth Guarantee initiatives are about improving the transition from school to
further study, work or training. They provide a wider range of learning opportunities,
make better use of the education network, and clarify pathways from school” (Youth
Guarantee, n.d.). Interventions such as Youth Guarantee, were introduced with
varying degrees of success, but there is limited literature that looks directly at the

student and what influences the decisions they make.

Research Problem

The educational problem | researched was what influences a student’s decision
making process, in the transition between secondary and tertiary education. In my
experience working with both secondary school students who take part in vocational
pathway programmes, which are based within a tertiary institute; and students
interested in enrolling into tertiary study, there is never one simple explanation behind
how they came to make their decision. Often these decisions are complex and
multifaceted, and without interventions can result in students not completing the
transition process or successfully transitioning into tertiary study but never completing

a programme.

Recent statistics show a steady decline of young people choosing to take up tertiary
study straight from secondary school, prompting governments and institutes alike to
put more focus into the transition process. The New Zealand Government’s Education
Counts website states that “of the 60,600 students who left school in 2016, only 61.5%
of them enrolled in a tertiary level course at some point before the end of 2017”
(Education Counts, n.d.). Research also shows that of those who do go on to study
only around 50% of them will graduate, a statistic that has remained steady over the
last 60 years (Middleton, 2010). Within my own institute this ongoing concern

prompted our then executive leadership team to adopt a mandate looking into why this
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is happening. From this came the creation of Secondary Tertiary Pathways (STP’s)
and the team | am now a part of. Our job is to oversee the secondary tertiary pathway
(transition) programmes and school’s recruitment, with the intent to increase straight

from school enrolments.

Rationale

The Government’'s New Zealand Curriculum Overview states that its primary goal is
to improve educational outcomes, while creating leaders and citizens who are
equipped to deal with the 218t Century, while also creating stronger economic growth
for New Zealand (Ministry of Education, n.d.). If the New Zealand government wants
to create leaders and citizens who will contribute to growing New Zealand’s economy,
it is vital they have the educational foundation to support them. In 2015 New Zealand
was ranked 15™ in the world for ensuring quality education with an above average
71.9% of 15 year old’s achieving baseline competency in reading, math and science,
a figure which has fallen from almost 80% in 2006. This statistic correlates with the
steady decline of straight from school enrolments into tertiary education.

Another concern for the New Zealand Government is its ability to match the literacy
and numeracy achievements of the rest of the world, with increasing numbers of
students leaving secondary school with no clear pathway the government is facing the
challenge of how to ensure New Zealand will be able to remain within the competitive
realms of the global economy. If this issue is left alone, New Zealand will continue to
see achievement rates drop, continued enrolment in secondary and new enrolments
into tertiary institutes decrease, and with an aging population this is a problematic

issue that the government and New Zealand as a country face.

There are three groups who would directly benefit from understanding the influences
on a student’s decision making process, the first are the tertiary institutes, who with a
better understanding of what enables the student to make these decisions will be
better able to cater to the secondary school student’s needs before they enrol, and

afterwards once they begin their tertiary journey, to ensure they are more comfortable
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and connected to the institute. The second group, would be the secondary schools
who would be able to help better prepare the students for tertiary study, but also it
would enable them to better market themselves in their communities by being able to
show increased numbers of students progressing onto tertiary study, which could be
more appealing to potential students and their parents. The third group, would be the
students themselves. This research would enable them to better understand
themselves and the journey they take in the transition process and the decisions it
requires, while also highlighting possible barriers and how to approach them.

Research Aims
My research aims were:

1. To investigate the beliefs and experiences of students who have recently
transitioned from secondary to tertiary education in one New Zealand
polytechnic.

2. To investigate the beliefs and experiences of students who are likely to
transition from secondary to tertiary education to this polytechnic.

3. To suggest strategies for increasing possible student transitions.

Research Questions
The next step was to restate these aims as research questions, as follows:

1. What are the beliefs and experiences of students who have recently
transitioned from secondary to tertiary education in one New Zealand
polytechnic?

2. What are the beliefs and experiences of students who are likely to transition
from secondary to tertiary education to this polytechnic?

3. What strategies could be suggested to improve secondary to tertiary

transitions?



Outline of the Dissertation

Chapter One: Introduction

This chapter introduces the research topic Student perspectives of secondary to
tertiary education transitions: Influences on the decision making process. Background
to the topic is presented in a New Zealand context. The research problem is then

outlined, with the rationale stated. The research aims and questions are presented.

Chapter Two: Literature Review

This chapter reviews some of the academic literature on the topic of students
transitioning from secondary school to tertiary education. It is arranged into three
sections, following themes that emerged from the literature. The first theme is
transition pathways, focussing on collaboration and what pathways look like, the
second theme, being barriers to transition from secondary to tertiary, focussing on lack
of motivation, social and financial barriers, the third theme is student voice,

understanding what it is and how it came to be.

Chapter Three: Methodology and Methods

This chapter begins with a summary of research methodologies and a justification for
this study’s use of an interpretive, qualitative methodological approach. The use of
focus groups as the data collecting method is explained, followed by descriptions of
and justifications for the study’s sampling and data analysis methods. Lastly, important
issues of validity and ethics are addressed.

Chapter Four: Research Findings

In this chapter | present an analysis of the research data and the key findings are
presented in a narrative style. The structure is based around the research aims and
questions, and themes are derived from the academic literature. These are displayed
as two broad categories; Transition pathways and Barriers to transition. From within
each category several themes emerged from the data. Where possible, these findings



are presented from the perspectives of the secondary school and first year tertiary

students, who are the main stakeholders in this transition space.
Chapter Five: Discussions, Conclusions and Recommendations

In the last chapter, | have discussed the key findings under the headings of; Value of
pathways, Recognising barriers and Removing barriers. Chapter Five finishes with the
presentation of some conclusions drawn from my study and | make recommendations
for the future actions of schools and tertiary institutes, which wish to improve the

transition experience for students.



CHAPTER TWO

LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction

This chapter explores literature available on the topic of students transitioning from
secondary to tertiary education. Three themes have emerged from the literature and
are explored in detail. The first theme is transition pathways, the second theme
explores the barriers students face when transitioning from secondary to tertiary, and

the third theme is student voice.

Transition Pathways

Transition is defined as the movement, development, or evolution from one form,
stage, or style to another, or as a passage from one state, stage, subject, or place to
another. Pathway is defined as a path or course. For the purposes of this study a
transition pathway means the movement from one place or stage to another with the
idea of a career path in mind. The transition pathway is seldom linear (Bryce &
Anderson, 2008) because the education system requires the student to make several
transitions throughout their education journey. There are several key transition points
which show a student has been successful; pre-school to primary school, primary
school to intermediate/secondary school, secondary school to work/tertiary study and
tertiary study to work (Colmore-King, 2018). It is normal in the transition process for
students to experience some time disengaged from the education system, but it is
crucial to ensure that this time is as limited as possible, because extended periods of
time in what Middleton (2011) refers to as the ‘transition gap’ can result in
consequences both short and long term that can impact the student negatively.



Collaboration to create pathways

In many western countries, tertiary education, is defined by the Ministry of Education
and Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment (2014) in the Tertiary Education
Strategy, as encompassing “all post-school learning. It includes higher education,
applied and vocational training, and training in foundation skills where these have not
been obtained during schooling” (p. 3). This next step of enrolment is seen as a natural
progression post-secondary school. However, many researchers (Daehlen, 2017;
Education Review Office, 2015; Marland, 2003; Michaelowa, 2007; Rayner & Corkill,
2015) would argue that this is a simplistic view on what is a rather multifaceted
decision. The idea that students are able to shift seamlessly from a secondary school
into a tertiary institute implies that this student has received all the knowledge required,
first to make the decision to pursue higher education, and then successfully transition
into the institute. We know from Middleton (2008) that “in terms of mass participation
in education, this has suited, and continues to suit, perhaps thirty percent of the school
population” (p. 2). It is the other seventy percent of the school population that is
causing governments to act, introducing policies and targets like the Better Public
Services targets, which were introduced into New Zealand by the government within
their 2014-2019 Tertiary Education Strategy, and it focuses specifically on getting
"85% of 18-year-old's achieving NCEA (National Certificate Educational Achievement)
level 2 or equivalent qualifications, and 55% of 25-34 year old's having level 4
qualifications, in 2017" (Ministry of Education & Ministry of Business, Innovation and

Employment, 2014, p. 11).

Research emphasises that the dropping out of school rates are caused by students
disengaging and a long continuous process of failure, that can be traced back to earlier

stages of their education.

Generally, the bulk of drop-out research has emphasised that drop-out and
graduation rates vary widely among various populations of students and that
dropping out of school is the result of a long process of failure and

disengagement that starts in early childhood (Daehlen, 2017, p. 50).



Dahlen (2017) carries on arguing that a large number of upper secondary school
students deciding to drop out has gained considerable attention from "researchers,
policymakers and educators for many years" (p. 50). Prompting a multitude of
approaches by governments and educators, one common theme that keeps appearing
is the idea of tertiary institutes collaborating with secondary schools. Collaboration can

be defined as the action of working with someone to produce something.

This idea of collaboration between secondary and tertiary saw the introduction of
Secondary-Tertiary Programmes (STP’s, also known as ‘Trades Academies’) into
New Zealand in 2011. These STPs saw partnerships being formed between tertiary
education organisations (TEOs) and schools. The Education Review Office stated that
“STPs aim to meet the needs of students at risk of disengaging from education by
raising their achievement levels and promoting positive transitions to further education,
training or work. Students attend courses provided by the TEO” (2015, p. 23). The
most common example of this is the STP operates one day each week and delivers
relevant, practical programmes that are trades-based. For the other four days of the
week, the students attend and take part in their school's curriculum. Rayner and
Corkill (2015) have stated that, “In a variety of domains, and across a range of different
countries, governments are seeking to develop, promote and enhance effective and
enduring partnerships between the pre-tertiary and tertiary education sectors (p. 100).
Partnerships have been established which are proving to be highly valued, as both
secondary and tertiary contend with a range of issues relating to student transitions,
from a lack of alignment between secondary and tertiary assessments and curricula.
As McKinley and Madjar (2014) assert, “One of the critical elements needed to
facilitate the transition process is a connection between school and university
curricula” (p. 247). This could help with aligning differing expertise and approaches to
teaching. Rayner and Corkill (2015) confirm that, “Partnerships between universities
and secondary schools have been highly valued for a range of educational, transition
and outreach benefits to students, teachers, graduates and industry, and more broadly

to society as a whole” (p. 100).



These collaborations are creating new and unknown opportunities for students to
explore and encourages them to question more before making decisions about their
next steps. As Whiteley and Neil (1999) say, “Increased education opportunities in the
secondary and tertiary sectors have resulted in students requiring information
regarding a wide variety of issues and pathways to facilitate the decision-making
process” (p. 7). Wider implications of the collaboration between secondary and tertiary
have seen students staying in school longer and attaining NCEA level 2, “eighty
percent of school leavers achieved NCEA level 2 or above in 2017” (Education Counts,
n.d.). The Education Review Office (2015) agree, saying that "Secondary-Tertiary
Programmes were providing effective programmes for many students who might
otherwise not have succeeded in secondary school" (p. 37). Understanding
collaboration between secondary schools and tertiary institutes is relevant to my study
as | am hoping that the students will talk about their understanding of the link between

them.

The nature of pathways

As previously mentioned, research shows that there is a need for closer collaboration
between secondary schools and tertiary providers, Marland (2003) agrees there is a
“need for universities to have a close working relationship with schools, and mutual
planning, in order to foster positive approaches to the transition” ( p. 209). For students
to be able to make the best decision for them, it requires them to be able to access
the correct information. Marland (2003) carries on to say that, “freedom and fullness
of choice requires knowledge, and it is genuinely difficult for schools to have the full
range of the knowledge the students require” ( p. 209). Pathway options at school
allow the students the opportunity to explore the subject matter and find out if it is a
subject they want to explore further but to do so while still engaged in a secondary
school environment that is safe, familiar and supportive, as opposed to the traditional
academic approach normally used. This is an approach which Barbagelata (2012)
agrees is a move in the right direction, stating, “A major innovation in the field of
education which is increasingly met with approval is the scope for students to change

and select different academic courses, with a view to making school more engaging”
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(p. 6). Marland (2003), tells us that often students get caught up in deciding which
university and do not spend as much time considering which course, moreover “not all
students have a full idea of the range of available courses, and in some schools there
is little opportunity for talking through ‘what's in' various less well-known courses" (p.
208).

Universities are often viewed as an unknown, something to fear. Research shows that
through secondary schools and tertiaries working together to create new pathways
and opportunities, they can work to change this view and therefore help to ease the
transition. Rayner and Corkill (2015) state that “University-school partnerships can
greatly improve the ease with which secondary students can transition into tertiary
study. To most secondary students, universities appear as large and complex
organisations, hard to navigate and even harder to establish and build relationships
within” (p. 101). By taking part in a tertiary pathway while still engaging in secondary
school, students can build relationships with lecturers and learn to navigate their way
through what it means to study within higher education. A study conducted by the
Manukau Institute of Technology (2014) on students involved in the Youth Guarantee
scheme "reported that in the tertiary setting they were treated more as adults by tutors
and that their peers also behaved more in a way that was characterised as being more
‘grown-up' in comparison to their school experiences” (p. 4). According to Larmar and
Lodge (2014) there are multiple factors that contribute to a student forming a deeper
and more meaningful connection to an educational institute, one of which is the
“significance of students developing purposeful relationships with their university
peers and with faculty staff as a means of facilitating supportive networks to enhance

learning and deeper integration into the academic and social culture of the institution”
(p- 94)

Students who follow the traditional academic route from secondary school to tertiary
institute find themselves facing dramatic changes. As Middleton (2008) says,
“Increasingly it is understood that the levels of academic preparation being achieved
in New Zealand secondary are, for many students not matching the standards required
for entry into higher education institutions” (p. 6). This disparity has seen tertiary

11



institutes trying to bridge this gap with foundation programmes, based in Levels one,

two and three.

University students should be intrinsically prepared to display independence in
all facets of their lives when pursuing tertiary education (and even at the
secondary level) and to behave as young adults, rather than heavily rely on
their parents. The development of a critical mind, leading to creativity and
innovation, also calls for students to develop a sense of pro-activeness,

collaboration and sharing (Gopee, Samy & Ramma, 2015, p. 14).

The students quickly find themselves in an environment that requires them to be self-
sufficient, Bryce and Anderson (2008) agree that, "the transition from school to
university study was a change from ‘being driven' to ‘driving yourself" (p. 45). No
longer do you have the teachers playing the highly supportive role, with a focus largely
on engaging and motivating their students, you are now in a higher education
environment where students are expected to be self-motivated and resourceful, to

seek out help themselves and use the resources around them.

A report undertaken by the Education Review Office in New Zealand in 2015, of
Secondary-Tertiary Programmes found “the most significant outcomes were students
gaining qualifications and the development of capabilities and competencies that
prepared them for the future and helped them to make smooth transitions to further
education, training or work” (Education Review Office, 2015, p. 11). The report shows
that students were better able to relate to the teaching mode demonstrated at the
tertiary institutes than the approach taken by schools. The Education Review Office
(2015) carried on to state that, “TEOs tended to view the curriculum as the learning
required for a vocational pathway” (p. 23). Students understood the purpose for
learning, and where it was leading them, and assessment happened incidentally.
Whereas schools had more of a focus on gaining credits. The Education Review Office
(2015) found that, “The curriculum was often divided up into the Assessment Standard
chunks, rather than taking the bigger overview of student learning intended by The
New Zealand Curriculum or NCEA” (p. 23). As stated in the Vocational Pathways:
Authentic and Relevant Learning, “students are able to use the pathways to see the

links between what they are studying and careers in their field of interest” (p. 9). The
12



report further states that through Vocational Pathways schools are able to expose
students to authentic learning and assessment context that relates to working life.
Understanding the nature of pathways is relevant to my study as | providing
opportunities for the students to talk about what they know and understand about

pathways from school to tertiary education.

Barriers to transition from secondary to tertiary
Lack of motivation

A student’s motivation for making the transition from secondary to tertiary education
can be from an external influence or their own internal drive. For many students, the
drive or need to transition comes from within themselves, a need to better oneself, to
keep learning and challenging themselves and what they know. Some see a tertiary
education as a way to a long lasting career and therefore financial stability. However,
for some students their main driving force is their family, and the desire to make them
proud (Bryce & Anderson, 2008). Whether the student is a first in family to undertake
tertiary study or they have parents and family who hold tertiary qualifications, there is
a desire to make the transition to tertiary education and become someone who makes

their family proud of who they have become.

Barriers can be internal to the student or external factors that affect their ability to
transition smoothly into tertiary study. A barrier is anything that stops the student from
taking the next step in their education journey. For a large number of our society, the
notion of higher education is a privilege taken for granted. Wiseman and Chase-
Mayoral (2013) agree saying, “The benefits of higher education, not to mention post-
secondary training, are largely taken for granted by individuals and groups worldwide”
(p- 103). A trend that is evident even in least-developed countries, is that gaining ever-
expanding levels of qualification and certification is seen as the status quo. Research
by the Ministry of Education and Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment
(2014) shows that "a substantial number of young people are still at risk” ( p. 11). In

2017, over 80% of school leavers in New Zealand were reported to attain at least
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NCEA Level 2 or equivalent, however despite what this statistic indicates “a large
achievement gap remains for Maori and Pacific students” (Education Counts, n.d., p.
3). Regardless of an average 20% rise, both Maori and Pacific ethnicities continue to
trail other ethnicities such as Asian and European/Pakeha.

A negative outcome of students lacking motivation to transition from secondary to
tertiary education is disengagement. According to Middleton (2008) there is a “pattern
of disengagement with secondary education that has in the first decade of the twenty-
first century reached worrying proportions” (p. 3). It is important to point out that no
one sets out to create disengagement, however, the reality is that worldwide this is a
common problem in students aged 16-19 years old. The disengagement statistics
show that there is a large dropout rate at secondary school and in tertiary within their
first year, and of those who do stay, a number of them are still at risk of disengagement
but carry on because of family pressures or the lack of support and knowledge about

how to change their situation.

The introduction of a more electronic based enrolment process that now sees students
able to enroll through online portals and removes the face-to-face engagement at what
can be a crucial decision making point could be problematic. As Larmar and Lodge
(2014) say “institutions now require students to enroll in courses/units electronically,
depriving them of direct contact with expertise about the best possible strategies for
navigating through their degree programme” (p. 95). This change to introduce the
electronic portals, while seen as more efficient for institutes, increases the barriers
faced by transitioning students, because immediately there is an assumption that
every student has access to and knowledge of how to navigate the online portal. This
portal system increases the chances of students enrolling into the incorrect pathway
or unable to navigate the portal and not continuing. In a study conducted by Bryce and
Anderson (2008), while the young people involved knew they wanted to go to a
university and gain a tertiary education, most of them changed their courses after a
year or less of study. The removal of face-to-face conversations with experts can
increase the likelihood of this occurring more frequently as students are less informed
about expectations when making their decision.

14



Social and financial barriers

Research by Bryce and Anderson (2008) shows that “enormous challenges face
young people as they embark on transition from school to post-school options” (p. 48).
At certain moments during a student’s educational career, there are transition
moments where decisions, by the student and their family must be made. The first
decision that needs to be made is whether they wish to continue, then they must make
a decision between different education pathways. Neugebauer and Schindler (2012)
agree that “at each transition, social background has an effect on the transition
behaviour. It is well known that this inequality in school transitions is not reducible to
differences in academic performance” (p. 20). In a study conducted by Bryce and
Anderson (2008) of the students they interviewed a number of them talked about the
financial pressures they faced and the role it played in their transition to either further
study or work, but also noted that the benefits of a higher education would outweigh
the financial difficulties faced during the years required to study. They concluded that
“financial support alone does not adequately address the inequalities that exist across

different socioeconomic groups” (p. 47).

A situation that is arising more often is the first in a family tertiary student. These are
students who are the first in their families to attend a tertiary institute, face an added
challenge of needing to inform not just themselves but their families as well. According
to McKinley and Madjar (2014) in Pacific families, parents see “themselves as
responsible to provide financially for their children” (p. 249), wanting their children to
focus solely on their education and not be distracted by work or social activities.
Therefore, this lack of knowledge about how to approach higher education and the
associated requirements and costs can prove quite daunting to families of young
people, looking to embark on their next stage of study. In Bryce and Anderson’s
(2008), study it was found that of the students who came “from homes with no
experience at all of university courses, needed more explicit information about what
was available, how to apply and what would be expected of them” (p. 46). It is
important to keep in mind the role families have in the decision-making process, and
the increasing attention to it (Fouad, Kim, Ghosh, Chang & Figueiredo, 2015) in
particular the role of the parents (Leach & Zepke, 2005). Oymak and Hudson (2018)
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agree that, “family members were most often reported as the main influence for

students’ thinking about education after high school” (p. 3).

Another barrier that was revealed in the literature (Bryce & Anderson, 2008; McKinley
& Madjar, 2014) was the pressure received from peers or teachers. Students who took
part in the Bryce and Anderson (2008) study were students referred to as bright
students who came from low socio-economic backgrounds, who found “there was a
lot of pressure to conform” (p. 46). They found that sometimes this pressure would
become too much, and they would not cope. In a similar study conducted by McKinley
and Madjar (2014) of Maori and Pacific students in New Zealand, many of them found
they developed an awareness of being different, “Many were concerned about being
alone and being seen to be alone, and missed the comfortable familiarity of school
where most activities involved groups of students who knew each other” (p. 46). With
the number of Maori and Pacific students attending universities continuing to rise,
recognising and understanding the barriers faced by Maori, Pacific, and students from
lower socio-economic backgrounds is imperative for tertiary institutes. McKinley and
Madjar (2014) note that New Zealand universities and other tertiary institutions do aim
to support Maori and Pacific students through a range of programmes, including
provision of cultural places such as traditional Maori marae and Pacific fale, as well as
spaces for students to study. Understanding what social and financial barriers exist for
students transitioning from secondary to tertiary is relevant to my study because it is
important for the students to recognise and explain the impact this had on them and if
they overcame such barriers, how, so in the future we can work to better support and

enable students to minimise these barriers.

Student Voice

In my research | am examining students actual experience of transition and searching
for evidence of how students feel about this is fundamental to my study. Therefore, |
have examined the literature that exists about hearing the voices of tertiary students.
As student bodies grow and become more diverse and reflective of today’s society,

there is an urgent call for institutional leaders and policymakers to acknowledge and
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address the challenges facing their students. While many leaders look to use new
technology and business models to try and meet the needs of their students, they too
often overlook the main resource they should be using which is the perspective of the
student. In MacCraken’s (2018) words “Perhaps the key to unlocking innovative,
successful problem-solving in higher education is something else entirely: student
voice” (p. 1). Students are the main financier and end user of higher education;
therefore, they are the most important stakeholder. Institutions involving students in
governance emerged as a trend in the 1700’s, since the time of the first college in
colonial America (Templeton, MacCracken & Smith, 2019), and this engagement has
evolved over several decades to become the student government associations we
know today. Within these associations, the student president serves as the
representative of the student body and often has the greatest access to institutional
decision makers. Templeton, MacCraken and Smith (2019) say that, “As institutions
of higher education continue to change and diversify, incorporating the voice of today’s
students remains an important and challenging endeavour, especially if higher
education is to successfully anticipate and meet the educational needs of future
generations” (p. 1), therefore, confirming the relevance of student voice in a study such

as mine.

Student surveys were first introduced in the mid-1920s as a way to provide feedback
on the teaching taking place. Now these are routinely administered within universities
throughout the world, to inform and guide teaching practice and inform decision
making with management. According to Alderman, Towers and Bannah (2012), “when
appropriately designed and used, such surveys are multidimensional; reliable and
stable; relatively valid and unaffected by variables that may be seen as sources of
potential bias; and demonstrably useful in improving teacher effectiveness” (p. 263).
However, while Alderman, Towers and Bannah (2012) discovered that student
surveys are useful for formative and summative purposes, it also revealed that many
surveys are poorly designed and generate data that cannot be validated, are used in
inappropriate ways and communicated poorly or largely ignored by those who could
benefit from it. Richardson (2005) agrees saying, “even in institutions where the
collection of student feedback is compulsory, teachers may make little attempt to make

use of the information that it contains” (p. 408).
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Student feedback has proved to be an important element for continuous improvement
in education, provided it is incorporated within a cycle of analysis that starts and ends
with the students, with clarity given to how feedback is received from the students, has
been received and then integrated into planning and reflected in the actions that follow.
Alderman et al. (2012) agree, that feedback is an important element of continuous
improvement and should be integrated into a regular cycle of analysis, “the intention
of the action-feedback cycle is that the institution has in place a process that identifies
responsibility for action and subsequent follow up, to ensure the action takes place
and outcomes are reported back to the students” (p. 264). However, they also
advocate for a broader approach to evaluation and that relying on any one set of
survey data alone is not reliable and recommend that student survey data be used in

conjunction with other sources to ensure greater reliability.

Student feedback in not a new concept, however, the literature reviewed (Alderman et
al. 2012; MacCracken, 2018; Richardson, 2005) makes the argument that the student
voice while often sought out is very rarely listened to and acted upon. In order for
student-centric change to happen, leaders and policymakers need to engage the
student voice early and often, As MacCraken (2018) says, “if higher education is
serious about student success, leaders at all levels of policymaking would do well to
engage student voices in the hunt for solutions” (p. 2). | feel confident that the literature
on student voice confirms the worth of my research in hoping to contribute important

insight of the student perspective on transitioning from secondary to tertiary education.
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CHAPTER THREE

METHODOLOGY AND METHODS

Introduction

This chapter begins by exploring the epistemology and methodology that informed the
choice of research method. The use of focus group interviewing is explored with
emphasis paid to the principles and practices associated with this method and the
samples chosen are justified. Qualitative research and the related approach to data
analysis is explained. Particular emphasis is given to the importance of validity and
how triangulation was implemented. Finally, ethical issues are given consideration in

relation to how the research project was ethically managed.

Epistemology

Epistemology is a theory of knowledge, explaining the nature and form that knowledge
takes. To define epistemology in its simplest terms one may relate it to asking the
question: what kind of data do you need to collect? In other words, what is the nature
of the data that is required to answer a particular research question. In my study | am
searching for answers that are related to the perceptions held by people in a particular
social context of transitioning from secondary to tertiary education. Bryman (2012) tells
us that when talking about epistemology there are different visions of how social reality
should be studied. Cohen, Manion, & Morrison (2011) agree with Bryman (2012)
stating that there are two views to be taken into account about the bases of knowledge:
its nature and forms and also the approach to how the knowledge is acquired and
distributed. They state that “how one aligns oneself in this particular debate profoundly

affects how one will go about uncovering knowledge of social behaviour” (p. 6).
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There is an ongoing debate about the most rigorous way to approach a study to
achieve credibility as a researcher. You can be aligned with either positivism (related
to a scientific and quantitative stance) or anti-positivism (related to a social science
and qualitative stance). To subscribe to positivism is as Cohen et al. (2011) describe
it, embracing “the view that knowledge is hard, objective and tangible” (p. 6). It requires
the researcher to remain in an observer role, whereas to be anti-positivist is to as
Cohen et al. (2011) say “see knowledge as personal, subjective and unique” (p. 6).
This view requires the researcher to take a more active involvement with their
participants. My epistemological position for the research | have conducted is an anti-
positivist approach because | would be working with human subjects in a social setting.
My search for relevant data involved probing the social reality of the participants and
seeking their views on how they interpret this reality. Consequently, | am drawn to an
approach that is interpretive and relies on subjective understandings of the issues

being researched (Bryman, 2012; Merriam, 2009).

Methodology

Methodology is where you describe what approach you are planning to take in your
research and is based on your epistemology. Therefore, based on my before
mentioned epistemology, | will be taking a qualitative approach to this research. As
Merriam (2009) tells us “Interpretive research, which is where qualitative research is
most often located, assumes that reality is socially constructed, that is, there is no
single, observable reality. Rather, there are multiple realities, or interpretations, of a
single event” (Merriam, 2009, p. 8). Qualitative research, unlike quantitative research,
is concerned with context specific theory that is subjective and involves personal
engagement. More importantly, qualitative research is about the social construction of
reality and for the purposes of this research, as stated in the research questions, the
students’ and staff understandings of the secondary tertiary transition, from their
perspectives or worldview. Cohen et al. (2011) agree that the social world is best
understood by individuals who are involved in the action that is taking place. They say
“that individuals’ behaviour can only be understood by the researcher sharing their

frame of reference: understanding of individuals’ interpretations of the world around
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them has to come from the inside, not the outside” (p. 15). Lichtman (2013) agrees
that in qualitative research, you are not trying to remove yourself from participating like
you would in a more traditional research setting. You are in fact filtering everything
through your own mind and attempting to interpret the reality of the interviewee.
According to this author, “You are not trying to be objective. You adopt the role of
constructing and subsequently interpreting the reality of the person being interviewed,

but your own lens is critical” (p. 190).

As Bell (2007) cautions us, it is only once you have decided exactly what you are
looking to find out and why, will you be able to identify which data-collecting tool best
suits your purposes. Based on the research questions, the method | have nominated
is interviews. As Lichtman (2013) tells us “interviewing is the primary way that
qualitative researchers gather data” (p. 189). The use of interviewing allows the
researcher to build a rapport with the person being interviewed, and to gather more
meaningful data, as the majority of the people being asked to participate in the study
are high school students, in their final year, and tertiary students in their first year of
study. The use of a method like interviewing in the form of a focus group ensures the
researcher a modicum of control to set the scene and to ensure all participants are

comfortable and therefore more likely to participate in a meaningful way.

Method: Focus Group Interviews

| chose to use focus group interviews as my method because my research questions
guided me to gain an understanding from secondary and tertiary students’
perspectives about their own knowledge and experiences within transition courses. |
believed that if the students could hear each others answers they would be
encouraged to share these experiences more openly. As Merriam (2009) says,
‘qualitative researchers are interested in understanding how people interpret their
experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what meaning they attribute to their
experiences” (p. 5). Interviewing is known as the primary tool used by qualitative
researchers to gather their data, whether in a one-on-one or group situation. The

purpose of an interview is to gather information from your participants on the topic of
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study. As the research questions state, | was looking to explore the students’
perspectives, and exploring the world as they see it, using focus group interviews as
a research method, allowed me, as the researcher to explore these worlds in a way
that enabled me to gather the best data.

Focus group interviewing is a form of semi-structured interviewing that | used with two
groups of students willing to take part in this activity. As research theorists (Bryman,
2012; Krueger & Casey, 2014; Lichtman, 2013; Merriam, 2009) tell us, it is important
that as researchers we learn to develop a rapport with the people we are interviewing
in order to generate data that is both meaningful and useful. As the students |
interviewed are in their last year of secondary school and their first year of tertiary
study, using a focus group encouraged the students to feel more at ease and stimulate
each other to generate greater discussions. Lichtman (2013) states that focus group
interviewing "provides opportunities for members of a group to interact with each other
and stimulate each other's thinking" (p. 189). The secondary school and tertiary
student interview schedules are appended as Appendix 1 and Appendix 2

respectively.

Principles and practices

A focus group is different from any other group, it is a special type of group that is
determined by purpose, size, composition and procedures (Krueger & Casey, 2000),
Vaughn, Schumm, and Sinagub (1996) agree that “focus groups allow the researcher
to gain a more in-depth understanding of the subjects’ perceptions, beliefs, attitudes,
and experiences” (p. 131). The composition of the group needs careful consideration;
participants are chosen because they match pre-determined criteria which relates to
the topic of discussion. Vaughn, Schumm, and Sinagub (1996) caution that the size of
the focus group needs to be smaller when working with children and adolescents, they
also recommend that the length of time be decreased, and determined based on their

age.
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The focus group interview offers several advantages. Firstly, focus groups are socially
orientated, and people are naturally “social creatures who interact with others”
(Krueger, 1994). In a focus group people are likely to feel more at ease, as the setting
will feel more natural and comfortable as opposed to the controlled experimental
situation which is typical of quantitative research. The more relaxed and natural
environment provides a unique dynamic that enables the researcher to also capture
the groups interactions while enabling the participants to feel more relaxed and at ease
and their answers are therefore less inhibited. The second advantage of a focus group
is @ moderator’s ability to probe, “This flexibility to explore unanticipated issues is not
possible within the more structured questioning sequences typical of mail-out surveys”
(Krueger, 1994, p. 35). A third advantage is the before mentioned face to face value
that comes from a focus group, the results are more relatable and presented in more
meaningful ways as opposed to the complicated statistical charts, this data is
enhanced with quotations from group participants. Focus groups also carry a lower
cost than the more common mail out approach, and higher rate of return. The fifth
advantage is that focus groups are often a more expedient way to get information. In
emergency situations “skilled moderators have been able to conduct three to four
discussions, analyse the results and prepare a report in less than a week” (Krueger,
1994, p. 35). Finally, focus groups can enable the researcher to increase their sample
size without dramatically increasing the time required of the researcher.

It is important to remember that there are also disadvantages in a focus group
interview. Researchers have less control in a focus group, “the focus group interview
allows the participants to influence and interact with each other, and, as a result, group
members are able to influence the course of the discussion” (Krueger, 1994, p. 36).
This means that the sharing of group control can lead to inefficiencies within the focus
group and result in detours and raising irrelevant issues. Secondly, the data can be
hard to analyse, due to the social nature of the group, comments must be interpreted
within the context of the group. Krueger (1994) cautions that care needs to be taken
to ensure that researchers avoid lifting comments out of context and sequence or
drawing conclusion too early, when participants have been known to change their mind
or go back on an earlier opinion due to the group influence. Thirdly, focus group

interviewing requires carefully trained interviewers. The use of open-ended

23



questioning, pauses and probes, and knowing when to move on from a topic area
requires a certain level of practice which is often unseen in untrained interviewers.
Fourth, the groups can often vary. Each group is going to possess unique
characteristics, while one group could be lethargic, boring, and dull; the next group
could be exciting, and, energetic, as while the selection criteria is identical the groups
dynamics vary considerably. Fifth, it can be hard to find participants, and therefore
makes assembling groups quite difficult. As it requires a number of people to be in the
same place, at the same time and share their perspective, often people are unwilling
to take part or the timing doesn’t work. Finally, the environment needs to be inviting
and conductive to conversations. Focus groups require the participants to share their
perspectives and if the environment is not comforting and welcoming, people are less
likely to share and engage meaningfully.

An effective focus group begins before the participants even arrive. The moderator
with assistance from others, prepares the focus group location ensuring the room and
all equipment is set up, working and ready to go. Upon arrival, the moderator will greet
each person, pass out paperwork, and ensure they have a name badge, while also
introducing themselves and anyone else in the room who is assisting. Once all of this
is completed, the moderator may begin the focus group. The first few moments of a
focus group discussion are the most critical. Within moments of the focus group
interview beginning, the moderator must create a welcoming and comfortable
environment, including laying down the rules and setting the tone for the coming
discussion (Vaughn, Schumm, & Sinagub, 1996). The recommended patter for
introducing the group discussion according to Krueger (1994) happens in four stages,
stage one, the welcome, followed by, the overview of the topic, then the ground rules
and finally the first question (p. 113). This first question is designed to engage and
encourage discussion amongst the group, and therefore breaking the ice. It is
important to keep in mind that “group discussions are unpredictable and the topics of
discussion might flow precisely as planned or they might take leaps and detours”
(Krueger, 1996, p. 115).
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Sample

| conducted two focus group interviews in two different locations. This research took
place in one Auckland secondary school | work closely with where seven, current year
13 secondary school students were interviewed. It was also conducted in my own
institution with seven current first year tertiary students who have come straight from

secondary school.

The school cohort drawn from a west Auckland secondary school was selected to
reflect a range of students who would be interested in the idea of transitioning beyond
school to tertiary level education at a local Institute of Technology. Based on the
school’s statistics published in July 2018, the school had 258 Year 12 students and
193 Year 13 students (Education Counts, n.d.). In order to select my seven students,
| sent out an information sheet outlining my research through a school contact and
invited them all to take part, | then selected students who indicated they were
interested and who also matched my selection criteria and placed them into a hat in

order to randomly pick those who would be invited to participate.
Selection criteria for secondary school students:

- Need to be 16 years or over at time of the interview
- Must currently be attending secondary school full time
- Must be in their final year of secondary school (Year 13)

- Must already hold NCEA Level 2 and working towards Level 3

The tertiary student sample was first considered on an institutional basis. In 2018 there
were around 900 straight from school enrolments into the tertiary institute. However
as this was too large a number of students to approach, | decided to narrow the sample
search to two specific degree programmes within the institute. Academic leaders from
these programmes made it possible for me to speak to classes and ask for volunteers
to participate in the focus groups. This proved very difficult as students were not
interested until | was able to use personal networking to encourage participation.

Eventually seven students participated and all met the selection criteria below.
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Selection criteria for tertiary students:

- Need to be 16 years or over at time of the interview
- Must have finished secondary school in 2018

- Must be in their first year of tertiary study

Focus Group Interviews in practice

The secondary school group was quite a straight forward process to pull together. |
contacted the secondary school and spoke with a member of the senior leadership.
Working alongside this senior leadership member | was able to ensure that the
students matched the outlined criteria. When it came time to conduct the focus group,
the senior leadership ensured an appropriate room was organised and they set the
time so that it worked with all the students timetables. | provided lunch for the students
and spent the first few minutes getting to know the students. Once everyone was
settled and indicated they were ready to go, the voice recorder was turned on and |
reiterated the purpose of the focus group. We then proceeded to work through each
of the questions. What worked well for this group was allowing them to share their
stories and bounce ideas off each other, there were also a couple of students in the
group who were quite confident and either started or led a lot of the discussions. The
room we were situated in, which was the boardroom, allowed for privacy and there
was only one window facing out to the carpark, which meant that the students were
not distracted by their peers and were able to remain focused on the discussions taking
place. There was a lot of energy in the group which kept to conversation flowing and
the students engaged.

| encountered several issues with the tertiary group. The biggest problem |
encountered was finding participants for the tertiary group, because unfortunately after
speaking with several different programme groups | still did not have any volunteers
come forward. This prompted me to reach out to my connections within the institute to
find students interested in taking part in the focus group. This meant that the

experience range within my tertiary group, in terms of transition experiences was quite
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limited compared to what | had initially hoped for. Once the group was pulled together,
the next problem | encountered was that the participants were quite reluctant to
participate at the beginning of the interview session. This meant that the focus group
had quite a slow start with very litle engagement. However, once one of the
participants started to engage then the rest of the participants began to engage as
well. The focus group was held in an office within the tertiary institute; one that the
students were familiar with. What worked well for this group was the familiarity the
students had with each other and the location. The focus group style worked well when
the students engaged and allowed them to be able to share their journey into tertiary

study.

Data Analysis

Although | had different samples, the same data analysis approach was applied to
both cohorts. As Lofland et al. (2006) tells us "it follows that the researchers are the
central agents in the analysis process” (p. 195). The research questions were
designed based on the literature available in the secondary to tertiary transition space.
Once key themes had been identified within the literature, the focus group interview
questions were formulated based on these themes which | used as the broad

categories for analysing the data.

Lofland et al. (2006) tells us that analysis is a transformation process in which the
researcher takes the raw data and turns it into results or findings that can then be used
to inform their study. These researchers have noted that while the amount of
qualitative research available is vast, documentation of how the research analysis has
actually taken place is minimal at best and vague in its description. In fact they say
that “rarely will you find fieldworkers elaborating in their reports how they did their
analysis or arrived at their conclusions” (Lofland, Snow, Anderson, & Lofland, 2006,
p. 196). These authors have created six guiding strategies they believe will help
researchers to undertake an analysis of qualitative research methodically. Two of
these strategies are referred to as coding and memoing and are described as

constituting "much of what it means to ‘work at analysis™ (p. 200). As the broad
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categories for analysis of the data had been created from the literature themes, | was

able to search for thematic codes within the focus group interview transcripts.

Thematic Coding

The purpose of thematic coding is to use it as a tool for sorting your data into
categories that better enable you to create meaningful frameworks or sets of ideas, as
you are coding, you should also be incorporating memoing. Lofland et al. (2006) say
that during the course of coding you should be noting down your ideas about the
various coding categories and how they connect, by writing these memos you are
establishing your first steps towards the first draft of your analysis. Coding and
memoing were crucial as the use of coding allowed me to identify and categorise the
data while | interpreted it, while memoing (writing notes to myself while | was reading
the transcripts) ensured | kept note of all thoughts and ideas behind the categories |

had created.

For each focus group, the students were assigned a number and letter value to identify
them within the study but remain anonymous. For the tertiary group they were given
the letters ‘TS’ and then a number one to seven, the secondary school group were
given the letters ‘SS’ and then also a number one to seven. As themes emerged from
the focus group transcripts, they were highlighted and noted. Once this was completed
for each focus group, the collected data was analysed and compared. From this the
data was consolidated into findings. The use of two perspectives for data collection

has enabled the researcher to achieve triangulation.

Validity

The validity issues that arise within qualitative research can differ from those related

to the conduct of quantitative research for the simple reason that as the researchers

conducting the study, we ourselves are a part of this world and therefore complete

objectivity cannot be achieved. Cohen et al. (2011) say, “we, as researchers, are part
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of the world that we are researching, and we cannot be completely objective about
that; hence other people's perspectives are equally as valid as our own, and the task
of research is to uncover these" (p. 181). They carry on to explain that it is the meaning
placed on the data by the subjects and the inferences drawn from the data that are

important.

Research is worthless if it cannot be validated (Cohen et. al. 2011). Earlier versions of
validity were used to ensure that a particular instrument measures what it is supposed
to, or an account describes what it intended too. Now validity takes on many forms,
for the purpose of my qualitative research, validity will focus on “the honesty, depth,
richness and scope of the data achieved, the participants approached, the extent of
triangulation and the disinterestedness or objectivity of the researcher” (Cohen et. al.,
2011, p. 179). The most common method in qualitative research is the use of
interviews, where the interview is recorded and transcribed, these transcriptions are
then sent to the participants for approval. By transcribing the interviews and sending
them out to the participants to review and approve, their perspective has been
accurately captured, adds another layer of what Cohen et al. (2011) would refer to as
internal validity. However, | was unable to provide validity in this way, due to the nature
of my method of focus group interviewing, where for confidentiality sake, transcripts of
the recordings cannot be provided to any of the participants. Instead, | paid great
attention to my responsibility to report the data with authenticity. | considered it most
important to capture the participants’ views reliably and accurately to increase validity
through “the ability of the research to report a situation through the eyes of the
participants” (Cohen et al., 2011, p. 184).

Triangulation

In my research | had two different cohorts’ views to report: the school students’ and
the tertiary students’ perceptions. A key feature of validity in my study is the use of
triangulation of these two sets of perceptions. Triangulation is often used by navigators
and strategists to pinpoint a single spot or objective by using several location markers
(Cohen et. al. 2011). When used in a social science context, it is as an attempt “to

map out or explain more fully, the richness and complexity of human behaviour by
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studying it from more than one standpoint” (Cohen et. al., 2011, p. 195). Triangulation
helps to minimise bias and distortion of data that can occur when a researcher relies
on more than a single set of perceptions. For the purpose of this research, triangulation
refers to the two perspectives | have used, the first, being that of the secondary school
student in their final year of study, and second, being that of the first year tertiary
student who has transitioned straight from secondary school. | chose to use these two
view points as it gives the perspective of the student who has potential to transition to
tertiary as well as the perspective of the student who has already been through the
transition and experienced it all. The use of triangulation in this way allows me to
corroborate the findings and provide credibility to the findings, as Denzin (2012) says,
“Triangulation is not a tool or a strategy of validation but an alternative to validation”
(p- 82). Triangulation in this sense was used as Denzin (2012) says as an “attempt to
secure an in-depth understanding of the phenomenon in question” (p. 82). The data
from each of these focus groups was collected and analysed to identify key findings
and then compare these to each other to find comparisons, from there consolidations
were made. The use of two perspectives, secondary school students and tertiary

students, enables the tertiary transition process to be analysed in its entirety.

Ethical Issues

When conducting research of a qualitative nature it is important that the researcher
keeps the ethical principles in mind as outlined by Bryman (2012). These are first and
foremost, to do no harm, then there is the need for informed consent, consideration of
no invasion of privacy and finally whether there is deception involved. The majority of
higher education institutes have ethics committees which are responsible for issuing
guidelines about ethical practice. Bryman (2012) states, that "The ethical guidelines
and the ethics committee are there to protect research participants, but they are also
involved in protecting institutions so that researchers will be deterred from behaving in
ethically unacceptable ways that might rebound on institutions" (p. 134).

One of the key issues | would be facing with this type of research was the ethical issue

around conducting research with young people. Some of my participants are students
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who are in high school and as Bryman (2012) points out, “conducting questionnaires
or overt observation research with children will raise a lot of ethical issues that may
not be the case when the research is on adults” (Bryman, 2012, p. 131). Because of
this, the high school students chosen to participate were year 13 students who were

in their last year of school and over the age of sixteen.

For both the school and tertiary participants the key ethical principle of informed
consent was a paramount concern and focus group participants were informed about
the research at the time of selection. Both cohorts of participants were provided with
an Information Sheet (Appendix 3) before the focus group interview and were asked
to sign the Consent Form (Appendix 4) at the start of the interview.

31



CHAPTER FOUR

RESEARCH FINDINGS

Introduction

In this chapter, | have presented the data collected through two focus group interviews
in the form of telling a story about the experiences of the participants so that the
student voice is strongly interwoven with my comments. One focus group was
comprised of secondary school students who were planning to transition into a tertiary
institute. The other focus group was comprised of tertiary students in their first year of
study at one tertiary institution. | have displayed the data according to the two broad
categories that arose from a comprehensive review of literature. These categories are;
Transition pathways and Barriers to transition. In each category, several themes
emerged from the data. In category one, transition pathways, the themes for
secondary school students were; open pathways, closed or parent directed pathways,
and influences. For tertiary students the themes were structural support, the transition
decision, and influences. In category two, barriers to transition, the themes for
secondary school students were financial barriers, family pressure, and overcoming
barriers. For tertiary students the themes were financial barriers and overcoming

barriers.

Participant Profiles

The first group of participants consisted of seven secondary school students who were
all in their final year of secondary school and are considering a tertiary education next
year. The students all come from the same west Auckland secondary school and the
focus group was conducted within the school. For coding purposes each student was
assigned a number and letter code, the ‘SS’ standing for secondary student (SS1 —
SS7).
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The second group of participants consisted of seven tertiary students who were all in
their first year of tertiary study and had transitioned from a secondary school the
previous year. The tertiary students were all studying within the same institute and the
focus group was conducted onsite. Like the secondary group, the tertiary group
participants were all assigned a letter and number code, the letter code for this purpose
was ‘TS’ standing for tertiary student (TS1 - TS7).

Category one findings: Transition Pathways
Secondary school student perspectives

Open Pathways

The focus group discussion revealed that all seven students were taking a range of
subjects for their final year of school that were chosen for specific reasons. The
students explained that most of them made their choices after discussions with the
careers advisor or a favourite teacher of theirs. SS7 said, “Just in case you want to go
to University, and | do, they're like, we'll get you to take this. And we’ll get you to take
this one, and English is for your reading and writing credits, in university.” While SS3
agreed adding, “Yeah, same. | need the subjects to get to where | want to go. That is
what the careers advisor advised me to take. Health academy is actually just
something | enjoy.”

Their responses all indicated that, through discussions with the careers advisor, a
favourite teacher or dean, that took place prior to them entering their final year of
secondary school, that it was best to choose subjects that would enable them to keep
their options open when it came time to look at University, but also made sure they
had certain subjects that would cover core skills. SS6 commented, “At the end of last
year and the beginning of this one, they made us talk to the careers teachers before
picking our subjects. They made us confirm with each one. | didn’t have too many
conversations because most of the subjects that | enjoy anyway already happened to
fall in the same pathway that | wanted to go, so it didn’t take too long to sort of discuss,

or have conversations. It was like, okay, you're already taking it.”
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One participant (SS5) explained that they wanted to do something that involved writing
for a career and when they told the career advisor, they were encouraged to focus on
English rich subjects. They said, “/ got told | needed English rich so I'm taking Health,
English, and Bio. And my other subject is one that | enjoy.” Two students (SS6, SS4)
agreed with SS5, that they had chosen their subjects based on enjoyment. While SS6
noted, “/ chose most of my subjects because | just enjoy taking them. That was
probably the biggest influence.” SS5 carried on saying that, they had had heaps of
conversations with people, “About a few different things that | might want to do at uni,
and then subjects that | can take that will make sure...or if | do well in them, I'll be able
to choose between them. It’s not 100 percent direct. My options are open basically.”
When discussing the conversations that had taken place at school with teaching staff,
SS1 said, “They put it on the table and say, if you're thinking of going this way, this is
what it looks like.” SS6 agreed that the school didn’t push you and say you have to go
to university, saying, “It’s very much they illustrate all the options that are open here.
If you don’t want to go to uni, these are all of the other things, and that’s perfectly okay
as well.”Whereas SS5 continued to say, “I feel like they help you get the qualifications
that you need to go to uni, even if you don't feel like it right now, so that your options

are open.”

What also became evident is that while five out of the seven students planned to head
straight into university study, two of the seven students questioned taking that path,
and were looking at their choices. SS7 commented, “I'm still questioning my choices.
Questioning if I'm sure | want to do this or if | want to do something like travel first.”
SS1 agreed with SS7, saying, “I'm also quite confused because | actually don’t know
what | want to do. I'm kind of looking, what do | want to do really?” \While they are both
unsure of exactly what their path looks like next year, they both agreed that the advice
they received late last year around subject choice meant they have options. Whereas,
the other five students were very clear that university is the next step, with SS5 saying,
“I've kind of got a short term and long term plan. Long term is a lot more loose, because
I don’t really mind the field | end up in, | don’t really mind what job this somehow
involves. | know that I really want to go to uni, and then right after that, I'll go into the

police. After that, kind of just choose from there. Yeah, | guess my subjects help me
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go to uni, and then while I'm at uni, I'll train to get police fit, and it just flows on to the
next thing.”

Closed or parent directed pathways

Six out of the seven participants, said they were having regular conversations with
their parents about what they should do next year. A few of the students (SS3, SS6,
and SS7) spoke of the influence their parents were having on their decisions for tertiary
study. SS6 stated, “Your parents have an idea of what they want you to be. | grew up
assuming, | guess | have to go to uni. That was the expectation. It never really occurred
to me that there was another option. | suppose it worked out fine, because | do want
to go to uni anyway. So it makes it a little easier. But yeah, it was an expectation.” SS7
agreed saying “I'm just like her. I'm the oldest in my family. My dad’s like, oh yeah,
you’re going to go to uni. You're the oldest. You've got to set an example. I'm like, |

think | want to try first. He’s putting that pressure on me.”

For SS3, the thought of going to university was exciting, “I’'m really excited to get into
uni and study what | want to study.” As a first in their immediate family to be eligible to
apply to university, SS3’s main goal was to make their parents proud of them.
However, like other students (SS6 and SS7), SS3 was also facing parents who had a
specific study path in mind for them. SS3 commented, “At first, when | started, they
forced me to go down to the line of doctors because we have a line of doctors in our
family. I'm a caring person. | really love to be around people, but | also felt like | wanted
to help out youth people. | want to be a youth worker. Right now, they’re kind of getting
used to that. | have a different path.” SS6 agreed with SS3, that they too have had
similar conversations with parents about what career path they will go down, “They
had ideas, like you have to do law, or you have to be a doctor. | don’t know. It’s kind
of an ongoing...they’ll say that, or you'll do this. I'll be like, well | haven’t decided yet.
I might do what you’re asking but | definitely might not. You're just going to have to be
okay with that.” SS3 is also facing their parents’ choice of university. While most of
their friends are talking about heading off in different directions, they are struggling to
relate, saying, “That’s why I'm going to university, because my parents chose the
university that they want me to attend.” When asked for the reason behind their

parents’ choice, SS3 spoke of their parents’ concerns about them being distracted

35



from study if they go to the same place as their friends. Whereas SS3 was just
concerned about how they will handle the pressure without their peers being there to
support them, saying, “l understand where they are coming from, but sometimes you
don’t want to be isolated. I'm going to fall under so much pressure, not having

someone to lean on especially if 'm going into a place where | know no one.”

Influences

When the conversation turned to expos, SS5 said, “We have a day where we have all
the universities and art schools and stuff come in. You can walk around and grab a
little pamphlet and talk to people about it.” They carried on explaining why it is helpful
for them, “It gives you the information. Sometimes it’s hard to find online. You have to
Google different things. If you actually go and talk to a person, and they can ask you
questions there and then.” They explained how this information is helpful for
discussions they then have with their parents. Two students (SS3 and SS4) agreed
that the expos were quite helpful and were like a shopping expedition, but could also
be quite overwhelming and confusing, so you end up taking information from every

provider and figuring it out later.

One participant (SS5) raised what is both motivating them and causing them some
concern. After 13 years of school, they were feeling tired and want something different
but also want to go to university because they need it for the next step in their career.
However, their concern was that they are tired of study and being in school but are
hopeful that university will be different, simply because they would be studying
something they are interested in and not taking the required subjects that leave them
an open pathway. SS5, “For me, I've been in school for just about 13 years now. It's
getting really tiring. It’s like, wow, can | really do another three years, or however many
years of uni? I’'m hoping that because it’s something that | want to do, I'll get there. I'm
excited to go because it will be something that I'm wanting to do.” SS5 was also
struggling with the social aspect of secondary school. After being at school all day,
than juggling homework and a part time job, they found that making time for things
outside of work and school was a struggle. Their hope was that the step into tertiary
would provide a more flexible timetable. SS5 explained, “Especially because a lot of

my friends, like my boyfriend’s friend group as well, at uni, they have full time work
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and | have school 8:30 till 3:00. | work every day after school. All the time, all the time,
all the time, school, work, school, and work. Uni is not as, from what I've seen; it’s not
8:30 till 3:00 every single day.” SS5 is hopeful that the flexible timetable will allow for
better working hours, so that won't feel like they are missing out on spending time with

their group of friends.

Key findings

It was very clear that the school prioritised meeting with each student to ensure they
were taking subjects that would keep their options open, while ensuring that all of the
core subjects, like English and math are covered. In some instances, where students
had a clear idea of future careers, the subject choice advice was more specific while
still allowing for open choices in case the student changed their mind. What also
became clear is that while the students were having regular conversations with their
parents, the parent’s idea of the student’s future study pathways differed to what the
student wanted, and in one case, a tertiary pathway had not been considered for the
student. While tertiary institutes attend the expos run by the secondary schools, the
students found these helpful and informative however, they were overwhelming. The
main influences were a mix of friends and parents, but mainly a desire to move out of
the strict structure of secondary school and into the more focused pathway that clearly
led to a career.

Tertiary student perspectives

Structured Support

The focus group discussion began with a discussion about what subjects they took at
school last year. It was clear that the students had taken a range of subjects, which
would allow them to attain the credits they needed. When asked for the reason behind
why they took these subjects, TS7 noted, “Because the other subjects were full.”
Whereas TS3 said they were, “forced to do it.” When asked to elaborate what they

meant, TS2 explained that the subjects were required for the students as part of a
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structured pathway, “Well because we took some course last year, that was like a set
thing so we had to take physics, math, English, and then mechanical had two options
we could pick from which were mechanical engineering and | can’t remember what |
picked, | thought it was building and carpentry.” The structured pathway is a secondary
tertiary programme, which involves the students taking certain subjects at school as
well as spending a day a week out of school at a tertiary institution. TS3 agreed with
TS2, saying, “Those classes come with the tertiary course. So it’s like a whole course

thing.”

Five out of the seven students interviewed in the focus group, came into tertiary study
through this structured pathway of the secondary tertiary programme. TS3 stated, “/t
was like they were giving us a taste of what it’s like to do this | guess and its better in
every way because of the freedom | guess.” When asked if this taste influenced their
decision to study full time in that specific pathway, TS3 replied, “Yes, do it full time.”
TS4 agreed with TS3 about the programme, commenting on their early transition into
tertiary study, “I think it was good though. No point in wasting another year at school
when you’re all set to do this anyway.” All five of the students who took part in the
secondary tertiary programme agreed that they had made the decision at the end of
year 12, once they had achieved their NCEA (National Certificate of Education
Achievement) Level 2 to transition straight into tertiary study, in the same pathway
they had been doing one day a week at school. TS2 noted, “It was like get into it early
So we can get ahead. Then the secondary tertiary programme thing. So that’s why |

thought and think its working.”

For TS6, their transition into tertiary was not as straightforward. They too made the
decision to transition into tertiary study at the end of year 12. On their decision to enrol
in their course, they said, “I was still not sure if | was going to do this course or not. |
just had a month or two just thinking about it, if | should do it or not. There’s a lot of
things | can do other than that but | just like this the most so | just picked this in the
end.” Whereas for TS7, their school brought in a transition support team from the
tertiary institute they were interested in when it was time for them to leave school at

the end of year 13. When explaining their transition experiences they said, “Matua and
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Whaea kept guiding me, | would get lost on what to do or where to be and they would
just be like, be here at this time, get these papers and then I'd be sweet as.”

The transition decision

When it came time to make the decision to transition to tertiary, for the five students
who were a part of the secondary tertiary programme, TS4 said, “Pretty easy, because
we were already here last year.” For three out of the four of them they were ready for
a change, a new challenge. TS1 explained, that for them, school had reached a point
where they didn’t want to be there anymore, ‘that’s kind of the reason | moved out of
school is because the lessons, | felt, were just not really related to anything | wanted
to do, so | just finished and went straight to uni.” TS3 agreed that the only class they
were really enjoying was the mechanical engineering course, “When we came here
once a week it was kind of similar to what we do in school. It was better, similar, it was
fun.” This experience and programme enabled them to make the decision to transition

and have it feel to them, very straightforward.

For TS7, the decision to transition to university was not made lightly. Explained TS7,
“That was a big decision, it was scary going into uni, thought it was going to be hard.
But its not been too hard, its all about time management and study harder.” They were
quick to admit that for them university has caused them to have a shift in their mentality
as itis a lot bigger and harder than school was, when asked how they are feeling now
that they been at university for a few months. TS7 said, “I'm feeling stuck right now.
Coz | need to study more and prepare for my exams. School was easier, you could fly
right through, but here its more, bang, bang, you’ve got to do it.” The biggest revelation
for TS7 was the responsibility they found themselves facing and how much less the
teachers chase you to do the work, and that it is more about you being responsible for
motivating yourself. Whereas for TS6, who did not do a secondary tertiary programme,
but independently made the decision to transition a year early, was more reflective on
their transition into tertiary study stating, “I always feel like | could’ve done year 13 and
then come here.” When asked to explain why they felt this way they responded, “/
messed up mine. Nothing, | just missed out a year, | guess.” TS5 could relate to what
TS6 was saying about missing out that final year of secondary school, saying, “/

wanted to stay because of my mates and stuff but then | also didn’t because | spend
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half my time with the dean centre there.” For TS5 they admitted that the decision to
transition to tertiary was the smart choice for them, “Yeah, this was a smart choice,

but | also want to stay there because like, | was having fun.”

Influences

For TS7, their biggest supporter and motivator was their mum. When it came time to
decide next steps after secondary school, it was more like being told you are going as
opposed to I'd like to, said TS7, “Nah, it was just, you’re going to uni next year, ok
sweet.” Nevertheless, they were the first to admit that they want to make their mum
proud, even when their friends were trying to discourage TS7 from going to university.
Explained TS7, “My mum, she was the biggest influencer telling me to go to uni, the
boys were more like, nah stay at school, and teachers were like, yeah you can do it
do whatever you want. Mum pushed me a lot to go to uni.” TS7 continued to clarify
that their mum had it all planned out, “you’re going to the Air Force after uni, get your

diploma papers and then go to the Air Force.”

There were similar expectations for TS5, from their parents. They wanted TS5 to go
to university and become a doctor, which meant that they had to have an honest
conversation about what TS5 actually wanted to do, “My parents wanted me to be a
doctor, but then | was like nah, | want to be a mechanic.” It took some time but they
eventually accepted it and now support TS5’s study. The other five focus group
participants found that when it came to making the decision to transition to tertiary
study their parents were supportive. Said TS3, “mine are pretty supportive, whatever
| want to be doing and then that’s what | did. No point wasting time doing anything
else.” The other four students (TS1, TS2, TS4, and TS6) all had similar encounters
with their parents when it came time to make the decision about what to do next.

All of the students mentioned their school or teachers having an impact on them
leading up to making the decision. For TS3, they said, “Some teachers were just more
supportive and then some would say, ‘no, you’re not going to be good at that.’ It's my
choice, it’s not your choice. Your choice is to teach us, not to tell us.” Students TS2
and TS5 experienced similar conversations with their teachers, said TS2, “My teacher
told me that was a dumb idea.” TS4 agreed, “Yeah, they wanted us to stay.” While

these teachers expressed that the students should stay in school, the students having
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already found themselves bored and looking to try something new, found the

unsupportive comments encouraged them to follow through on their plans.

TS5 had many conversations with their teachers, and found them all to be quite helpful,
they said, “It helped. It motivated me to go far.” TS7 had similar experiences with their
teachers; they encouraged TS7 to do what was best for them but reminded them to
stay connected to the school and always come home if they needed anything.
Explained TS7, “Yeah, they encouraged me to go to uni, and come back to school
when | can, in my free time, see the teachers, see the students, see all of my mates.”
TS7 found this to be quite encouraging and admits they have returned to school and
kept in touch with everyone, and was enjoying their ongoing support and they

navigated the first year at tertiary education.

Key findings

Structured pathways through secondary-tertiary learning programmes had a strong
impact on these students and enabled them to explore tertiary options within the safety
of their secondary school. The support provided from a tertiary transition team allowed
for the smooth transition from secondary school to a tertiary institute. Both of these
findings highlighted the value and importance of understanding pathways from
secondary to tertiary. The impact of the structured support resulted in the majority of
the students interviewed becoming full time students within the tertiary institute
because of the ease and familiarity the students already felt within the institute.
Parents played a clear supportive role in the students’ transition from standing beside
them to financial support. While the influence of the school and teachers brought more
of a mixed response indicating that while some gave discouraging advice, others gave
encouragement to transition but remain linked to the school, so the school can still

provide support.
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Category two findings: Barriers to transition from secondary to tertiary

Secondary school student perspectives

Financial

When the discussion shifted to talk about barriers the students could see that would
cause them concern, the immediate one for all of the secondary school students is the
cost. SS6 commented, “Financial barriers | suppose is a thing. | don’t really come from
a rich family, so university comes with a lot of expenses.” When asked about how they
were thinking of paying for their tertiary education the discussion moved to student
loans and SS6 explained, “Getting a loan sets you up for debt. I'll be paying it off for
quite a while.” While SS6’s parents wanted to support them financially, that is just not
something they can do. Having these conversations with their parents have also raised
other concerns for SS6, “There’s only so much they can do. At some point, I'll have to
do those things as well. Graduating high school, if some other plans, like travel, or a
flat to move out, this is making me pause to think. What am | doing?”

All of the students in the focus group agreed that the thought of the financial burden
tertiary study involves is quite overwhelming. SS5 agreed with SS6, about the financial
worries but had spoken with a teacher about what they did and said “Yeah. The first
year of uni is fees free. One of my teachers recently, because | was thinking of going
to Otago to study, and one of my teachers, | was talking to her about it. | was like, oh
my gosh, living costs down there. | won’t be able to live at home and all this stuff, and
then the actual uni fees. She was like, just put it on your loan. Enjoy your uni and do
well in it. Just pay it off later. That’s what | did. | got to travel as well and not miss out

on anything. That kind of made me feel better about having to do a student loan.”

Family pressures

When it came to discussing other barriers that they were facing, SS7 admitted that for
them, it is more of a personality clash between them and their dad, when discussing
what next year looked like, “It’s like he wants me to do something. I'm just like, no,
watch me go do something else to piss you off. That’s just our barrier.” SS7 was the
first to admit they knew their dad only wanted the best for them but that neither one of
them are great at communicating with each other. Meanwhile SS3 admitted that for

42



them, their journey was completely different. In fact, SS3 said that for them, their
parents never saw them going to university. SS3 commented that their expectation of
SS3 was that they would finish secondary school and then get a job, “We don’t come
from a wealthy family. My siblings, they're like slack at everything. They depend a lot
on my dad. My dad'’s the provider. My parents like to spoil me a lot, but my dad in
particular, even though he doesn’t have the money to. Anything that we want, it’s
always my dad.” So when the topic of university study came up with their parents it
was a completely different situation to the others in the focus group, “They first are
like, oh no. Maybe you should just work, get a job. You should just get a job, help the
family out. It wasn’t just my parents view. It was the whole Tuvaluan community

affected. That'’s like from where | come from, back in the islands, you come to work.”

SS3 explained that as the youngest of all their siblings, their parent’s reaction was
based on what they had experienced with their older siblings, many of whom had
finished school but didn’t meet the requirements to go to university. For SS3, there
was an assumption by their parents that their siblings would prove to be a negative
influence and they would take the same path, as SS3 explained, “They were a bad
influence. My siblings got hooked on drugs and everything. That’s probably where my
parents come from, of her watching her other siblings. She’s probably going to go
down that path.” However, for SS3, it was watching what they were doing and in their
own words “hanging with the right crowd” that enabled them to stay away from those
negative behaviours and focus instead on school. This has resulted in them being on
track to achieve university entrance at the end of the year, when asked about how
their parents are feeling about tertiary study now, SS3 said, “Then they realised that |
was doing actually really good enough in school, that | was different from my other
siblings. That’s when they came to, oh, maybe you do have a chance in studying in

tertiary and stuff. Now, they’re all on-board for me to go to school.”

Overcoming barriers

When discussing the financial implications of tertiary study, for six out of the seven
secondary school students, their plan is to get a student loan. However, for SS5, they
have been preparing for the cost of tertiary study all year. With the first year of tertiary

study in New Zealand now being fees free, SS5 said, “I work now so I’'m planning to,
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this year, save for my second year of uni. During my first year of uni, save for my third
year.” The reason for this plan was quite simple for SS5, “because | don’t really want

a loan.”

For SS4, their biggest barrier is making bad decisions, explained SS4, “I make bad
decisions by myself. | need support. Are you sure you want to do this? I'll just be like,
maybe, maybe not.” For them, they are relying on those around them to help make
this decision, admitting that they plan to have conversations with everyone to help
them to make this next step. Their idea is to talk to everyone, take all of their opinions
and then make their decision. For SS7, they are aware that they need to work on their
communication with their dad so that when the future was the topic of discussion they
are not arguing and being stubborn for the sake of winning the argument. SS7 admits,
“I don’t know. I just talk to him | guess and be like, don’t force me to do something. I'll
do something different. Hopefully he’ll support me in what | want to do.”

Key findings

All of the students expressed concern about the cost associated with tertiary study
and the impact a student loan would have on them financially. It was also clear that
while their parents are supportive of tertiary study, they are unable to provide financial
support and therefore, all of the students have considered a student loan. Parents
expectations of university and pathway choice had some impact upon the student’s
decisions and interestingly there was the lack of parents considering university as an
option as well. The students were quick to point out that while they have concerns
about having a student loan, they are also realistic that a student loan would allow
them to overcome the financial barriers they were facing. It was very clear that the
students were happy having conversations with everyone around them to gather as

many opinions as possible to inform their decisions.

44



Tertiary student perspectives

Financial

While the financial implications of tertiary study were discussed, six of the seven
participants were not worried. With the introduction of ‘first year fees free’ policy and
student loans, they feel it is worth it. For TS2 it was a different story. At the time they
decided to apply to study, they were in full time work, and TS2 commented, “/ was
working full time and | remember | like quit the job and make less money. That was a
barrier.” TS2 had a long chat with their parents about what impact the decision to study
full time would have financially for them as a family. TS2 explained, “Yeah, asked if |
could quit my job.” Their response was to do what TS2 wanted to do and they would

support them.

Overcoming barriers

TS7 shared that prior to coming to university; they almost did not make it, due to a
shortage of credits but explained that through the help of teachers from their school,
they were able to gain the outstanding credits over the summer break so that they
were eligible for tertiary study come the New Year. They said, “The teachers from
Kura, they wanted more math credits, so they made me stay in at school in the holidays
and after school to get more credits.” The extra lengths these teachers went to ensured
that TS7 was not only eligible for tertiary study but TS7 admits has really strengthened
their ability to handle the math requirements they need in this first year. TS7 also
admitted that they found the transition into tertiary study so easy because, between
their mum and the transition support team who came into school, there was nothing
standing in their way. When TS7 did face a barrier either mum or members of the
transition support team would step in and provide guidance or motivation to get it
sorted. With mum by their side pushing them to go to university, TS7 explained “Matua
and Whaea, from the transition support team, helped me a lot, they guided me through
everything, all the ups and downs, how to get in and just yeah.” TS7 talked about how
it was the personal touch, “Matua came into class, just walked in and was like, come
on lad, let’s do this.” TS7 admits that without that extra support the application process
would have been a lot harder, while it would not have stopped them, the support they

received made the step into tertiary feel more manageable. TS7 is still in contact with
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the transition support team who helped them, and frequents their space often, to check

in or spend time studying when they need a quiet place.

When the students who were involved in the secondary tertiary programme were
asked about barriers they faced and had to overcome when transitioning to full time
tertiary study, their answers were all various degrees of no, said TS4, “Nah, not really.”
TS1 agreed saying, “it was kind of laid out, quite nicely. Just waited to see what was
going to happen.” The students talked about how their time at the institute through the
secondary tertiary programme made them feel comfortable within the institute. While
TS1 admitted that they did not feel that they had faced any barriers in the transition
into the institute, they did admit that within a week or two of arriving they faced a family
emergency that affected their ability to attend the course. Using their previous
knowledge of the institute, they were able to arrange to miss the first few weeks of
class to support their family and had tutors work with them upon their return to the
course to ensure they were able to catch up and continue on. Said TS1 of speaking
with their previous year’s lecturer, who was also teaching their current course, “/ told
him about it, and he had a chat with me and everything. He told me to go and deal
with all of that and then go back to school. After | came back, he helped me catch up

on work and everything.”

Key findings

All of the participants of the focus group stated that they were not worried about the
financial barriers of tertiary study, while one student did have to face the decision of
reducing to part time work; their parents were supportive of this decision. The students
all stated that with the ‘first year fees free’ policy and the rest covered by a student
loan, they were not worried about the financial cost. Academic support provided by the
secondary school over the school holidays ensured that the students had the required
credits to transition to tertiary study. A removal of barriers experienced by the tertiary
focus group was very clear due to the structured pathways and transition support the

students received prior to their transition to tertiary study.
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Consolidated findings

Because | have two perspectives presented here, the secondary school student and
the tertiary student; this is my effort to triangulate my findings to make my data more
useful and more credible. From the secondary school perspective, it was very clear
that the school’s priority was to understand what pathway options there were and
enable the students to be aware of their specific choices and what was required to
prepare for transition to tertiary study. Likewise, in the tertiary perspective it was very
clear that the school had clearly understood the pathway requirements and had
created a more structured approach to better support the students to transition to
tertiary study. What also became very clear was the role parents had in influencing the
student’s decision to transition. From the secondary school perspective, the students
were engaged in regular conversations with their parents, even going so far as to have
one set of parents go from not considering tertiary study to full engagement and driving
that student to go in a certain direction. From the tertiary perspective, the parents
played a key support role for the students when they transitioned, they stood beside
the students and helped them through the process and in some instances were the
main driving force behind the student’s transition. While the financial barriers to tertiary
study were a concern for the secondary school students, particularly the impact of
taking on a student loan, the tertiary students were less concerned about the financial
implications of study, due to the introduction of ‘first year fees free’ policy. The
secondary school perspective also raised the barrier of parent’s expectations about
pathway choice as well as the lack of consideration of tertiary study and the impact
this had on the student’s decisions. While from the tertiary perspective, their
experience related more to a removal of barriers due to additional academic support,

structured pathways and tertiary transition support.
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CHAPTER FIVE

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Introduction

In this chapter, | have discussed the consolidated findings identified in the previous
chapter. These are presented as issues and are discussed in relation to relevant
literature. | have then presented some conclusions and made recommendations that |

hope will be of interest to both secondary schools and tertiary institutions.

Discussion

The consolidated findings of my study are discussed as issues that can be related to

the literature under the following headings.

1. Value of pathways
2. Recognising barriers

3. Removing barriers.

Value of pathways

A significant finding of my study related to the experiences of the tertiary students who
had used pathways to make the transition. Structured pathways through secondary-
tertiary learning programmes had a strong impact on these students and enabled them
to explore tertiary options within the safety of their secondary school. The support
provided from a tertiary transition team allowed for the smooth transition from
secondary school to a tertiary institute. Both of these findings highlighted the value
and importance of understanding pathways from secondary to tertiary. The literature

that comments on pathways confirms that there is need for closer collaboration
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between secondary schools and tertiary institutions. The opportunity that these
students experienced, being able to explore a tertiary programme while still engaged
with their secondary school confirms what Rayner and Corkill (2015) have said,
“University-school partnerships can greatly improve the ease with which secondary
students can transition into tertiary study. To most secondary students, universities
appear as large and complex organisations, hard to navigate and even harder to
establish and build relationships within” (p. 101). The structured pathways these
students experienced also supports the findings that students are remaining at school
longer, which is resulting in a rise of achievement of NCEA Level 2 (Education Counts,
n.d.). This is also in line with the findings by the Education Review Office (2015) that,
"Secondary-Tertiary Programmes were providing effective programmes for many
students who might otherwise not have succeeded in secondary school" (p. 37).

In the case of the secondary students who participated in my study, an important
finding related to the way in which the secondary schools encouraged students to keep
their options open for many possible pathways. In some instances where students had
a clear idea of future careers, the subject choice advice was more specific while still
allowing for open choices in case the student changed their mind. From the secondary
school perspective, it was very clear that the school’s priority was to understand what
pathway options there were and enable the students to be aware of their specific
choices and what was required to prepare for transition to tertiary study. This approach
by the secondary school supports Barbagelata (2012) who states that, “a major
innovation in the field of education which is increasingly met with approval is the scope
for students to change and select different academic courses, with a view to making
school more engaging” (p. 6). This also aligns with Marland (2003) who believes that
students spend more time selecting the university and not enough time is spent
considering course options. Marland (2003) states that “freedom and fullness of choice
requires knowledge, and it is genuinely difficult for schools to have the full range of the
knowledge the students require” ( p. 209). They also believe that “not all students have
a full idea of the range of available courses, and in some schools there is little
opportunity for talking through ‘what's in' various less well-known courses" (p. 208). In
contrast, the findings in my study showed different results confirming that the

secondary school had a clear understanding of the pathways. The school had also
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worked with each student individually to ensure they understood the different

pathways and had options when it came time to make the transition decision.

For students who had already transitioned, they recalled the importance of key
influences. Parents played a clear supportive role in the students’ transition from
standing beside them to financial support. Students gave more of a mixed response
in relation to support from the school and teachers. While some gave discouraging
advice, others gave encouragement to transition but for students to also remain linked
to the school, so the school can still provide support. This finding supports a report by
Fouad, Kim, Ghosh, Chang & Figueiredo (2015), that “family influence has been given
increasing attention” (p. 197), in particular the role of the parents (Leach & Zepke,
2005). Oymak and Hudson (2018) agree that, “family members were most often

reported as the main influence for students’ thinking about education after high school”
(p- 3).

My study found that the impact of the structured support resulted in the majority of the
students interviewed becoming full time students within the tertiary institute, because
of the ease and familiarity the students already felt within the institute. The structured
pathways through secondary-tertiary learning programmes had a strong impact on
these students and enabled them to explore tertiary options within the safety of their
secondary school. This finding supports a report of a study conducted by the
Education Review Office in New Zealand in 2015, which shows that students were
better able to relate to the teaching mode demonstrated at the tertiary institutes than
the approach taken by schools. The Education Review Office (2015) stated that,
“TEOs tended to view the curriculum as the learning required for a vocational pathway”
(p. 23). Vocational pathways allow schools to expose student to learning that is
contextualised to working life, which supports the Vocational Pathways: Authentic and
Relevant Learning that states, “students are able to use the pathways to see the links

between what they are studying and careers in their field of interest” p. 9).

The secondary school students in this study recognised the impact of parents on their
choice of pathways. What also became clear is that while the students were having
regular conversations with their parents, the parent’s idea of the student’s future study

pathways differed to what the student wanted, and in one case, a tertiary pathway had
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not been considered for the student. The literature reviewed (Daehlen, 2017; Education
Review Office, 2015; Marland, 2003; Michaelowa, 2007; Rayner & Corkill, 2015) has
shown that while tertiary study is seen as the natural progression from secondary
school, it is a multifaceted decision. My study has supported this belief that the
decision to transition is multifaceted, as all of the students discussed the intricacies of
considering tertiary education. However, my review of literature did not identify the key
role parents play when it comes to deciding where and what to study, which could
prompt the need for more research into the influence parents have.

Recognising barriers

A significant finding of my study related to the experiences of the secondary school
students. All of the students expressed concern about the cost associated with tertiary
study and the impact a student loan would have on them financially. It was also clear
that while their parents are supportive of tertiary study, they are unable to provide
financial support and therefore all of the students have considered a student loan. The
students were quick to point out that while they have concerns about having a student
loan, they are also realistic that a student loan would allow them to overcome the
financial barriers they were facing. This is supported by a study conducted by Bryce
and Anderson (2008) of the students they interviewed a number of them talked about
the financial pressures they faced and the role it played in their transition to either
further study or work, but also noted that the benefits of a higher education would
outweigh the financial difficulties faced during the years required to study. They
concluded that “financial support alone does not adequately address the inequalities
that exist across different socioeconomic groups” (p. 47). As stated above, the findings
in my study are similar to those of Bryce and Anderson (2008) while the secondary
school students are concerned about the cost associated with tertiary study they are
also aware that the benefits of a higher education will eventually outweigh the
associated cost. McKinley and Madjar (2014) also highlight in Pacific families, parents
see “themselves as responsible to provide financially for their children” (p. 249),
wanting their children to focus solely on their education and not be distracted by work

or social activities.
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In the case of the secondary students who participated in my study, an important
finding related to the parent’s expectations of university and pathway choice had some
impact upon the student’s decisions and interestingly, there was the lack of parents
considering university as an option as well. The academic literature shows that the
notion of higher education is a privilege taken for granted (Wiseman & Chase-Mayoral,
2013) and research from the Ministry of Education and Ministry of Business,
Innovation and Employment (2014) shows that "a substantial number of young people
are still at risk” ( p. 11). While New Zealand has seen a rise in school leavers attaining
NCEA Level 2 the literature reviewed speaks to students lacking the motivation to
transition and increasing levels of disengagement at the secondary school level
(Middleton, 2008). The findings from my study showed otherwise, even though two of
the students had considered travel, they were still engaged in conversations about
university and considering it as an option. The other five students had a desire to

transition to university and have a clear understanding of how to do that.

Removing barriers

An unexpected finding of my study related to the experiences of the tertiary students
who stated that they were not worried about the financial barriers of tertiary study,
while one student did have to face the decision of reducing to part time work; their
parents were supportive of this decision. The students all stated that with the first year
fees free’ policy and the rest covered by a student loan, they were not worried about
the financial cost. The recent introduction of the ‘first year fees free’ policy by the New
Zealand government has had a clear influence for these students in the short term, as
there was little concern amongst the group regarding possible financial barriers.
However, there are long-term financial implications for these students engaging in
tertiary education, which need consideration. There is a need for more education about
the financial implications of engaging in tertiary education, with a clear focus on how

to manage the associated debt wisely.
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Another finding from my study of the experience from a tertiary perspective was that
the academic support provided by the secondary school over the school holidays
ensured that the students had the required credits to transition to tertiary study. A
removal of barriers experienced by the tertiary focus group was very clear due to the
structured pathways and transition support the students received prior to their
transition to tertiary study. This is a contradiction to the literature, which talks to the
removal of face-to-face engagement and introduction of electronic portals. As stated
by Larmar and Lodge (2014), ‘“institutions now require students to enroll in
courses/units electronically, depriving them of direct contact with expertise about the
best possible strategies for navigating through their degree programme” (p. 95). In
contrast, the experiences of the participants in my study showed engagement from the
tertiary institution at crucial, decision-making points with face-to-face engagement and
transition support was prioritised. A study conducted by Bryce and Anderson (2008)
agreed that face-to-face engagement with these student prior to transition and during
the first few weeks is important. Their study showed that while the young people
involved knew they wanted to go to a university and gain a tertiary education, most of

them changed their courses after a year or less of study

Conclusions

In this section, | am presenting the conclusions | have drawn about this study and the
contribution it makes by adding new knowledge about students transitioning from

secondary to tertiary education to the existing knowledge base.

The purpose of my study was to find out the experiences of students transitioning from
secondary to tertiary education. | set out with the importance of the student voice at
this critical transition stage in mind. While | encountered some difficulties along the
way with locating participants and engaging them in my study, the findings that came
out of my focus groups highlighted important issues for secondary schools and tertiary

institutions. | can conclude that choosing the student voice was worth it.
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The next conclusion from this study is the importance of collaboration to provide
pathways. Research from the secondary and tertiary student perspectives showed the
importance of understanding the value of pathways from both these perspectives.
There is a need for closer collaboration between secondary schools and tertiary
institutions to provide pathway options for secondary school students, and for
secondary schools to have a clear understanding of available pathways and provide
this knowledge and support to students before they reach their final year. The
existence of streamlined pathways and focused tertiary transition support can help to
overcome barriers faced by students as they attempt to make the transition from

secondary to tertiary education.

Another conclusion from this study is the importance of recognising and removing
barriers. There is a need at both the secondary and tertiary level to recognise what the
barriers are to the students and this again requires collaboration between the two
levels. Once barriers are identified, it is then important that assistance for students is
provided to remove these barriers enabling them to transition smoothly into the tertiary
institution. The last conclusion from this study was the significance of removing
barriers. The tertiary perspective affirmed that through streamlined pathways any

barrier they encountered was easily removed,

Recommendations

The recommendations for secondary schools and tertiary institutions for improving

students transitioning from secondary to tertiary have been summarised as follows:
Secondary Schools

1. The secondary school could listen more to the student voice.

2. The secondary school could collect feedback from students once they have
transitioned to tertiary study.

3. The secondary school could communicate the value of pathways to the
students.
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4. The secondary school could educate parents about the value of vocational
pathways

5. The secondary school could collaborate with tertiary institutions to provide
assistance to recognise and remove barriers for students transitioning to tertiary

study.
Tertiary Institutions

1. Tertiary institutions could talk to students before they apply to understand their
needs.

2. Tertiary institutions could talk to students about how to find out about student
transition.

3. Tertiary institutions could build on the value of pathways from secondary school
to tertiary.

4. Tertiary institutions could collaborate with secondary schools to provide
assistance to recognise and remove barriers for students transitioning to tertiary
study.

5. Tertiary institutions could approach student check-ins in a more meaningful way
with specific focus paid to their transition journey and current student wellbeing.

This research was a journey of discovery for me. | enjoyed the opportunity to work with
these young people and learn about their journey and experiences when transitioning
from secondary school to tertiary education. This research provided a number of
challenges and encouraged a new lens be placed over how | engage with young
people within my own institute and work, as well as the importance of the student
voice. | hope this will provide some helpful insights for those who interact with young
people during this stage of their journey. | again want to thank all of the young people

who assisted me in completing this research.
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APPENDIX ONE: SECONDARY SCHOOL STUDENT INTERVIEW SCHEDULE

Focus Group Interview Schedule
Year 13 Secondary School Students
Student perspectives of secondary to tertiary transitions; Influences on the decision making
process
Include in the information sheet what | mean when | say transition
Date:
Researcher: Sarah Sommerville

Pathways for secondary to tertiary transition

Question 1: | would like you to tell me about what subjects you are currently taking at
school?

Question 2: Can you tell me about how you decided to choose these subjects?

Question 3: What do you know about the idea of a transition pathway between where you
are now and tertiary study?

NOTE: Explain pathway notion if they do not understand)

Question 4: Do you feel these subjects directly contribute to a tertiary pathway choice?
Question 5: Have you had any chance to think about where a pathway could take you?
Students motivation to transition

Question 6: How are you feeling right now about what you will do once you finish secondary
school?

Question 7: What sort of conversations do you and your friends have about transition?
Question 8: What sort of conversations do you and your family have about transition?
Question 9: What sort of conversations do you and your teachers have about transition?

Questions 10: How have these conversations influenced the decisions you are making about
tertiary education?

Question 11: Can you tell me about what support you are aware is available to you?
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Question 12: | would like you to describe what might help you to work out your plans for
transition?

Question 13: Would you make these sorts of decision alone?

Question 14: Would you explain to me how your school, through structure and
management, allows you to think about what to do after school

Barriers

| work in the area of transition within a tertiary institute and know of many students who
have made the decision to go to tertiary however they come up against things that stop

them from arriving at tertiary and we call this a barrier.

Question 15: | would like you to tell me about something that could be a barrier for you
going onto tertiary study?

Question 16: Can you describe why you think this would be a barrier for you?

Question 17: What sort of conversations do you and your friends have about barriers?
Question 18: What sort of conversations do you and your family have about barriers?
Question 19: What sort of conversations do you and your teachers have about barriers?

Question 20: | would like you to explain to me what might help you overcome these
barriers?
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APPENDIX TWO: TERTIARY STUDENTS INTERVIEW SCHEDULE

Focus Group Interview Schedule
1st Year Tertiary Students
Student perspectives of secondary to tertiary transitions; Influences on the decision making
process
Include in the information sheet what | mean when | say transition
Date:
Researcher: Sarah Sommerville

Pathways for secondary to tertiary transition

Question 1: | would like you to tell me about what subjects you took while at secondary
school?

Question 2: Can you tell me about how you decided to choose those subjects?

Question 3: Can you describe the transition pathway between secondary school and where
you are now?

NOTE: Explain pathway notion if they do not understand)

Question 4: Can you describe how those subjects contributed to your tertiary pathway
choice?

Students motivation to transition

Question 5: How are you feeling right now about what you have done since finishing
secondary school?

Question 6: What sort of conversations did you and your friends have about transition?
Question 7: What sort of conversations did you and your family have about transition?
Question 8: What sort of conversations did you and your teachers have about transition?

Questions 9: How did these conversations influence the decision you made about tertiary
education?

Question 10: Can you tell me about what support you are aware is available to you?

Question 11: | would like you to describe what might have been helpful to you when going
through the transition process?
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Question 12: Did you make these sorts of decision alone?

Question 13: Would you explain to me how your school, through structure and
management, allowed you to think about what to do after school

Barriers

| work in the area of transition within a tertiary institute and know of many students who
have made the decision to go to tertiary however they come up against things that stop

them from arriving at tertiary and we call this a barrier.

Question 14: | would like you to tell me about something that was or still is a barrier for you
coming into tertiary study?

Question 15: Can you describe why you think this is a barrier for you?

Question 16: What sort of conversations do you and your friends have about barriers?
Question 17: What sort of conversations do you and your family have about barriers?
Question 18: What sort of conversations do you and your teachers have about barriers?

Question 19: | would like you to explain to me what might help you overcome these
barriers?
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APPENDIX THREE: INFORMATION SHEET FOR PARTICIPANTS

Unitec

Institute of Technology
NS TE WHARE WANANGA O WAIRAKA

INFORMATION SHEET FOR PARTICIPANTS

Title of Dissertation: Student perspectives of secondary to tertiary education
transitions; Influences on the decision-making process (working title)

My name is Sarah Sommerville. | am currently enrolled in the Master of
Educational Leadership and Management degree at Unitec Institute of Technology
and seek your help in meeting the requirements of research for a Dissertation course
which forms a substantial part of this degree.

The aim of my project is to record the beliefs and experiences of current Year 13
secondary school students who are likely to transition tertiary, and 1%t year tertiary
students who have already transitioned into tertiary study, to try and identify the key
influences and suggest strategies for increasing possible student transitions.

| request your participation in the following way.

| will be conducting focus group interviews and would appreciate your contribution as
a member of the group. | will also be asking you to sign a consent form regarding this
event. The focus group interview venue will be your school and the duration of the
focus group interview will be an hour.

Neither you nor your organisation will be identified in the dissertation. | will be recording
your contribution; however, you will remain anonymous in this. | do hope that you will
agree to take part and that you will find this participation of interest. If you have any
queries about the project, you may contact my supervisor at Unitec Institute of
Technology.

My supervisor is Professor Carol Cardno and may be contacted by email or phone.
Phone: (09) 815 4321 ext 8406 Email: ccardno@unitec.ac.nz

Yours sincerely
Sarah Sommerville

UREC REGISTRATION NUMBER: 2019-1006

This study has been approved by the Unitec Research Ethics Committee from 01/04/2019 to
01/04/2020. If you have any complaints or reservations about the ethical conduct of this research,
you may contact the Committee through the UREC Secretary (ph: 09 815-4321 ext 8551). Any
issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated fully, and you will be informed of
the outcome.
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APPENDIX FOUR: PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM

Unitec

Institute of Technology
S TE WHARE WANANGA O WAIRAKA

CONSENT FORM

RE: Master of Educational Leadership and Management

DISSERTATION TITLE: Student perspectives of secondary to tertiary education
transitions; Influences on the decision-making process (working title)

RESEARCHER: Sarah Sommerville

Participant’s consent

| have been given and have understood an explanation of this research and | have
had an opportunity to ask questions and have had them answered. | understand that
neither my name nor the name of my organisation will be used in any public reports. |
also understand that

Focus group interviews

| agree to the recording of this group interview. | understand that | may withdraw myself
or any information that has been provided for this project up to two weeks after the
focus group interview event. | agree to respect the confidentiality of all discussion that
occurs in the context of this group interview.

| agree to take part in this project.

Signed:

Name:

Date:

UREC REGISTRATION NUMBER: 2019-1006

This study has been approved by the Unitec Research Ethics Committee from 01/04/2019 to
01/04/2020. If you have any complaints or reservations about the ethical conduct of this research,
you may contact the Committee through the UREC Secretary (ph: 09 815-4321 ext 8551). Any
issues you raise will be treated in confidence and investigated fully, and you will be informed of
the outcome.
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Unitec

Institute of Technology

N TE WHARE WANANGA O WAIRAKA

DISSERTATIONS
RESEARCH BANK UPLOAD FORM (LIBRARY)

Full name of author: Sarah Sommerville
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transitions: Influences on the decision making process
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Associated URL link(s) (OPTIONAL for example ORCID ID): .....ccccccviiiiiiiiiiiciceceeae,
Principal Supervisor: Professor Carol Cardno

Associate Supervisor: Dr Jo Howse

Permission to make open access
| agree to a digital copy of my final dissertation being uploaded to the Unitec institutional
repository (Research Bank) and being made viewable worldwide.

Copyright Rights:

Unless otherwise stated this work is protected by copyright with all rights reserved.

| provide this copy in the expectation that due acknowledgement of its use is made.
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