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“I miss being spoon-fed”. A comparison of transition
from school to university education from the perspective
of undergraduate pharmacy students
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Abstract

Background: The transition from school to university can be challenging and there is increasing concern among
academics that students are inadequately prepared for entry to university courses.

Aims: To investigate students’ views on transition from school to university education.

Method: A focus group was conducted with first-year students and analysed using thematic analysis. Students were
invited to participate in an electronic questionnaire; responses were analysed via SPSS for Windows. The Mann—
Whitney U test was utilised with p<0.05 set as significant.

Results: A response rate of 60% (88/147) was obtained for the questionnaire. Differences included staff-student
interactions, learning methods, examination preparation and feedback provision. Many (85%) agreed that the main
emphasis in school was on examination preparation; 29.6% considered this to be the case at university (z=-8.315;
p<0.05). Most students (95.4%) considered the feedback they received at school helped improve performance; this
decreased to 50% when asked about feedback at university (z=-8.326; p<0.05).

Conclusion: Students appear to be insufficiently prepared for the demands of higher education. They desire various
aspects of their university educational experience to be more akin to that of school, including: a greater level of
individual attention, increased access to teaching staff, and further clarification and transparency about the standard
required to pass exams. Further work can now be done by academic staff to aid the transition and improve the learning

experience.
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Introduction

Between 1995 and 2009, entry rates for university courses
increased by nearly 25% across Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)
countries (OECD, 2011). However, recently in the United
Kingdom (UK), the number of students starting university
has decreased, possibly due to the introduction of annual
fees of up to £9000 (Times Higher Education, 2012).
While high rates of student admittance into university
may be desirable, it is essential to retain students once
they are enrolled. Retention rates are important
(Association of American Colleges and Universities,
2013; European Higher Education Area, 2013; Higher
Education Academy, 2013) and attrition can be costly for
both universities and individuals. Withdrawing from a
university course can lead to a sense of personal failure,
not to mention untapped potential. Rausch and Hamilton
(2006) noted that the greatest loss occurred during the
first year, typically during the first semester. If students
successfully finish their first year, this is a useful
predictor in terms of the likelihood of them completing
the whole degree (Tinto, 1988).

There has been increasing concern among academics that
students are inadequately prepared for entry to university

courses (Trotter & Roberts, 2006). A survey conducted in
the USA, involving over 170,000 school students,
concluded that there was a serious disparity between
students’ current learning habits and those expected of
them at university (McCarthy & Kuh, 2006).
Additionally, in Australia, a series of studies involving up
to nine universities has been conducted with first-year
university students at five yearly intervals from
1994-2009 (James et al., 2010). The latest study (2009;
n=2422) revealed that for every course contact hour,
students spent less than one hour of study time outside of
class. Furthermore, one in three students scored a lower
mark than expected for the semester and 40% of student
participants agreed the standard required at university was
higher than anticipated (James et al., 2010).

Obtaining information on students’ experiences and
perceptions of their first year of university is of great
importance for retention, academic success, and the
development of lifelong learning. While there has been
work done in this area, it is limited with regard to
pharmacy undergraduate students and UK students
(Yorke & Longden, 2007). As future healthcare
professionals, it is vital that they can make a successful
transition to university and develop skills to enable them
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to be self-directed, life-long learners. Furthermore,
continuing professional development (CPD) is a statutory
requirement for pharmacists in the UK (General
Pharmaceutical Council, 2011; Pharmaceutical Society of
Northern Ireland, 2013). The aim of this study was to
investigate students’ views on their transition from school
to university to inform future educational practice.

It is anticipated that this research will be of value to those
who teach first-year students and prepare degree
programmes. In a wider context, it should be of interest to
educators who prepare students for entry to university, to
university leaders, and to employers who require
graduates to be autonomous learners. It employs both
qualitative and quantitative methodology to enhance the
validity of the findings and various implications for
practice are included within the discussion.

Methods

Following ethical approval [granted by the School of
Pharmacy Ethics Committee; January 2012 (qualitative
work); January 2013 (quantitative work)] and two pilot
studies, research was conducted with first-year pharmacy
undergraduate students at Queen’s University Belfast on
the transition to university education.

Qualitative research

A focus group was conducted to explore students’ views
on university education in comparison to school. Using
the RAND function within Microsoft Excel®, ten
students’ names were randomly selected from the first-
year class list and invited to participate in the study via
email; an information sheet and consent form were sent as
attachments. Random sampling was chosen because it
adds credibility (reduces bias) within small samples
(Patton, 2002). The focus group was conducted in
February 2012 and digitally recorded. Participants were
reminded that their names would not be linked to any
comments nor appear on any publication resulting from
the work. The interview was based on the topic guide
(Figure 1), in addition to any additional issues raised by
the participants. The guide was developed by reference to
relevant publications (Leckey & Cook, 1999; Yorke &
Longden, 2007; Johnston & Kochanowska, 2009; James
et al., 2010) and discussions within the research team.

Figure 1: Topic guide for the focus group

Previous (school) experience of education and assessment
procedures

Students’ expectations of university education prior to starting

Students’ experiences of university education (and academic
performance)

How expectations of university education aligned with
experiences

Whether university education could be improved

The recording was transcribed verbatim by one researcher
(SD) and checked for accuracy by a second researcher
(LH). It was read on a line-by-line basis and text that
represented a particular idea or concept was given a code
(Strauss & Corbin 1998). The transcript was
independently analysed by the second researcher (LH)
and the emerging themes were finalised by discussion
between the two researchers.

Quantitative research

A questionnaire (see Appendix A) was developed based
on findings from the qualitative work and the wider
literature (Yorke & Longden, 2007; James et al., 2010;
Higher Education Academy, 2013). SurveyGizmo
(www.surveygizmo.com; Boulder, Colorado) was used to
create the electronic version. It consisted of four sections:
student’s views of school education; student’s views of
university education; the transition from school education
to university; and demographic data (no identifiable
information). Most questions (13) contained attitudinal
statements with responses given on a five-point Likert
scale (“strongly agree” to “strongly disagree”) and there
were four open-response questions. In addition to
piloting, the questionnaire was internally reviewed for
content validity by an expert in the field and assessed for
face validity by colleagues.

In February 2013, all first-year students (n=147) were
invited by email to participate (this contained a unique
link to the questionnaire which allowed each student to
complete it once only). Students were given 21 days to
complete the questionnaire and, to increase response
rates, two reminder emails were sent to non-respondents
and included a statement that other students had already
responded (Edwards et al., 2009). With the questionnaire
software, it is possible to send reminders to non-
respondents only, without compromising anonymity.
Other methods used to maximize the response rate
included ensuring the questionnaire was relatively short,
had a simple header, and appeared against a white
background (Edwards et al., 2009).

Responses were coded and entered into SPSS for
Windows, version 19 and the Mann—Whitney U test was
used to test for association between responses. Sub-
analyses were performed (questions relating to school
versus questions relating to university). An a priori level
of less than 0.05 (p<0.05) was set as significant and
differences meeting this criterion are reported in the
Results section. Missing data were not estimated or used
in analyses. The free response questions were analysed
using thematic analysis (Ezzy, 2002).

Results

Six first-year students (four females, two males)
participated in the focus group, which lasted for 52
minutes. Quotations have been chosen to represent a
particular concept; we aimed to select those that made the
point succinctly; ‘S1’ refers to a verbatim quotation
provided by ‘Student 1°.


http://www.surveygizmo.com
http://www.surveygizmo.com

The response rate for the questionnaire was 59.9%
(88/147); 76.1% (67/88) of the respondents were female
and 23.9% (21/88) were male. This ratio was similar to
population of students enrolled in the first-year of the
pharmacy degree program (70.1% [103/147] female;
29.9% [44/147] male). The number of respondents (n=88)
relates to students who fully completed the
questionnaires. Another two questionnaires were partially
completed but as demographic information was missing
and only a few questions answered, these were not
included in the analyses.

Preparation and transition to university

Just over a quarter of respondents (26.2%) were in
agreement that the way they were taught at school had
adequately prepared them for university; 39.8%
considered that the transition from school to university
was difficult. Reasons centred on the teaching methods
used at university; lack of feedback, larger class sizes and
impersonal relationships with academic staff. These
findings were echoed in the qualitative work and are
expanded upon throughout.

Learning environment

Focus group students thought that large class sizes at
university prevented them from asking questions:

“If its more like a class [similar to school], you're
not afraid to [ask questions]. You can't put your
hand up in a lecture!” (S5)

Teaching methods

Students were asked about directed and self-directed
learning at school and university (Figure 2).

Figure 2: Students’ views on teaching methods
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In the focus group, students commented that only a few
teachers had tried to teach them how to be independent
learners:

“A few [teachers] were like ‘you have to figure
this out for yourself”...” (S1)
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Students found the self-directed learning approach at
university challenging, especially as it was an expectation
from the outset and noted that it required motivation:

“I miss being spoon-fed!” (S4)
“You have to motivate yourself a lot more.” (S2)

Some also commented on the complexity of the material
at university and the volume of work. A few students
queried the relevance of some of the material taught at
university:

“In school everything was almost ‘dumbed

down’....” (S5)

“So much information in one lecture. You maybe
would have covered the same amount in school
in a week.” (S2)

Most of the participants preferred active to passive
learning at university.

“Some of the lecturers will do something
interactive and you have to be involved.
Otherwise, you just drift off and you re not really
concentrating.” (S2)

Nearly all respondents (97.8%) were in agreement that
the majority of teaching at school was clearly mapped to
a course syllabus. In comparison, only 26.1% were in
agreement that the majority of teaching at university was
clearly mapped to a course syllabus (z=-10.078; p<0.05).
These findings were echoed in the focus group.

“In our school, you follow the specification and
you know what is going to be asked.” (S5)

Some focus group participants also commented that they
wanted more continuous and diagnostic assessments at
university, rather than just a final exam at the end of the
semester:

“We had loads of class tests...they were really
helpful because you kind of had to keep on top of
it.” (S2)

Examination preparation

Eighty-five point two percent were in agreement that the
main emphasis in school was on preparation for
examinations; 29.6% were in agreement that the main
emphasis at university was on preparation for
examinations (z=-8.315; p<0.05). Moreover, 89.8%
considered that their teachers in school ensured they were
adequately prepared for examinations but only 56.8%
thought that academic staff at university did this
(z=-6.925; p<0.05). Only 28.4% were in agreement that
they knew how to perform well in university
examinations. Some thought that staff provided very little
advice on depth of answers and time management.
Several focus group participants wanted guidance on how
to answer questions, explanations of how marks were
allocated, and to see what a good answer looks like in
comparison to an excellent answer.
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Feedback provision

The vast majority of respondents (95.4%) were in
agreement that the feedback they received at school
helped them to improve their performance. However,
only 50% of respondents were in agreement that the
feedback they had received at university had helped them
to improve their performance (z=-8.326; p<0.05).
Inconsistencies in feedback provision and a lack of
constructive comments were mentioned:

“You 're not really told what else you should include
or how to make it better... [at school] we would go
up to the teacher and talk about what we’d done and
what we needed to improve.” (S6)

Student-staff interaction

The majority (93.2%) were in agreement that teachers at
school dealt with queries in a satisfactory manner
whereas 72.8% were in agreement that academic staff at
university dealt with queries in a satisfactory manner
(z=-5.660; p<0.05). Some students thought that answers
to questions were “blunt”, explanations “brief” and that
certain academic staff were “very unapproachable”.

Focus group participants considered that they had a
different relationship with teachers at school because they
were with the one teacher for longer periods of time.
They reported that communication between staff and
students was more of an issue at university:

“You just don't know the lecturers on the same
level.” (S1)

“You might want a bigger chunk of [their] time
rather than a quick email.” (S3)

Discussion

Students appear to be insufficiently prepared for the
demands of higher education, which reflects findings
from studies conducted in the United States on ‘college-
readiness’ (Moore et al., 2010) and ‘academic-
readiness’ (Barnes et al., 2010). Almost 60% of our
respondents classified their learning at school as being
mainly directed; one participant in the focus group
thought that school material was ‘dumbed-down’. These
findings are echoed by Keane (2011) where students
described school learning as heavily monitored,
individually supported and in many instances involving
being effectively ‘spoon-fed’ information. Additionally,
higher level skills (such as problem-solving and critical
thinking) did not appear to be nurtured, as one participant
described the learning style as “read, remember,
regurgitate” (Keane, 2011). The prevalence of self-
directed learning in tertiary level education and among
healthcare-related disciplines is linked to its perceived
benefits over directed learning (Gureckis & Markant,
2012). Some of the students in the focus group noted that
there was an expectation that learning had to be self-
directed from the outset. While autonomous learning is
vital, and a realistic expectation for learners in higher

education, perhaps gradually increasing the complexity of
tasks over the first semester of university (and starting
with group activities) could help the students to move
from directed to self-directed learning with more
confidence and ease.

Students specifically singled out larger class sizes as a
reason for a difficult transition to university education.
Steinert (2004) found that small group teaching provided
students with opportunities to ask questions, to work as
part of a team, and to learn how to problem-solve. Whilst
small group teaching (such as tutorials and workshops)
does occur in the School of Pharmacy, more of these
types of classes may be beneficial (Brown & Atkins,
1988), particularly in the early stages of the degree
programme. Our students also found it difficult to remain
focused in lectures that involved only passive learning.
Brown and Atkins (1988) highlight the benefits of active
learning, which include improving students’ focus and
encouraging understanding. An increase in the amount of
active learning opportunities (via workshops, tutorials,
practical classes and interactive lectures) and ways to
assess performance at more regular intervals during each
semester should be considered.

The university syllabus was seen as being inadequate in
the eyes of the students, whose expectations were based
upon school experience. Work could be done within the
pharmacy program to improve the syllabus; its
importance as a learning tool is widely noted in the
literature (Slattery & Carlston, 2005; Calhoon & Becker,
2008; McDonald, 2010). It may be beneficial for
academic staff and student representatives to develop
such a syllabus together to ensure the design has
pedagogical applications and meets the needs of the
student and staff body. However, it should be noted that
for accredited courses such as the pharmacy degree
programme in the UK, many of the requirements are
stipulated by the accrediting body (General
Pharmaceutical Council, 2013).

Over 85% of respondents were in agreement that the main
emphasis in school was on preparation for examinations,
compared to less than a third of respondents who were in
agreement that this was the case for university. Torrance
(2007) considers the emphasis in secondary education has
shifted from ‘assessment of learning’ to ‘assessment for
learning’ to ‘assessment as learning’. He warns that while
this shift in focus on examinations has certainly enabled
greater numbers of learners to achieve awards, it has
resulted in a reduction in the quality of the learning
experience and produced students who are more
dependent on their tutors. Our students also stated that
examination preparation was difficult because there were
no model answers for past examination paper questions.
If students are unsure as to what is required of them, they
will be less able to align their performance to that which
is expected of them by staff. A number of approaches
could be introduced to improve this, including using
better definitions of requirements and providing
exemplars of work with feedback attached (Nicol &
MacFarlane-Dick, 2006).



Feedback provision appears to be less than satisfactory.
Prompt and constructive feedback, particularly in the first
year, is important in increasing student retention (Yorke
& Longden, 2007). Feedback early in the semester can
also help relieve student anxiety, provide a sense of
achievement (Kift & Moody, 2009) and also develop an
understanding of the standard of work required. Others
consider that if feedback is not provided within healthcare
disciplines ‘mistakes go uncorrected, good performance is
not reinforced and clinical competence is achieved
empirically or not at all.” (Ende, 1983). Two of the
authors have conducted research within the university on
feedback provision (Hall ef al., 2012; Hanna et al., 2012)
and it is anticipated that this will be instrumental in
helping to address deficiencies within the School.

Students identified communication issues with academic
staff. However, they may have high expectations with
respect to promptness and comprehensiveness of the
response they receive to queries; expectations that
academic staff members may neither share nor be able to
meet due to pressures to produce high-quality research in
tandem with extensive teaching responsibilities. Perhaps
if staff reviewed the queries they received from students
during the past 6-12 months, changes could be
implemented for the next cohort of students. Additionally,
if the syllabus was sufficiently detailed and adequate
resources and feedback were provided, the number of
individual queries from students may diminish.

In terms of limitations to this study, only six students
participated in the focus group and data were collected
when first-year students had only completed 2.5 modules
and undertaken one set of examinations. The response
rate to the questionnaire (60%) was reasonable; however,
the possibility of bias due to non-response cannot be
ignored (Babbie, 2007). Similarities in findings were
noted between this work and other studies documented in
the literature. The study sample was similar to the overall
first-year MPharm student population in terms of gender,
which enhances the generalizability of the findings.
Furthermore, while the research was conducted with
pharmacy students, many of the findings have relevance
for other higher education settings.

Conclusion

Students appear to be insufficiently prepared for the
demands of higher education. They desire various aspects
of their university educational experience to be more akin
to that of school, including a greater level of individual
attention, increased access to teaching staff, and further
clarification and transparency about the standard required
to pass exams. Further work can now be done by
academic staff to aid the transition and improve the
learning experience.
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Appendix A: The questionnaire

(NB This is not how the questionnaire appeared online - it is the version
that was submitted to the ethics committee).

Introduction page

At this stage you have completed half of your Level 1 year and have just
recently finished your first set of university exams. The following
questions relate to your experience of school, your views on the
transition from school to university and what you have thought of the
academic university experience to date.

Please read the following statements which explain what is meant by
self-directed learning and directed learning. They will help you to
accurately answer the following questions.

Self-directed learning is when you take the initiative in deciding what
you need to learn to achieve the goals that you set; you are proactive in
getting materials and information that you need, how you use them and
assessing if you have met the goals you set yourself.

Directed learning is where an instructor controls what is learnt, telling
you what you need to know. The instructor is the driver for your
learning and ensures that you cover all the material they think you need
to know.

Section A Your educational experience at school.

The following questions relate to your educational experience of
secondary education.

1. Please select one of the following options:
My learning was mainly

() Directed

() Self-directed

() Directed and self-directed
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2. The feedback I received helped me to improve my
performance

() Strongly agree

() Agree

() Neither agree nor disagree

() Disagree

() Strongly disagree

3. Teachers dealt with queries in a satisfactory
manner

() Strongly agree

() Agree

() Neither agree nor disagree

() Disagree

() Strongly disagree

4. If strongly disagree or disagree selected
Please explain why not:

Consider the following statements relating to examinations:
5. The majority of teaching was clearly mapped to a course syllabus

() Strongly agree

() Agree

() Neither agree nor disagree
() Disagree

() Strongly disagree

6. The main emphasis was on preparation for
examinations

() Strongly agree

() Agree

() Neither agree nor disagree

() Disagree

() Strongly disagree

7. My teachers ensured I was adequately prepared for
examinations

() Strongly agree

() Agree

() Neither agree nor disagree

() Disagree

() Strongly disagree

Section B University educational experience

The following questions relate to your educational experience on the
MPharm degree.

8. My learning is mainly:
() Directed

() Self-directed

() Directed and self-directed

9. The feedback I have received has helped me to improve my
performance

() Strongly agree

() Agree

() Neither agree nor disagree

() Disagree

() Strongly disagree

10. Academic staff deal with queries in a satisfactory
manner

() Strongly agree

() Agree

() Neither agree nor disagree

() Disagree

() Strongly disagree

11. If strongly disagree or disagree selected
Please explain why not:

Consider the following statements relating to assessment:

12. The majority of teaching is clearly mapped to a course syllabus
() Strongly agree

() Agree

() Neither agree nor disagree

() Disagree

() Strongly disagree

13. The main emphasis is on preparation for
examinations

() Strongly agree

() Agree

() Neither agree nor disagree

() Disagree

() Strongly disagree

14. Academic staff ensure I am adequately prepared for
examinations

() Strongly agree

() Agree

() Neither agree nor disagree

() Disagree

() Strongly disagree

15. If strongly disagree or disagree selected
Please explain why not:

16. I know how to perform well in
assessments

() Strongly agree

() Agree

() Neither agree nor disagree

() Disagree

() Strongly disagree

Section C The transition from school education to university

17. 1 expected my learning at university to be mainly:
() Directed

() Self-directed

() Directed and self-directed

18. The way I was taught at school has adequately prepared me for
university teaching

() Strongly agree

() Agree

() Neither agree nor disagree

() Disagree

() Strongly disagree

19. The transition from school to university was difficult
() Strongly agree

() Agree

() Neither agree nor disagree

() Disagree

() Strongly disagree

20. If strongly agree or agree selected
Please explain why not:

Section D— Demographic information

21. Please select your gender
() Male
() Female

Thank you for taking our survey. Your response is very important to
us.




