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Introduction

This paper proposes subject-specific online courses as an innovative way of supporting students in their transition to university. The courses offer students preparation before their arrival, and guidance on learning and essay writing throughout the first year.

The transition to university is challenging, and most students need careful induction and inclusive support measures. However, many universities fail to provide this: induction weeks are dominated by organisational information, while support tends to be remedial, targeting only ‘at risk’ students. Unlike other countries, universities in the UK have only “fragmented and limited additional provision” to help students in the critical area of academic writing (Lillis, 2001: 22).
Methods

To compensate for this deficit, online courses were developed that can be accessed by all students admitted to a particular course four weeks before registration. The courses have a generic framework with five modules that can be adapted to the requirements of individual subjects. The main design principles of the online courses were based on the theory of situated learning, which proposes that knowledge and skills are learned in contexts that reflect how the knowledge will be used in the real situation (Brown, 1997). This required the subject-specificity of all texts and materials. Also, instructions about to how to learn or write were avoided, while students are encouraged to discover principles and criteria by engaging in meaningful learning activities. Herrington & Oliver (2000: 23) name among the essential instructional features for situated learning environments “authentic contexts” and “authentic activities”. The online courses offer these features: for instance, authentic contexts are provided through case studies, interviews with previous students from the same course, or student essays annotated with teachers’ comments.
Discussion

The first online course was developed for the subject of Management and has since been piloted, implemented and evaluated. The pilot data, and subsequently the data from a survey with 120 first-year students showed that the instructional design was effective in helping students to reach the learning objectives of the different modules. The case studies, for instance, initiated students’ analysis of their own epistemological beliefs and learning strategies. In the module ‘Academic Writing’, students derived the criteria of adequate writing in their discipline through accessing models of mature writing.
In this paper, certain aspects of the Management course will be presented, together with extracts from the think-aloud data collected during the pilot study. Furthermore, it will be reported how the different modules of the framework have been adapted to a number of other subjects. On the basis of the encouraging evaluation results, the paper will promote online courses as a more widely used support tool for preparing students for learning at university.
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