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ABSTRACT

A successful first year is of vital importance to academic achievement in
higher education. How can we identify those students at risk at a very
early stage, i.e. even before they have entered university? This study
focuses on three pre-university factors, namely academic self-efficacy,
self-regulated learning, in terms of autonomous motivation and timemanagement, and beyond classroom engagement. 2355 Dutch prospective first-year students in the fields of science, humanities and social
sciences filled in our survey. Data on first year academic achievement in
terms of grade point average (GPA) was obtained at the end of the first
year. Prospective first-year students scored high on all of the variables;
we found gender-related differences, favouring female students, as well
as discipline-related differences. Time management and autonomous
motivation were found to be positive predictors of achievement;
beyond classroom engagement was a negative predictor of achievement. This paper contributes to the research on first-year academic
achievement and emphasises the importance of providing students with
personalised trajectories from the moment they enter university.

Prospective university
students; academic
self-efficacy; autonomous
motivation;
time-management; beyond
classroom-engagement

Introduction
For some decades now, researchers and policy makers have started to realise the importance of
the first-year experience. Research has shown that the dropout rate is higher in the first year
than in later years (see studies in review by Van Rooij et al. 2018). Similar to other European
countries, the dropout rates for Dutch first year students are substantially higher than those in
subsequent years. For example, the VSNU (Association of Research Universities in the
Netherlands) indicated on their website that 79% of the 2016 cohort of first-year university students continued to the second year in the same programme. Of the remaining 21% who either
switched programme, or went from a research university to a university of applied sciences, or
even dropped out, 2.5% did not re-register for higher education at all. It has been shown that
first-year academic achievement predicts academic achievement in later years (Jansen and
Bruinsma 2005; Hurtado et al. 2007; Van Rooij et al. 2018). One of the reasons for that may be
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the importance of the first year in laying the foundation for the knowledge and strategies
needed to be successful in the first and later years (Krause and Coates 2008). According to
Pascarella and Terenzini (2005), the first year is also especially important for identifying those students who are at risk in later years; thus it can be considered as the most optimal time for taking
action.
A successful first year is of vital importance to student success in higher education, but how
can we identify those students at risk at a very early stage? How can we prevent students from
dropping out and have them develop the skills needed in later years? Researchers have indicated
the importance of the transition to the first year of university (e.g. Coertjens et al. 2017; Kyndt
et al. 2017). Going from secondary education to higher education has been found to be a challenging transition, since it includes changes in students’ educational environment, such as
unfamiliar academic tasks, new social networks, developing a new identity and even perceived
heightened academic competition (De Clercq, Galand, and Frenay 2017; Van Herpen et al. 2019).
A good transition to higher education is thus important as it increases the chance of success in
later years (Van Rooij, Jansen, and van de Grift 2017).
The Nicholson transition cycles model (see Coertjens et al. 2017; De Clercq et al. 2018)
describes the transition to higher education through four phases, namely preparation, encounter,
adjustment and stabilisation. The preparation phase concerns students’ orientation on and preparation for higher education, and usually takes place well before students have registered for a
course at university. This phase focuses on obtaining a state of readiness (e.g. in terms of knowledge and skills), developing the right expectations (e.g. making an informed choice and being
interested), and being open and motivated towards change (which focuses on the construct of
academic self-efficacy).
The encounter phase concerns the first experiences with higher education (i.e. from the very
first day students enter higher education) and takes place within the first weeks in higher education. This stage is characterised by ‘sense-making’ – i.e. adjusting initial expectations to the new
context – it concerns aspects such as identifying what is needed in the new situation, identifying
one’s own knowledge and abilities, and building relationships with others. De Clercq et al. (2018)
related these to the need for feeling competence, autonomy and relatedness, as was defined by
the self-determination theory.
The adjustment phase concerns the adaptation to the new higher education context, and is
considered to take the remainder of the first year (De Clercq et al. 2018). Feeling committed,
both behaviourally and cognitively, is important during this phase. The final phase concerns the
stabilisation phase; this phase is usually reached when the student has fully adapted to the
higher education context. De Clercq et al. (2018) mentioned that this phase is usually not
reached within the first year of higher education.
Despite the importance of a smooth transition to university education, there is little research
that focus on the first phase, namely the preparation phase, nor is there much large-scale quantitative research that examines the factors that may be important during this phase (exceptions
are studies by Brooman and Darwent 2014 and Van Herpen et al. 2017). In the present article,
we start from the literature on the factors that determine first-year academic achievement, and
use this research to identify factors that may be important in the preparation phase. Over the
years, many factors that describe and explain first-year academic study have been investigated (e.g.
Robbins et al. 2004; Richardson, Abraham, and Bond 2012; Van Rooij et al. 2018). Robbins et al.
(2004) performed a review study into the psychosocial factors and study skills factors that predict
college outcomes. Richardson, Abraham, and Bond (2012) examined psychological correlates of academic achievement. Van Rooij et al. (2018) did a review study specific for the Dutch context.
Different variables have been found to be related to academic achievement in the first year,
e.g. students’ socioeconomic status (Arulampalam, Naylor, and Smith 2004), attendance (Dollinger,
Matyja, and Huber 2008), study skills (Fenollar, Roman, and Cuestas 2007), self-regulated learning
(Minnaert and Janssen 1998), self-efficacy beliefs (Phan 2009), and social support (Fass and

ASSESSMENT & EVALUATION IN HIGHER EDUCATION

1117

Tubman 2002). And, for the Dutch and Flemish context, Van Rooij et al. (2018) indicated in their
review that, among other factors, ability, prior education, characteristics of the learning environment and behavioural engagement were important correlates of success. In particular, motivational
factors and learning strategies were found to be predictive of grade point average (GPA).
As we are interested in the preparation phase, where prospective students have not yet
encountered the university learning environment, we decided to focus on three core student
personal factors: academic self-efficacy, self-regulated learning and beyond classroom engagement (see Brooman and Darwent 2014). These factors may indicate students’ readiness for
higher education, the expectations they have and their open-mindedness and motivation
towards change.
Self-efficacy concerns one’s beliefs in one’s capability to successfully perform a certain action.
For academic self-efficacy, this concerns one’s beliefs in one’s capability to successfully perform
actions related to studying in university such as notetaking and writing a report or an essay.
Academic self-efficacy has been found to be significantly related to achievement in different
studies on first-year academic achievement (Robbins et al. 2004).
Self-regulated learning is usually defined in terms of motivation and learning strategies. For
example, Pintrich and de Groot (1990) defined self-regulated learning in terms of formulating
goals, using learning strategies to achieve these goals and monitoring and regulating cognition,
motivation and behaviour. Many studies related self-regulated learning to first-year academic
success (Robbins et al. 2004; Richardson, Abraham, and Bond 2012). In this study, we are interested in both learning strategies and motivation; we focus on students’ time-management and
students’ autonomous motivation since both have been found to be related to study success
(Guiffrida et al. 2013).
Engagement has been defined as ‘the quality of effort students devote to educationally purposeful activities that contribute directly to desired outcomes’ (Hu and Kuh 2002, 555), and was found
to be an important aspect in dropout and persistence in higher education (Krause and Coates
2008). For example, studies have shown that lack of commitment or engagement were related
to early dropout (Archambault et al. 2009) and academic achievement (Klem and Connell 2004;
Zimmer-Gembeck et al. 2006; Trowler and Trowler 2010). In 1975, Tinto talked about the importance of connecting with each other in the classroom and also beyond the classroom. More
recently, the student experience literature has also focused on this variable (e.g. Pascarella and
Terenzini 2005; Richardson, Abraham, and Bond 2012; Van Rooij et al. 2018). According to Krause
and Coates (2008) it is important to focus on first-year engagement in terms of feelings of
belongingness and connectedness with others beyond the classroom. Their study showed that
sense of belonging on campus may be an important predictor of engagement. This sense of
belonging is fostered when students enjoy coming to campus, enjoy having friendships with fellow students (even beyond the academic context); involvement in clubs and societies are important mechanisms of feeling engaged. Van Herpen et al. (2019) also indicated the importance of
focussing on sense of belonging when examining the preparation phase. Here in our study, we
focus on students connecting with each other and with the university community in activities
beyond the classroom, both socially and academically.

Goals and research questions
It is important to gain more insight into the factors that enhance the first-year experience, to be
able to better identify those students at risk. However, there is little research that focuses on factors that are important during the preparation phase of the transition process, nor is there much
large-scale quantitative research that examines these factors (Brooman and Darwent 2014). In
this study, we focus on early predictors of achievement through a questionnaire, which was sent
to prospective students before they started their studies; it was sent to the prospective students
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when they enrolled for a degree programme. The questionnaire focuses on the preparation
phase, and describes the readiness, expectations and academic self-efficacy of these prospective students.
We started with three factors that have been found to be important in the first-year experience, namely academic self-efficacy, self-regulation in terms of time-management and autonomous motivation, and beyond classroom engagement. We measured these factors before
students entered university, during their preparation phase. More information on these factors
could identify those students who are at risk for dropout and those who might need extra support. As previous research has shown the importance of discipline (Kamphorst et al. 2012) and
the background variable gender (Van Rooij et al. 2018), we decided to include these two variables in our study. The aims of our study were to: (1) gain more insight into prospective students’
academic self-efficacy, self-regulation and beyond classroom engagement, (2) gain more information on differences based on gender and discipline, and (3) gain more information on whether/
how these variables predict academic achievement. Based on these goals, we specified the following research questions:
1.
2.
3.

How self-efficacious, self-regulated and engaged do prospective first-year students expect to
be at university?
How do students with different background characteristics and in different disciplines differ
on these variables?
How do prospective students’ academic self-efficacy, time-management, autonomous motivation and beyond classroom engagement predict academic achievement after one year?

Materials and methods
Design and sample
Data was collected at a Dutch research university. In 2014, an online questionnaire was sent to
Dutch prospective first-year students in three faculties namely: science (N ¼ 930, 67% male students), humanities (N ¼ 712, 39% male students) and social sciences (N ¼ 791, 71% male students). This questionnaire was obligatory and part of their registration to the university. Only
those students who had data on both the questionnaire and academic achievement at the end
of the first year were included (N ¼ 2355, 60% male students). We collected data on students’
academic self-efficacy, autonomous motivation, beyond classroom engagement, time-management and grade point average (GPA).

Variables and instruments
Academic self-efficacy in terms of students’ confidence in their academic abilities was measured
by a scale based on Chemers, Hu, and Garcia (2001, 7-point Likert scale with 1 ‘absolutely not
sure’ to 7 ‘very sure’, a ¼ .73). This scale started with a stem: ‘How certain are you about the following tasks in your study? How certain are you that you can fulfil these tasks with success?’ The
stem was followed by different academic tasks such as notetaking, writing an essay and concentrating during examinations.
Perceptions of time-management skills were measured with the Readiness and Expectation
Questionnaire (Jansen, Andre, and Suhre 2013; 5-point Likert scale, a ¼ .74). The questionnaire
measures whether students feel that they are prepared for university. The scale consists of five
items on a 5-point Likert scale from 1, ‘totally disagree’, to 5, ‘totally agree’. An example is ‘I am
good at planning and organising my studies’.
Autonomous motivation was measured using the Autonomous Motivation Scale (Guiffrida
et al. 2013; five-point Likert scale, a ¼ .85). Guiffrida et al. investigated the relationships between
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Table 1. Variables, means, standard deviation, reliability and correlations.
Variable (range)
Academic self-efficacy (1–7)
Time-management (1–5)
Autonomous motivation (1–5)
Beyond classroom engagement (1–5)
GPA (1–10)

M

SD

5.78
3.95
4.49
4.30
6.34

.49
.57
.54
.54
1.24

a (n items)

Note: ASE ¼ academic self-efficacy, TM ¼ time-management,
room engagement.
Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

.74
.74
.85
.85

(11)
(5)
(5)
(6)
–

ASE

TM

AM

BCE

1
.57
.29
.31
.02

1
.23
.23
.11

1
.55
.06

1
–.05

BCE ¼ beyond

class-

AM ¼ autonomous

motivation,

motivation and achievement among 2,500 students, and developed the scales based on a subscale about intrinsic motivation from the self-determination perspective (Deci and Ryan 2000).
An example item for this scale is: ‘I chose to study at university because I like learning
new things’.
We measured student engagement in terms of connecting with each other outside the classroom using the Beyond Classroom Engagement Scale (Krause and Coates 2008; a ¼ .85, six
items, 5-point Likert scale). The scale consists of items on extracurricular involvement, feelings of
belonging and feeling socially connected with other students. An example items for this scale is
‘I plan on joining other activities outside classes, e.g. cultural activities or sports activities’.
Academic achievement was measured in terms of Grade Point Average (GPA) by the end of
the year. In the Netherlands, courses are graded on a 10-point system, where a six is the minimum pass grade and the grades one to three, nine and ten are hardly ever given. In our sample,
students had an average GPA of 6.34.

Analysis
The first research question was answered using descriptive statistics. We analysed question two,
regarding the differences based on discipline and gender, using a t-test (for gender) and an analysis of variance (ANOVA – for discipline). Research question three, regarding the relationship
between academic self-efficacy, time-management, autonomous motivation, beyond classroom
engagement and academic achievement, was analysed by first examining the zero-order correlations. Second, we used linear regression analyses, with method enter, to gain more insight into
this relationship.

Results
Academic self-efficacy, time-management, autonomous motivation and beyond
classroom engagement of prospective students
Table 1 presents the means, standard deviations, reliabilities and zero-order correlations for each
of the variables. The table illustrates that the prospective students scored rather positively on all
variables: all means were (well) above the scale midpoint. Prospective students believed they
would be able to successfully perform academic tasks such as notetaking and concentrating during academic tasks. For these academic self-efficacy beliefs students scored far above the scale
midpoint of four. Furthermore, prospective students rated their own time-management skills
above average (with a mean of 3.95 and a scale midpoint of 3). That is, they thought, for
example, that they would be good at planning and organising their studies. The prospective students in this sample were also rather autonomously motivated and thought they would connect
to others beyond the classroom (with mean scores of 4.49 and 4.30 respectively). Hence, they
decided to study at university as they enjoyed broadening knowledge on topics that interested
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Table 2. Gender-related differences in variables: means, standard deviation, t-test and effect sizes.
Means (standard deviation)
Variable

Male (N ¼ 1419)

Academic self-efficacy
Time-management
Autonomous motivation
Beyond classroom engagement
GPA

5.75
3.86
4.46
4.28
6.16

Female (N ¼ 936)

(.49)
(.57)
(.56)
(.55)
(1.29)

5.82
4.08
4.53
4.34
6.62

t, (df), p
–3.24,
–9.60,
–3.17,
–2.41,
–9.24,

(.49)
(.55)
(.52)
(.52)
(1.10)

(2097),
(2431),
(2431),
(2130),
(2207),

Effect sizes
.001
.000
.002
.02
.000

.14
.39
.13
.11
.38

Table 3. Discipline-related differences in variables: means (standard deviation), ANOVA, effect sizes.
Means (standard deviation)
Variables
Academic self-efficacy
Time-management
Autonomous motivation
Beyond Classroom Engagement
GPA

Humanities (666)
5.81
3.97
4.57
4.30
6.37

(.49)
(.58)
(.50)
(.51)
(1.07)

Science (908)
5.73
3.86
4.49
4.28
6.49

(.50)
(.59)
(.53)
(.54)
(1.22)

F (df), p

Social sciences (781)
5.80
4.03
4.42
4.33
6.14

(.49)
(.53)
(.59)
(.56)
(1.36)

6.96
19.94
14.83
1.63
17.1

(2,2430),
(2,2430),
(2,2430),
(2,2430),
(2,2352),

Effect sizes
.001
.000
.000
.20
.000

.06
.13
.11
.04
.12

them, and they thought they would make at least one or two good friends within university.
The zero-order correlations indicated small coefficients for the relationship with academic
achievement, varying from .05 to .11. There were medium correlation coefficients between
time-management and academic self-efficacy, and between autonomous motivation and beyond
classroom engagement, varying from .23 to .57.

Differences based on discipline and gender
Table 2 shows the gender-related differences favouring female students (small to medium effect
sizes varying from Cohen’s d ¼ .11 to Cohen’s d ¼ .39). Female students felt more than male students that they would be engaged beyond the classroom (t ¼ –2.41, df ¼ 2130, p ¼ .02), they
felt they had better time-management strategies (t ¼ –9.60, df ¼ 2431, p ¼ .00), felt more efficacious in academic tasks (t ¼ 3.24, df ¼ 2097, p ¼ .001) and were more autonomously motivated
(t ¼ 3.17, df ¼ 2431, p ¼ .002).
We also found significant discipline-related differences for all variables except for engagement
beyond the classroom (Table 3). These differences had small effect sizes, varying from .06 for academic self-efficacy to .13 for time-management. The analyses indicated that prospective science
students scored significantly lower on academic self-efficacy than prospective humanities and
social sciences students. Prospective humanities and social science students did not significantly
differ from each other. A similar result was found with regard to time management: prospective
science students scored significantly lower on time management than prospective students in
the humanities and social sciences. For autonomous motivation, prospective students in all disciplines significantly differed from each other; here prospective social sciences students scored
lowest and prospective humanities students highest.
We found gender and discipline-related differences in GPA; female students scored highest on
GPA as did the science students.

Predicting academic achievement after one year
Linear regression analyses were used to analyse the relationship between academic self-efficacy,
time management, autonomous motivation, beyond classroom engagement and GPA at the end
of the first year. Table 4 indicates the standardised coefficients for the regression analysis. The
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Table 4. Regression analysis for variables predicting GPA at the end of the first year.
Variables
Academic self-efficacy
Time-management
Autonomous motivation
Beyond classroom engagement
R
R2
F (df), p

Beta

t

p-value

–.05
.15
.11
–.13
.17
.03
16.99 (4,2350), .000

–2.03
5.87
4.56
–5.17

.043
.000
.000
.000

regression analysis showed that all variables, except for academic self-efficacy, were predictors of
GPA. The table shows that time management (b ¼ .15, t ¼ 5.87, p ¼ .000) was a significant positive predictor of GPA; thus the more students believed they had time management skills, the
higher the GPA. Furthermore, autonomous motivation significantly predicted GPA (b ¼ .11,
t ¼ 4.56, p ¼ .000). Thus, the more students had chosen to study at university for reasons such
as wanting to learn new things, the higher their GPA. In contrast, we found engagement beyond
the classroom to be a negative predictor of academic achievement at the end of the first year (b
¼ .13, t ¼ 5.17, p ¼ .000). It should be noted, though, that the amount of explained variance
was rather low for this model; only 3% of the variance was explained by the variables in
the model.

Discussion
How can we, already in an early stage, identify those students that are at risk or need support
during the first year at university? This paper explored those factors that may be related to success in the first year of university before students entered higher education. We argued, following Brooman and Darwent (2014), that at least the following three clusters of factors are
important in this respect: academic self-efficacy, self-regulated learning and beyond classroom
engagement. We were especially interested in the question of whether these variables, measured
before the start of the first year, could explain first-year academic achievement.
Analyses related to our first research question indicated that the prospective students scored
rather positively on all variables, all means were (well) above the scale midpoint. These findings
are similar to the findings in the study of Brooman and Darwent (2014) who also found that students scored far above the scale midpoint for academic self-efficacy and above the scale midpoint for the beyond classroom engagement scale. At the same time, they stated, it may have
been that students were very positive on their skills and abilities relying on their past experiences. Another explanation may be that students give rather positive representations of themselves
when they think these are high stake assessments. For example, Niessen, Meijer, and Tendeiro
(2017), in their study on self-presentation on non-cognitive variables for college applicants, indicated that scores on non-cognitive factors were higher in an admission context, compared to a
research context.
Related to our second research question, we found both gender and discipline-related differences. We found gender-based differences favouring female students. These findings partly coincide with the study by Brooman and Darwent (2014) who also found that women rated study
habits higher than men did. They did not find a gender-based difference in academic self-efficacy at the first measurement. However, five weeks later they found that male students rated
their academic self-efficacy higher than female students did. We also found significant disciplinerelated differences for all variables except for engagement beyond the classroom. For most of
these differences, except for GPA, prospective science students scored lowest on the variables.
This finding may also be explained by more male students enrolling in science disciplines, and,
as we mentioned before, male and female students differed on several variables favouring
female students. Our study thus indicated that it is important to take discipline and gender into
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account when developing more individualised intervention trajectories and identify those students who may be at risk for dropout.
Our third research question focused on predicting GPA using the three types of variables. We
again found that all variables, except for academic self-efficacy, were predictors of GPA. This finding in part coincides with Guiffrida et al. (2013) and the study by van Rooij et al. (2018) who also
found autonomous motivation to be a positive predictor of academic achievement. The study by
Van Herpen et al. (2017) did not find a relationship between academic self-efficacy and first year
achievement either. An explanation for this finding may be that students were very positive at
the beginning, and were really looking forward to studying and then, when their expectations
were not met, stopped investing effort in their studies. In addition, it may have been that those
students with lower academic self-efficacy and lower autonomous motivation had already
dropped out before the end of the programme, and were thus not included in our analyses (i.e.
the problem of attrition in longitudinal studies).
The finding that beyond classroom engagement was negatively related to GPA did not coincide with the literature, where it is assumed that connecting to others and to university was
related to achievement (Krause and Coates 2008). However, we examined engagement from a
different perspective, namely beyond classroom engagement, that is, connecting with others
both at the institute and outside the institute. The negative relationship with GPA might therefore be explained by prospective students who expected to be spending much time on friendships, involvement in clubs and societies actually did so and consequently had less time to
spend on their study.

Limitations and future investigation
Our findings should, nevertheless, be perceived in light of their limitations. These mainly
originate from the sample, procedure and the instruments used to collect our data. We used
cross-sectional data to map prospective students’ academic self-efficacy, self-regulation and
beyond classroom engagement. Though it is insightful to have early indicators of academic
achievement in the first year, it would also be very interesting to note whether these variables
undergo changes during the first year. Krause and Coates (2008) suggested that it is important
to continuously monitor students’ engagement and belonging as it ‘diagnoses the health of
campus life and community through eyes of first year students’. We agree with Krause et al. that
it is important to monitor changes in engagement in and beyond the classroom during the first
year. It would therefore be interesting to measure these variables on multiple occasions and use
latent growth curve modelling to examine these measurements (Coertjens et al. 2013). We would
also like to emphasise the importance of using both quantitative and qualitative measures for
data collection, such as focus groups or diary research, and analyse these data using advanced
statistical methods.
Second, we examined the relationship between the variables and GPA using a correlational
design. Consequently, we cannot actually prove a causal relationship between these two. It is
important to take this into account when examining the findings of our studies.
Third, we found a quite low percentage of explained variance in our regression model. We
included three types of variables in our model, however other variables may also be important
to predict first-year achievement (Van Rooij et al. 2018). These may include student variables,
such as ability and problem-solving strategies. Characteristics of the learning environment may
have been important for explaining first-year academic achievement. Aspects such as clear goals,
or good quality of assessment have been found to be important to first-year academic achievement as well (Van Rooij et al. 2018).
The long period between the first measurement and the measurement of GPA at the end of
the first year may also explain this low percentage. Since much may change during a first year,
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and students go through the encounter, adjustment and perhaps the stabilisation phase
(Coertjens et al. 2017), the relationship between the predictor variables and the outcome variables may change as well. It would therefore be interesting to examine this relationship in more
detail at several moments in time using a latent growth curve model. It would also be interesting to examine relationships between the variables that predict achievement – in this study we
did not examine interactions between variables – for example in the way De Clercq, Galand, and
Frenay (2017) did. In their study among 2,178 Belgian freshmen, they investigated which profiles
would predict academic achievement. Such an approach is especially interesting as it allows for
better understanding the interrelationships of variables that matter.
Finally, in our study we focused on examining predictors of academic achievement. However,
the predictors we included here may also have had an indirect effect on academic achievement,
via other variables, such as persistence. Regrettably, we had no information on these type of variables in our study. In future studies it may also be interesting to add these types of variables
and examine both the indirect and direct effects on academic achievement.
The finding that beyond classroom engagement was negatively related to academic achievement at the end of the year is interesting. It would be interesting to find out whether there
might be an optimal amount of beyond classroom engagement for predicting academic achievement. Future studies that take beyond classroom engagement into account could consider investigating this question using both quantitative and qualitative measures to better understand
what is going on. For example, as was suggested by De Clercq et al. (2018, 83) by ‘real-time and
post-hoc data in order to capture student change from a prospective and retrospective point of
view’ and have this be ‘complemented by a longitudinal design following students over several consecutive months in order to capture the developing patterns in their behaviours, perceptions
and attitudes’.

Implications
These findings are important for teachers in secondary and university education, as both can
focus on designing classrooms that enhance autonomous motivation and feelings of being prepared in terms of time-management skills. Brooman and Darwent (2014) suggested that it is
important to further investigate the transition process to prevent what they called ‘scattergun’
interventions. Ideally, we would like to see continuous and/or more frequent monitoring of student characteristics and their progress during the first year. This would allow us to find out
where they are, and what they need, and would provide more opportunities for differentiation
in the learning environments we create for our students. A starting point for continuously monitoring students’ characteristics and progress would be during the preparation phase of the transition process. Our study indicated that student preparation in terms of entrance skills related to
autonomous motivation, time-management and beyond classroom engagement may be important here.
De Clercq et al. (2018) suggested the importance of career guidance from the start, with not
only long-term goals but also concrete and clear information about study. They suggested the
importance of generating opportunities in experiencing study regularly. Our suggestion to take
discipline and gender into account could help to develop more individualised intervention trajectories and identify those students who may be at risk for dropout. Finally, it seems important to
provide feedback to students related to their readiness and expectations at a very early stage.
This could be both feedback on their academic self-efficacy, autonomous motivation and time
management to help them persist during the first year, and feedback to help students, who plan
on dropping out, to find a different study that matches their abilities, interests and expectations.
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Conclusion
Our large-scale quantitative study examined factors that may be related to success in the first
year of university. The study provided us with more information on the relevance of autonomous
motivation and time-management. These findings are underlined by the study from Zepke and
Leach (2010) who proposed 10 areas for action to enhance engagement. They suggested that
creating opportunities for feeling autonomous is important, as well as enhancing students’ selfbeliefs. They also suggested the importance of being able to adapt to students’ changes in
expectations. It goes without saying that we need more research into the early first-year experience. This is especially important to gain more insight on the effectiveness of future interventions to identify students at risk or in in need for extra support, and to be able to differentiate
based on students’ needs and progress to avoid so-called ‘scattergun’ interventions (Brooman
and Darwent 2014). Hopefully, this will allow prospective students to successfully go through the
different phases of the transition process and succeed in the first year at university.
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