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University of Helsinki, Faculty of Educational Sciences 
Helsinki Studies in Education, number 124 
 
Katarina Perander 
Chutes and Ladders in the Transition to Higher Education 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
My aim with this dissertation was to explore different factors that impede 
(chutes) and enhance (ladders) students’ transition to higher education in 
Finland. Previous research has recognized the importance of the first year in 
higher education for study progress, retention and graduation. Students, who 
have a positive first-year experience are less likely to drop out, are more 
committed and feel a deeper belonging to academia. Therefore, the first-year 
experience needs attention both in research and in university pedagogy. 
Studying in higher education requires self-regulated learning skills, self-
efficacy, regulation of academic emotions and effective study strategies, which 
were also focused on in this dissertation. The theoretical framework for this 
dissertation was based on the social cognitive theory that perceives the student 
as an active participant in the learning process, who can regulate thoughts, 
emotions and actions in accordance with personal factors and the 
environment. This dissertation was composed of three part-studies, published 
in three articles, that contribute to the understanding of the complexity of the 
factors that affect the transition to higher education. Qualitative content 
analysis was used as methodological approach in all part-studies. 

The aim of the first part-study (Article I) was to examine how first-year 
university students perceived their learning strategies, self-regulated learning 
skills and academic emotions in and how they reflected on them in reflective 
journals. The intention was to give students’ own voices (words, perceptions 
and feelings) space in order to understand the interplay between study 
strategies, self-regulated learning skills and academic emotions and how these 
were understood by the students. The findings showed that students perceived 
several challenges during their first semester in higher education. These 
challenges were related to independent learning, and more particularly to self-
regulated learning. Moreover, the first part-study also showed that self-
regulated learning was closely intertwined with the academic emotions 
perceived by the students. Thus, the students perceived different academic 
emotions both to affect self-regulated learning strategies and to be a result of 
those strategies, which indicated how complexly weaved they are with the 
learning process. In addition, this part-study demonstrated that reflective 
journals were useful in raising students’ awareness of their academic emotions 
and study strategies as well as their metacognitive awareness. Hence, this first 
part-study clearly indicated a need to provide students with opportunities to 
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adapt to studying in higher education by normalising feelings of insecurity and 
by supporting self-regulated learning skills.  

The aim of the second part-study (Article II) was to take a step back from 
the university context and explore how upper secondary school educators 
(teachers and study counsellors) perceived and described their students’ self-
belief, study habits, academic emotions and behaviour. This part-study was 
conducted as an interview study. By understanding what happens before the 
transition to higher education it is possible to carry out targeted interventions 
also on previous levels of education to ease the transition. The findings from 
this second part-study revealed clear stereotyped gender perceptions and 
expectations among the educators the in upper secondary schools. This was 
especially troublesome in relation to the attribution of success. Girls were 
perceived as succeeding academically due to their effort and boys due to their 
ability. Thus, the girls were described as diligent, yet anxious, and the boys as 
lazy and indifferent about school. These findings are worrying on several 
levels. Firstly, they show that despite all the efforts to decrease gender 
inequality at school, gender roles are still reinforced via biased perceptions and 
expectations. Secondly, the support provided for the students may not be 
adequate when students are perceived through gendered lenses. This can have 
aggravating effects on the transition to and the studying in higher education 
since gendered perceptions affect self-belief and aspirations. Hence, this 
second part-study indicated that to provide all students with adequate support 
and guidance, these gendered perceptions and expectations need to be 
acknowledged and rectified. It is important to address these issues in both 
teacher education and in-service training, to foster gender equality and 
wellbeing among students.  

The third and final part-study (Article III) focused on analysing the effects 
of an intervention for first-year university students aimed at supporting their 
transition to higher education. The students participated in a compulsory 
workshop on study strategies during their first semester in higher education 
and reflected on their learning strategies in reflective journals. The aim of this 
part-study was to explore how the students perceived the workshop and 
thereby provide an example of how students can be supported during their first 
year in higher education, to enhance study progress, retention and finally 
graduation. The findings of this third part-study showed that small measures 
for first-year higher education students can have a major impact on students’ 
transition. When students became aware of their study strategies and what 
affected them, they were able to make changes that were needed for a smoother 
study path. This third part-study also showed the importance of the workshops 
for the students' emotional regulation when the students could reflect on their 
study habits, as well as to receive and to give peer support, in a safe 
environment. Thus, the findings indicated that interventions offered to first-
year university students can enhance their self-belief and academic 
competence by providing tools and strategies for the adaptation to the 
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demands of higher education. By supporting students’ self-awareness, they can 
identify the strategies that benefit them the most. 

This dissertation contributes to the existing research, firstly, by combining 
findings from two educational levels (upper secondary and higher education) 
and two groups of participants (educators and students). Secondly, it considers 
a range of factors affecting students learning and study strategies (self-
regulated learning, self-efficacy and academic emotions). Additionally, this 
dissertation not only reveals the chutes in the transition to higher education 
but also suggests a ladder for promoting university students’ study progress 
and retention. Thus, this dissertation adds to the research field by 
implementing theory into practice via the recognition of students’ own 
perceptions of their study habits and by empowering their agency beliefs in 
their own studying. The findings of this dissertation show that interventions 
that support students’ self-efficacy beliefs, self-regulated learning skills and 
regulation of academic emotions ought to be a part of the introduction to 
higher education. Moreover, this dissertation shows a need for an explicit focus 
on gender equality in teacher education and in in-service training for teachers. 
The awareness of stereotyping and its reproduction of rigid gender roles needs 
be brought to the attention of all educators from early childhood education 
onward.  

Studying in higher education requires a variety of study skills and first-year 
students would benefit from being able to practise and acquire these skills in 
the first year of higher education and not to be expected to develop these skills 
on their own outside the university context. Thus, by acknowledging the 
challenges many students encounter in the transition to higher education and 
by normalising feelings of insecurity, students’ stress levels and feelings of 
inadequacy can be reduced and therefore their wellbeing enhanced. How to 
meet students’ challenges during first year in higher education would also be 
useful to be implemented even stronger in university pedagogy and university 
teaching.  

 
Keywords: transition to higher education, self-regulated learning, self-efficacy, 
academic emotions, intervention, gender  
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Helsingfors universitet, Pedagogiska fakulteten 
Pedagogiska studier, nummer 124 
 
Katarina Perander 
Klättra och kana vid övergången till högre utbildning 
 
SAMMANDRAG 
 
Mitt syfte med denna avhandling var att utreda olika faktorer som försvårar 
och befrämjar övergången till högre utbildning i Finland. Tidigare forskning 
har påvisat hur viktigt det första året i högre utbildning är för studenters 
studieframgång, för att hållas kvar i studierna och för utexaminering. De 
studenter som upplever det första året som positivt löper mindre risk att 
avbryta sina studier, är mera engagerade och upplever en starkare tillhörighet 
i den akademiska världen. Därför är det viktigt att uppmärksamma det första 
året vid universitetet såväl inom forskningen som inom universitets-
pedagogiken. Att studera vid universitetet förutsätter att studenterhar goda 
självregleringsfärdigheter, en tilltro till sin förmåga, en förmåga att reglera 
sina akademiska emotioner samt effektiva studiestrategier. Denna avhandling 
fokuserade på dessa faktorer. Den teoretiska referensramen i denna 
avhandling baserade sig på social kognitiv teori, som ser studenten som en 
aktiv deltagare i sin egen lärprocess. En aktiv deltagare kan reglera sina tankar, 
känslor och handlingar i enlighet med personliga faktorer och omgivningen. 
Denna avhandling bestod av tre delstudier, som publicerades i tre artiklar, 
vilka alla bidrar till en ökad förståelse för den komplexa sammansättningen av 
faktorer som påverkar övergången till högre utbildning. Som metodologiskt 
tillvägagångssätt användes kvalitativ innehållsanalys i samtliga delstudier. 

Syftet med den första delstudien (Artikel I) var att analysera hur förstaårs 
universitetsstudenter uppfattade sina lärstrategier, självregleringsfärdigheter 
och akademiska emotioner och hur de reflekterade kring dem i reflektions-
dagböcker. Avsikten var att studenternas egen röst (ord, uppfattningar och 
känslor) skulle få utrymme för att öka förståelsen för samspelet mellan 
studiestrategier, självregleringsfärdigeter och akademiska emotioner samt hur 
studenterna förstod dessa. Resultaten visade att studenterna upplevde flera 
utmaningar under sin första termin vid universitetet. Dessa utmaningar var 
relaterade till självständigt lärande, särskilt självreglerat lärande. Utöver detta 
visade den första delstudien också att självreglerat lärande var tätt 
sammanflätat med de akademiska emotioner som studenterna upplevde. 
Sålunda uppfattade studenterna att olika akademiska emotioner påverkade de 
självreglerade lärstrategierna, som i sin tur påverkade de akademiska 
emotionerna, vilket visar hur komplext sammanflätade de är i lärprocessen. 
Därtill visade denna delstudie på nyttan av reflektionsdagböcker för att öka 
studenternas medvetande om sina akademiska emotioner och lärstrategier 
samt metakognitiva färdigheter. Sålunda påvisade den första delstudien tydligt 
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behovet av att erbjuda studenter en möjlighet att anpassa sig till studierna vid 
universiteten genom att normalisera känslor av osäkerhet och stödja 
färdigheter för självreglerat lärande. 

Syftet med den andra delstudien (Artikel II) var att ta ett steg tillbaka från 
universitetskontexten och ta reda på hur gymnasielärare och studiehand-
ledare uppfattade och beskrev deras studerandes tilltro till sig själva, deras 
studievanor, akademiska emotioner och handlingar. Denna delstudie 
genomfördes som en intervjustudie. Genom att förstå vad som händer före 
övergånen till högre utbildning är det möjligt att genomföra riktade 
interventioner också på tidigare utbildningsstadier för att underlätta 
gymnasiestuderandenas övergång till universitetsstudier. Resultaten av den 
andra delstudien visade på tydliga könsstereotypa uppfattningar bland 
pedagogerna i gymnasiet. Detta var särskilt bekymmersamt då dessa gällde hur 
studerandenas framgång förklarades. Flickor uppfattades vara framgångsrika 
i skolan som en följd av ansträngning och pojkar som en följd av deras 
kunnande. Sålunda beskrev pedagogerna flickorna som duktiga, men osäkra 
och ängsliga, och pojkarna som lata och likgiltigigt inställda till skolan. Dessa 
resultat är oroväckande på många plan. Till att börja med visar resultaten att 
trots alla ansträngningar att minska ojämlikheten mellan genus i skolan, 
förstärks könsrollerna fortfarande via snedvridna uppfattningar och 
förväntningar. För det andra kan en snedvriden uppfattning av studerandena 
via ett genussperspektiv påverka vilken form av stöd studerandena erbjuds. 
Detta kan försvåra övergången till högre utbildning och också själva 
universitetsstudierna eftersom genusrelaterade uppfattningar påverkar 
studerandes självförtroende och aspirationer. Således visade den andra 
delstudien att för att kunna erbjuda alla studerande ändamålsenligt stöd och 
handledning måste dylika könsrelaterade uppfattningar medvetandegöras och 
korrigeras. Det är viktigt att dessa frågor behandlas såväl i lärartutbildningen 
som i lärarfortbildningen för att kunna befrämja jämlikhet och välbefinnande 
bland alla studerande. 

Den tredje och sista delstudien (Artikel III) fokuserade på att analysera 
vilka effekter en intervention för förstaårs universitetsstudenter hade. 
Interventionens syfte var att stödja studenternas övergång till högre 
utbildning. Studenterna deltog i en obligatorisk studieverkstad under deras 
första termin vid universitetet. Studieverkstaden handlade om studie-
strategier. Studenterna reflekterade kring sina lärstrategier i reflektions-
dagböcker. Syftet med den andra delstudien var att undersöka hur studenterna 
upplevde studieverkstaden och därmed att kunna visa på ett exempel av hur 
studenter kan stödjas under deras första år vid universitetet för att befrämja 
deras studieframgång, att de hålls kvar i studierna samt deras utexaminering. 
Resultaten av den tredje delstudien visade att små åtgärder för första års 
studenter kan ha stor inverkan på deras överång till universitetet. När 
studenterna blir medvetna om sina studiestrategeier och vad som påverkar 
dem kan de också göra nödvändiga förändringar för att studierna ska bli 
smidigare. Den tredje delstudien visade också på betydelsen av studie-
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verkstaden för studenternas reglering av känslor eftersom studenterna dels 
kunde reflektera över sina studievanor, men också kunde både få och ge 
kamratstöd i en trygg miljö. Således påvisade resultaten att interventioner som 
erbjuds förstaårs universitetsstudenter kan befrämja studenternas tilltro till 
sig själva och sina akademiska färdigheter genom att erbjuda verktyg och 
strategier som hjälper studenterna att anpassa sig till kraven i högre 
utbildning. Genom att stödja studenters självmedvetenhet kan de identifiera 
sådana strategier som de själva har mest nytta av. 

Denna avhandling bidrar till den existerande forskningen genom att 
kombinera resultat från två olika utbildningsnivåer (gymnasium och 
universitet) och två grupper av deltagare (pedagoger och studenter). Utöver 
detta beaktar denna avhandling flera olika faktorer som påverkar studenters 
lärande och studiestrategier (självreglerat lärande, upplevd självförmåga och 
akademiska emotioner). Därtill visar denna studie inte enbart på faktorer som 
försvårar överången till högre utbildning, utan föreslår också faktorer som 
befrämjar universitetsstudenters studieframgång och att de hålls kvar i 
studierna. Sålunda bidrar denna avhandling till forskningsfältet via 
implementering av teori i praktik genom att synliggöra studenters egen 
uppfattning av sina studievanor och förstärka deras känsla av att kunna 
påverka sina studier. Resultaten av denna avhandling visar att interventioner 
som stärker studenternas upplevda självförmåga, självregleringsfärdigheter 
och reglering av akademiska emotioner borde vara en del av introduktionen 
till universitetsstudier. Utöver detta visar denna avhandling tydligt ett behov 
av att explicit beakta jämlikhet i genusfrågor såväl i lärarutbildningen som i 
lärarfortbildningen. En medvetenhet om stereotypa uppfattningar och hur 
stela könsroller reproduceras behöver uppmärksammas bland alla pedagoger 
på alla utbildningsnivåer med början i småbarnspedagogiken. 

Universitetsstudier kräver flera olika studiefärdigheter och förstaårs 
studenter skulle ha nytta av att få öva och erhålla dessa färdigheter under sitt 
första år vid universitetet och inte förväntas utveckla dessa färdigheter på egen 
hand utanför universitetssammanhanget. Genom att lyfta fram de utmaningar 
många studenter möter vid övergången till högre utbildning och genom att 
normalisera känslor av osäkerhet, kan studenters känsla av stress och 
otillräcklighet minska och därmed deras välbefinnande stärkas. Hur 
studenters utmaningar under det första studieåret kan bemötas kunde också 
med fördel ännu starkare betonas i universitetspedagogiken och under-
visningen vid universiteten. 

 
Nyckelord: övergång till högre utbildning, självreglerat lärande, upplevd 
självförmåga, akademiska emotioner, intervention, genus 
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Helsingin yliopisto, Kasvatustieteellinen tiedekunta 
Kasvatustieteellisiä tutkimuksia, numero 124 
 
Katarina Perander 
Tikapuita ja sudenkuoppia korkeakoulutukseen siirtymisessä 
 
YHTEENVETO 
 
Väitöskirjani tarkoituksena oli selvittää erilaisia tekijöitä, jotka vaikeuttavat tai 
edistävät korkeakoulutukseen siirtymistä Suomessa. Aiemmat tutkimukset 
ovat osoittaneet, kuinka tärkeä ensimmäinen korkeakouluvuosi on 
opintomenestyksen, opinnoissa pysymisen ja valmistumisen kannalta. 
Opiskelijat, jotka kokevat ensimmäisen vuoden myönteisesti, eivät 
todennäköisesti jätä opintojaan kesken, ovat sitoutuneempia opintoihin ja 
kokevat vahvempaa yhteenkuuluvuutta akateemiseen maailmaan. Siksi on 
tärkeää kiinnittää huomiota niin tutkimuksessa kuin myös 
yliopistopedagogiikassa opiskelijoiden ensimmäiseen vuoteen yliopistossa. 
Yliopistossa opiskelu edellyttää hyviä itsesäätelytaitoja, uskoa omiin kykyihin, 
kykyä säädellä akateemisia tunteita ja tehokkaita oppimisstrategioita. Tämä 
väitöskirja keskittyy juuri näihin tekijöihin. Väitöskirjan teoreettinen 
viitehekys perustui sosiaaliseen kognitiiviseen teoriaan, jonka mukaan 
opiskelija osallistuu aktiivisesti omaan oppimisprosessiinsa. Aktiivinen 
osallistuja osaa säädellä ajatuksiaan, tunteitaan ja tekojaan henkilökohtaisten 
tekijöiden ja ympäristön mukaan. Väitöskirja koostui kolmesta 
osatutkimuksesta. Osatutkimukset julkaistiin kolmessa artikkelissa, jotka 
kaikki edistävät ymmärrystä korkeakoulutukseen siirtymiseen vaikuttavien 
tekijöiden monimutkaisuudesta. Jokaisessa osatutkimuksessa 
metodologisena lähestymistapana hyödynnettiin laadullista sisältöanalyysia. 

Ensimmäisen osatutkimuksen (Artikkeli I) tarkoituksena oli tarkastella, 
miten ensimmäisen vuoden korkeakouluopiskelijat kokivat ja pohtivat 
oppimisstrategioitaan, itsesäätelytaitojaan ja akateemisia tunteitaan 
pohdintapäiväkirjassa. Tarkoituksena oli, että opiskelijoiden omalle äänelle 
(sanoille, kokemuksille ja tunteille) annettaisiin tilaa, jotta ymmärrys 
oppimisstrategioiden, itsesäätelytaitojen ja akateemisten tunteiden 
vuorovaikutuksesta ja siitä, miten opiskelijat ymmärsivät niitä lisääntyisi. 
Tulokset osoittivat, että opiskelijat kokivat useita haasteita ensimmäisellä 
lukukaudellaan yliopistossa. Opiskelijoiden kokemat haasteet liittyivät 
itsenäiseen oppimiseen, erityisesti itsesäädeltyyn oppimiseen. Ensimmäinen 
osatutkimus osoitti lisäksi myös, että itsesäädelty oppiminen kietoutui tiiviisti 
opiskelijoiden kokemiin akateemisiin tunteisiin. Opiskelijat kokivat, että 
erilaiset akateemiset tunteet vaikuttivat itsesäätelystrategioihin ja että 
itsesäätelystrategiat vaikuttivat akateemisiin tunteisiin. Tämä opiskelijoiden 
kokemus osoittaa kuinka monimutkaisesti akateemiset tunteet ja 
itsesäätelyprosessit ovat kietoutuneet oppimisprosessiin. Osatutkimus osoitti 
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myös pohdintapäiväkirjojen hyödyn lisäämällä opiskelijoiden tietoisuutta 
akateemisista tunteistaan ja oppimisstrategioistaan sekä metakognitiivisista 
taidoistaan. Ensimmäinen osatutkimus osoitti selvästi, että opiskelijoille on 
tarjottava mahdollisuus sopeutua yliopisto-opintoihin normalisoimalla 
epävarmuuden tunteita ja tukemalla itseohjautuvaa opiskelua. 

Toisen osatutkimuksen (Artikkeli II) tarkoituksena oli ottaa askel 
taaksepäin yliopistokontekstista ja selvittää, miten lukion opettajat ja opinto-
ohjaajat kokivat ja kuvailivat opiskelijoidensa uskomuksia itsestään, heidän 
opiskelutapoja, akateemisia tunteita ja käyttäytymistä. Osatutkimus 
toteutettiin haastattelututkimuksena. Ymmärtämällä, mitä 
lukiokoulutuksessa tapahtuu ennen korkeakoulutukseen siirtymistä, on 
mahdollista toteuttaa kohdennettuja toimia yliopisto-opintoihin siirtymisen 
helpottamiseksi jo koulutuksen aikaisemmissa vaiheissa. Osatutkimuksen 
tulokset osoittivat selkeitä sukupuolistereotypioita opettajien keskuudessa. 
Tämä oli erityisen huolestuttavaa sen kannalta, miten menestys selitettiin. 
Tyttöjen koettiin menestyvän koulussa vaivannäön ja poikien tietämyksen 
seurauksena, jota he käyttivät silloin, kun he halusivat tehdä niin. Näin ollen 
tyttöjä kuvailtiin ahkeriksi, mutta epävarmkoiksi ja ahdistuneiksi, ja poikia 
laiskoiksi ja välinpitämättömiksi koulua kohtaan. Nämä tulokset ovat 
merkittäviä monella tasolla. Ensinnäkin ne osoittavat, että huolimatta kaikista 
pyrkimyksistä vähentää sukupuolten epätasa-arvoa kouluissa sukupuoliroolit 
vahvistuvat edelleen vääristyneiden käsitysten ja odotusten kautta. Toiseksi 
vääristynyt käsitys opiskelijoista sukupuolen näkökulmasta voi vaikuttaa 
opiskelijoille tarjottavan tuen muotoon. Koska sukupuoleen liittyvät käsitykset 
vaikuttavat itseluottamukseen ja uratavoitteisiin tämä voi vaikeuttaa 
korkeakoulutukseen siirtymistä ja myös yliopisto-opintoja. Toinen 
osatutkimus siis osoitti, että jotta kaikille opiskelijoille voidaan tarjota 
tehokasta tukea ja ohjausta, tämänlaiset sukupuoleen liittyvät käsitykset on 
nostettava esiin ja korjattava. On tärkeää, että näitä kysymyksiä käsitellään 
sekä opettajankoulutuksessa että opettajien jatkokoulutuksessa, jotta voidaan 
edistää kaikkien oppilaiden tasa-arvoa ja hyvinvointia. 

Kolmannessa ja viimeisessä osatutkimuksessa (Artikkeli III) keskityttiin 
analysoimaan ensimmäisen vuoden korkeakouluopiskelijoille suunnatun 
intervention vaikutuksia. Intervention tavoitteena oli tukea opiskelijoiden 
siirtymistä korkeakoulutukseen. Opiskelijat osallistuivat pakolliseen 
työpajaan, jossa käsiteltiin opintostrategioita heidän ensimmäisellä 
lukukaudellaan yliopistossa. He pohtivat oppimisstrategioitaan 
pohdintapäiväkirjassa. Kolmannen osatutkimuksen tarkoituksena oli 
selvittää, miten opiskelijat kokivat työpajan, ja siten pystyä näyttämään 
esimerkkiä siitä, miten opiskelijoiden opinnoissa menestymistä voidaan tukea 
ensimmäisenä opiskeluvuotena yliopistossa niin, että he pysyvät opinnoissaan 
ja myös valmistuvat. Kolmannen osatutkimuksen tulokset osoittivat, että 
pienillä toimenpiteillä voi olla suuri vaikutus ensimmäisen vuoden 
opiskelijoiden yliopostoon siirtymisen helpottamisessa. Kun opiskelija 
tiedostaa oppimisstrategiansa ja sen, mikä vaikuttaa omaan oppimiseen, hän 
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voi tehdä tarvittavat muutokset opintoprosessin sujuvoittamiseksi. Kolmas 
osatutkimus osoitti myös työpajan merkityksen opiskelijoiden tunteiden 
säätelylle. Työpajoissa opiskelijat pystyivät osittain pohtimaan 
opiskelutottumuksiaan sekä saamaan että tarjoamaan vertaistukea 
turvallisessa ympäristössä. Tulokset osoittivat, että ensimmäisen vuoden 
korkeakouluopiskelijoille tarjotut interventiot voivat edistää heidän uskoaan 
itseensä ja akateemisiin taitoihinsa tarjoamalla työkaluja ja strategioita, jotka 
auttavat opiskelijoita sopeutumaan yliopiston vaatimuksiin. Tukemalla 
opiskelijoiden itsetuntemusta he voivat tunnistaa strategioita, joista he itse 
hyötyvät eniten. 

Väitöskirja edistää olemassa olevaa tutkimusta yhdistämällä kahden eri 
koulutusasteen (lukio ja yliopisto) sekä kahden eri osallistujaryhmän 
(opettajat ja opiskelijat) tulokset. Tämän lisäksi väitöskirjassa hyödynnetyssä 
lähestymistavassa otetaan huomioon useita eri tekijöitä, jotka vaikuttavat 
opiskelijoiden oppimis- ja opiskelustrategioihin (itsesäädelty oppiminen, 
minäpystyvyyden tunne ja akateemiset tunteet). Tässä tutkimuksessa ei viitata 
vain tekijöihin, jotka vaikeuttavat opiskelijoiden siirtymistä 
korkeakoulutukseen, vaan myös tekijöihin, jotka edistävät 
korkeakouluopiskelijoiden menestymistä ja niissä pysymistä. Näin ollen 
väitöskirja edistää tutkimusalaa teorian käytännön toteutuksella 
tunnistamalla opiskelijoiden omia käsityksiä opiskelutottumuksistaan ja 
vahvistamalla heidän tunnettaan siitä, että he voivat vaikuttaa opintoihinsa. 
Väitöstutkimuksen tulokset viittaavat siihen, että opiskelijoiden 
minäpystyvyyden tunnetta, itsesäätelytaitoja ja akateemisten tunteiden 
säätelyä vahvistavien interventioiden tulisi olla osa yliopisto-opintojen 
johdantoa. Lisäksi väitöskirja osoittaa selvästi, että tasa-arvoa on tarkasteltava 
selkeästi sukupuolikysymyksissä sekä opettajankoulutuksessa että opettajien 
jatkokoulutuksessa. On kiinnitettävä huomiota tietoisuuteen stereotypioista ja 
siitä, miten jäykät sukupuoliroolit toistuvat eri koulutusasteilla aina 
varhaiskasvatuksesta alkaen. 

Yliopisto-opinnot edellyttävät monenlaisia oppimisen taitoja. 
Ensimmäisen vuoden opiskelijat hyötyisivät siitä, että heille annettaisiin 
mahdollisuus harjoitella ja hankkia näitä taitoja ensimmäisen 
yliopistovuotensa aikana sen sijaan, että heidän odotettaisiin kehittävän näitä 
taitoja yliopiston ulkopuolella. Opiskelijoiden stressin ja riittämättömyyden 
tunnetta voidaan vähentää sekä hyvinvointia vahvistaa korostamalla haasteita 
ja normalisoimalla epävarmuuden tunteita, joita moni opiskelija kohtaa 
korkeakoulutukseen siirtyessään. Sitä, miten opiskelijoiden ensimmäisen 
opiskeluvuoden haasteisiin voidaan vastata, voitaisiin korostaa entistä 
vanhemmin myös yliopistopedagogiikassa ja yliopistojen opetuksessa.  
 
Asiasanat: siirtyminen korkeakoulutukseen, itsesäädelty oppiminen, 
minäpystyvyyden tunne, akateemiset tunteet, puuttuminen, sukupuoli 
  



12 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

One Friday, many years ago, I was dedicated once again to my bad habit of 
multitasking. While I was preparing dinner for my family, I scrolled through 
my emails with the usual distracted mind. Until I saw an email about a project 
called Study Smart looking for a PhD student. My heart began to beat faster 
and I was jumping with joy. This was exactly what I wanted to do. Thus, after 
writing an application and a research proposal and getting accepted, I found 
myself in the beginning of a new learning process as I began my doctoral 
journey. And what a journey it has been. I have experienced an intense 
emotional rollercoaster and identified all the positive and negative academic 
emotions I have written about in this thesis. I have also applied all the study 
strategies and self-regulated learning techniques I could imagine to get myself 
to write rather than watch a movie, to take deep breaths when I got comments 
from the journal referees and to wake up early in the mornings in the middle 
of the darkest winter, to be able to write before work. 

Therefore, it is with great gratitude and humility I turn to my supervisors, 
University Lecturer Monica Londen and Professor Gunilla Holm, for 
supporting me patiently to make this journey come to an end. I had moments 
of doubt and thoughts of giving up, but you always made me stay on track. I 
also appreciate that I could progress quite independently with a schedule that 
fitted these hectic years of family matters and work. Monica, you have shown 
me your support in the kindest and most encouraging way. It has been a 
pleasure to work with you. I have learned so much by just observing how you 
keep calm in the middle of the storm. I want to thank you from the bottom of 
my heart. Gunilla, I am grateful for all your support, your comments on my 
writings and also for the doctoral seminars you supervised all these years. 
When I look back at where I began, I realise that, despite all my doubts, my 
critical thinking and my ability to express myself academically has developed 
immensely. One step at a time I moved forward during this journey and I owe 
both of you my deepest gratitude. 

I wish to give the University of Helsinki, and especially the Swedish School 
of Social Sciences, a warm thank you. Especially Susanne Tiihonen, the co-
author of one article and co-teacher in the study strategies workshops. I have 
been a part of the academic community for more than 25 years, first as a 
student and then as an employee. And now I am about to finish my journey at 
the university. I hope that I will be able to return one day in one way or another. 
I want specially to thank Henrik Hägglund, Rita Wickholm and Mirjam 
Kalland who made this process possible. Airi Hautamäki, my first professor in 
social psychology and psychology. You always supported me to become a 
critical researcher and invited me into the academia when I finished my 
master’s thesis. That was where my academic journey began. I also want to 
thank all my former colleagues for inspiring discussions in the coffee room and 



13 

the corridors at the Swedish School of Social Sciences, especially Sofia Heikel-
Virkkunen and Mats Engblom. There is no room to name all my colleagues, 
but the years I worked at the university with different tasks have been truly 
valuable for my professional development. I also wish to thank all the students 
that participated in the workshops and whom I met personally for supervision 
during my years at the university. I hope that the university can support you in 
the best ways in the future so that you can enjoy the learning and growing 
process during the wonderful period of studying. I also want to thank The 
Swedish Cultural Foundation in Finland and The Society of Swedish Literature 
in Finland for financial support and the journals I published my articles in for 
insightful comments and suggestions for improvements as well as for allowing 
me to publish my articles in this thesis. 

My colleagues during the doctoral journey: Solveig Cornér, Ina Juva, Eva 
Louro, Ida Hummelstedt, Tuuli From, Jenni Helakorpi, Iida Pyy and the 
doctoral programme of School, Education, Society, and Culture (SEDUCE). 
Thank you for all your friendly comments and for inspiring me to keep going. 
I also want to show my gratitude to the network of The Nordic Centre of 
Excellence (NCoE) Justice through education in the Nordic countries for 
allowing me to participate in two summer schools in Oslo and Gothenburg and 
take part of interesting and inspiring discussions with fellow doctoral 
candidates from other countries. Those summer schools were truly valuable 
for my professional development. 

I am very thankful for the comments and suggestions for improvement I 
got from the two pre-examiners of this thesis, Professor Max Scheja and 
Associate Professor Ellen P.W.A. Jansen. Your kind words meant so much to 
me. It is with great humility I want to thank Professor Carolyn Jackson for 
accepting the role of the opponent at the public defence of my dissertation. I 
have admired your work and research for so many years. 

I also want to express gratitude to my current colleagues at Hem och Skola. 
I have truly felt your support during these last two years. It has not been easy 
to work full time, finish my thesis and be a present parent. I want to direct my 
deepest gratitude especially to my boss Micaela Romantschuk, who never 
misses a chance to praise. I also want to thank my Finnish colleague Minna 
Palmu at Suomen Vanhempainliitto for language checking my Finnish 
summary and for all our inspiring discussions. 

My neglected friends. This journey is a lonely process, one that most 
certainly seems both strange and mad from an outside perspective. We have 
known each other since we were teenagers. I am deeply grateful for all of you, 
and I promise that I have more time in the future to do more fun things. My 
closest friend Jeanette. Our journey began more than thirty years ago and I 
hope it will continue for at least thirty more.  

I want to express my gratitude to my family members. My talented siblings, 
my sister Sonja and my brother Anders. I hope you know how much you mean 
to me. I consider myself so lucky to have siblings like you with whom I can 
share everything. We have made it through very hard times together. I wish 



14 

you lived closer than Lisbon and Malmö, but I know that the physical distance 
between us can never affect our emotional closeness. Thank you for being you. 
My children, Miro and Ida. You are my everything. You are both so kind, warm-
hearted, fair-minded and smart. You are the hope of the future, and I stand by 
you, wherever life takes you. My husband, Alexander. Thank you for all your 
support and for letting me sit by my computer for hours and hours without 
complaining. And finally, my siblings’ families - Jerker, Edith, Ilja, Ana and 
Theo. I am grateful to be a part of your lives. There are many more people I 
want to thank. People within the academia and people who have nothing to do 
with the academia, but who have been there for me, one way or the other, 
throughout these years. I hope you know how much your mere existence has 
meant to me and I hope that I can express my gratitude sufficiently enough 
when time comes. It takes a village to finish a doctoral thesis. 

Finally, my late parents, Robert Perander and Thorborg von Konow. You 
both passed away when I was in the middle of my most hectic time in life with 
two infants, barely thirty years old myself. My father, you always believed in 
me and not once did you impose your own expectations or wishes on me. I have 
always known that all you ever wanted was for me to be happy and to pursue 
my own dreams. My mother, you showed me what perseverance means. You 
juggled a life of a single mother of three and at the same time became an 
appreciated and well-reputed scientist and expert in the field of building 
restoration. Your love of research with practical implications aroused my 
interest to become a researcher myself. I wish both of you were here with us 
today.  

I dedicate this thesis to everyone who struggle to become a university 
student. Mistakes are the best lessons to learn from. Be kind to yourself, 
always. 

 
Helsinki, October 2021 
Katarina Perander 

 



15 

CONTENTS 
 

1   Introduction ............................................................................................. 21 

2   Theoretical framework ............................................................................24 

2.1 Transition to higher education and first-year experience .................24 

2.1.1 The transition ............................................................................24 

2.1.2 Requirements and challenges during first year in higher 
education ................................................................................... 25 

2.1.3 Enablers of successful transition .............................................. 27 

2.2 Conceptual framework: social cognitive theory and academic 
emotions ........................................................................................... 28 

2.2.1 Self-regulated learning ..............................................................29 

2.2.2 Self-efficacy ............................................................................... 31 

2.2.3 Academic emotions ................................................................... 32 

2.3 Becoming an independent university student ..................................34 

2.3.1 The importance of self-regulated learning and self-efficacy ....34 

2.3.2 Academic emotions in higher education ..................................36 

2.3.3 The effects of gendered expectations ....................................... 37 

2.4 Interventions that support students’ transition to higher education
 ........................................................................................................... 38 

2.5 Summary: bridging the gap to higher education ............................. 40 

3   Overall aim and research questions ........................................................42 

4   Research methodology and design ......................................................... 44 

4.1 Methodological approach ................................................................. 44 

4.2 Contextual framework: the finnish educational system ................... 45 

4.2.1 General upper secondary education in Finland ...................... 46 

4.2.2 Higher education in Finland ................................................... 48 

4.3 Participants and data collection ....................................................... 49 

4.3.1 Interviews with educators ........................................................ 49 

4.3.2 First-year students’ reflective journals ..................................... 51 

4.4 Inductive content analysis ................................................................. 52 

4.4.1 Decontextualization and recontextualization ........................... 53 

4.4.2 Categorization and compilation ............................................... 53 



16 

4.5 Research ethics .................................................................................. 56 

4.6 Summary of methods ........................................................................ 56 

5   Findings ...................................................................................................58 

5.1 Overview of the original articles ........................................................ 59 

5.2 First year students’ experiences and challenges .............................. 60 

5.3 Gender expectations and gender differences ....................................63 

5.4 Supporting students’ transition to higher education ........................ 65 

5.5 Summary of findings ......................................................................... 69 

6   Discussion ................................................................................................ 73 

6.1 Methodological and theoretical reflections ....................................... 74 

6.1.1 Reflections on trustworthiness .................................................. 75 

6.1.2 Reflections on validity ............................................................... 77 

6.1.3 Ethical reflections...................................................................... 78 

6.2 Reflections on main findings in relation to previous research ......... 79 

6.2.1 Self-regulated learning and self-efficacy .................................. 79 

6.2.2 Academic emotions .................................................................. 80 

6.2.3 Gendered expectations ............................................................. 81 

6.2.4 Supporting students’ transition to higher education .............. 83 

6.3 Educational reflections and implications ......................................... 86 

6.4 Conclusions ........................................................................................ 87 

6.5 Recommendations for future research ............................................. 89 

References ........................................................................................................ 91 

Appendices ..................................................................................................... 108 



17 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 1 The cyclical model of self-regulated learning (Zimmerman, 2002) ...... 30 
Figure 2 The interplay of self-regulated learning, self-efficacy and academic 

emotions .................................................................................................. 41 
Figure 3 The structure of the Finnish education system (see also, Ministry of 

Education and Culture in Finland, 2020) .............................................. 47 
Figure 4 Overview of the research process ........................................................... 57 
Figure 5 Overview of research articles .................................................................. 58 
Figure 6 Proportion of categories (%) discussed in all reflective journals ........... 66 
Figure 7 The vicious and the virtuous circles of the learning process .................. 72 
 

 



18 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table 1 Examples of academic emotions (adapted from Pekrun et al., 2002) ... 33 
Table 2 Proportion of women with a degree by field of higher education in 

Finland (Statistics Finland, 2019a) ........................................................ 48 
Table 3 Summary of the original part-studies .................................................... 59 
Table 4  Themes and subthemes and the proportions (%) of students that 

discussed them in the reflective journals ............................................... 60 
 

 



19 

LIST OF APPENDICES 

Appendix A  Interview protocol .......................................................................... 108 
Appendix B  Categories and codes of the interviews ........................................... 113 
Appendix C  Workshop description and assignments ......................................... 115 
Appendix D  Themes and subthemes in reflective journals ................................ 117 
 



20 

LIST OF ORIGINAL PUBLICATIONS 

This thesis is based on the following publications: 
 

 
I Perander, K., Londen, M., Holm, G., & Tiihonen, S. (2020). 

Becoming a university student: An emotional rollercoaster, Högre 
Utbildning, 10(1), 1–12. https://doi.org/10.23865/hu.v10.1462 

 
 
II Perander, K., Londen, M., & Holm, G. (2020). Anxious girls and 

laid-back boys: teachers’ and study counsellors’ gendered 
perceptions of students, Cambridge Journal of Education, 50(2), 
185–199. https://doi.org/10.1080/0305764X.2019.1653825 

 
 
III Perander, K., Londen, M., & Holm, G. (2021). Supporting 

students’ transition to higher education, Journal of Applied 
Research in Higher Education, 13(2), 622–632. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/JARHE-01-2020-0005 

 
 



Introduction 

21 

1 INTRODUCTION 

“The first two weeks I was so confused about what I should begin with 
that I simply didn’t begin. The weeks passed by and I read a little here and a 

little there, but every time I read, I had difficulties concentrating when in 
the back of my mind I thought: ‘If I read this now then I don’t read that, 
what if that is more important than what I’m reading right now?’ Then I 
took the second book and thought the same about the third book. Then the 

last week came and everything collapsed.” 
 
 

The quotation above is an excerpt from a first-year university student’s 
reflective journal. It summarises how the transition to higher education can be 
experienced by many students. The transition process can be filled with 
uncertainty, anguish, and severe stress accompanied with low motivation and 
poor learning strategies. The distress many students perceive when beginning 
in higher education needs to be addressed in order to foster study progress and 
thereby graduation. Moreover, the Finnish government’s aim is that more than 
half of the young adults will have completed a higher education degree by 2030 
and that indicates grounds for investing in first-year students. 

In 2018, approximately one-third of the whole population held a higher 
education degree and women were more highly educated than men. That is, 
36 percent of the female population held a higher education degree compared 
to 28 percent of the male population and this applied to all levels of higher 
education (Statistics Finland, 2019a). The goal to raise the educational level is 
ambitious and comes with challenges that need to be attended to for the goal 
to be reached. The availability of higher education study places is important 
for both the individual’s self-actualization and for society, to respond to the 
need for expertise, research and academic regrowth in many areas. The 
admission to a higher education programme in Finland is made more efficient 
for newly graduated upper secondary school students to enable young adults 
to begin tertiary education faster and thus graduate, enter the workforce and 
become taxpayers more rapidly. However, the gap between upper secondary 
and higher education is big and students encounter several challenges that 
hinder a smooth transition to university (Beaumont et al., 2016; Foerst et al., 
2017; Leese, 2010). Most of the students at Finnish universities still come from 
academic backgrounds, i.e., have parents with an academic education, 
although the number of students without an academic background, is 
increasing (e.g., Nori, 2011; Saari, 2015), which is also important to 
acknowledge in the support of the transition process. Unattended challenges 
increase the risk of dropping out and prolonging the time to graduation 
(Bowles et al., 2014; Glogowska et al., 2007; Hailikari et al., 2019; Holliman et 
al., 2019; Korhonen & Rautopuro, 2019). Since society has an expectation of 
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fast graduation, it is important to support a smooth transition to higher 
education in order for students to adopt beneficial study habits and routines 
that enable them to progress in their studying.  

The challenges many students encounter when beginning higher education 
and the means to address these challenges have been acknowledged 
worldwide, both in university practice and in research, in what is called the 
first-year experience (e.g., Tinto, 2012; Trautwein & Bosse, 2017). For 
example, the transition to higher education can induce emotional turbulence 
when students experience high demands accompanied by strong emotions, 
such as fear of failure (e.g., Caprara et al., 2008; Huang, 2013; Jackson, 2010). 
For the transition to higher education, students need to believe in themselves 
and that studying in higher education is achievable in order to really dare to 
invest in the learning process (Parker et al., 2012). A study of students’ health, 
conducted among students in higher education in Finland, shows that one in 
ten students (12.2% of female students, 10.2% of male students) are at 
increased risk of exhaustion (Kunttu et al., 2017). Forty-eight percent of 
female students and 38% of male students reported that they suffered from 
psychological symptoms daily or weekly. For example, the diagnose of anxiety 
syndrome has doubled for both groups since 2000. One-third of the students 
reported experiences of considerable stress, most often caused by an inability 
to get a grip of their studying (Kunttu et al., 2017).  

These results are alarming, and they show how important the feeling of 
control is for wellbeing and successful studying in higher education. 
Consequently, control beliefs are at the core of academic emotions (Goetz et 
al., 2006; Goetz et al., 2010; Pekrun, 2000). The perceived exercise of control 
is also the foundation of self-efficacy beliefs and self-regulated learning that 
means an ability to reflect on one’s learning metacognitively, to motivate 
oneself to study and also to act in order to reach intended goals (Bandura, 
1993; 2012; Zimmerman, 1986; 1999). Self-regulated learning skills and 
emotional regulation have been shown to affect study progress, retention and 
graduation (e.g., Asikainen et al., 2014; Asikainen et al., 2017; Glogowska et 
al., 2007; Haarala-Muhonen et al., 2017; Richardson et al., 2012). Hence, it 
could be assumed that by promoting self-efficacy and by fostering self-
regulated learning, students’ control beliefs would also be enhanced.  

However, not only students’ own self-belief systems and ability to exercise 
control over actions affect their learning process. In addition, teacher 
perceptions of the students, such as the personal qualities they ascribe to 
students, are important in shaping students as learners (e.g., Friedrich et al., 
2015; Hartley & Sutton, 2013; Heyder & Kessels, 2015; Muntoni & Retelsdorf, 
2018; Spinath et al., 2014). Thus, student learning does not happen in a 
vacuum. Rather, expectations and assumptions affect students throughout 
their educational path. Especially, gendered expectations have been shown to 
affect students’ behaviour and adaptation to the learning environment and 
these expectations extend to academic achievement (e.g., Jones & Myhill, 
2004; Jussim & Harber, 2005; Spinath et al., 2014). Gendered perceptions 



Introduction 

23 

also affect the kind of support students are provided with (Odenbring, 2019). 
Therefore, it is important to acknowledge and rectify teachers’ expectations, 
since they can contribute to vicious circles of low self-belief, poor study 
strategies and lower academic performance. 

Thus, the aim with this research was to understand how students perceive 
their first semester in higher education and how they experience an 
intervention aimed at supporting their study strategies when they entered 
university. Furthermore, to comprehend why the transition to higher 
education can be so challenging, teachers and study counsellors in upper 
secondary schools were interviewed. These issues were addressed by 
conducting qualitative research to deepen the understanding of students’ 
transition to higher education. This approach allowed both for the first-year 
higher education students’ own experiences to be included and also for 
incorporating the expectations and perceptions of teachers and study 
counsellors in upper secondary education. Until now, there have been few 
studies that address supporting the transition to higher education or that 
address the perceptions of both upper secondary school teachers and study 
counsellors as well as new university students’ experiences.  

The theoretical foundation of this dissertation lies in social cognitive theory 
(self-regulated learning, self-efficacy and academic emotions) since all of these 
have proven to be important components for successful studying. How these 
are perceived in upper secondary schools and by new students are illuminated 
in this dissertation. Moreover, supportive actions and interventions for 
independent learning are discussed. A concrete example of a measure to 
support student transition is provided as a part of this research. Thus, the 
focus of this dissertation is on both impeding (chutes) and enhancing (ladders) 
factors in the transition to higher education. 
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2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

2.1 TRANSITION TO HIGHER EDUCATION AND 
FIRST-YEAR EXPERIENCE 

It is commonly recognised within universities and the research field, that the 
first year in higher education is important for retention, study progress and 
graduation (Bowles et al., 2014; Glogowska et al., 2007; Hailikari et al., 2019; 
Holliman et al., 2019; Korhonen & Rautopuro, 2019). The first-year 
experience is a holistic concept that refers to students’ experiences with regard 
to learning and integration in universities (Tinto, 2005). The concept of first-
year experience has been used in research to study the effects and support of 
student integration, engagement, retention and study success in universities 
(e.g., Krause & Coates, 2008; Scanlon et al., 2007 Tinto, 2012, Wilcox et al., 
2005). Moreover, the transition to higher education in itself has been studied 
by focussing on a range of factors that affect students’ adjustment to and 
integration into higher education. To name a few, these include pre-university 
preparation (Jansen & Suhre, 2010; Jansen & van der Meer, 2012), 
background variables, such as socioeconomic status or ethnicity (Tieben & 
Wolbers, 2010), self-efficacy (Morton et al., 2014), self-regulated learning and 
motivation (van Rooij et al., 2018), self-concept (Rosman et al., 2020), 
expectations and prior perceptions (Lowe & Cook, 2003; McGhie, 2017; 
Torenbeek et al., 2010), previous academic performance (McKenzie & 
Schweitzer, 2001), and gender (Jackson, 2003b). For example, a student with 
high self-belief and accurate expectations perceives the transition more 
positively than less self-confident students or students with unrealistic 
expectations. 

THE TRANSITION 

Educational transition can be defined as “any major changes in students’ role 
requirements or study context” (Coertjens et al., 2017, 359). This definition 
comprises the change in study context from secondary to higher education, but 
it also implies the change in students’ process of becoming more independent 
or autonomous learners and thereby acquiring new roles as higher education 
students. Thus, the transition should be seen as a process rather than as a 
single event (Coertjens et al., 2017). This means that the transition process 
begins when students make plans and decisions about tertiary education and 
continues until they are integrated into academia in higher education. Tett and 
colleagues (2017) suggest that the transition process continues even further, 
throughout university, including the processes of integration and adjustment 
of learning approaches. Thus, the transition process is much more than a 
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change of learning environment and an adjustment of study strategies. Rather, 
the transition includes several aspects. For example, students develop a new 
learner identity as they meet new requirements in higher education (Briggs et 
al., 2012; Scanlon et al., 2007). In addition, emotional regulation is important 
during the transition since students who are able to regulate their emotions 
are more likely to succeed during their first year in higher education (Postareff 
et al., 2017). Motivation is also an important element for study success 
(Bruinsma, 2014). However, there seems to be a decline in motivation among 
students during their first semester in higher education (Brahm et al., 2017). 
Brahm and colleagues showed that students’ decline in motivation during the 
first semester is reduced if students find learning to be enjoyable. Moreover, 
academic emotions seem to affect first-year study success via effort (Ketonen 
& Lonka, 2012), which indicates the complexity of elements that interact 
during the transition process. In short, the transition can thus be described as 
a social, an academic and an emotional integration process into academia 
(Tinto, 2012; Trautwein & Bosse, 2017; van der Zanden et al., 2019; Wilcox et 
al., 2005). 

The transition process has been addressed from three perspectives in the 
literature: induction, development and becoming. Induction means the 
transition from one institution (secondary education) to another (higher 
education) and include the adaptation to the existing requirements of the new 
institution (Gale & Parker, 2014). The induction process is seen as being linear 
and chronological. When the transition process is perceived as developmental, 
the focus is on how the process affects students’ identity formation in the 
development from one life stage to another. The third approach to the 
transition process, becoming, considers students’ subjective life experiences. 
Research on the transition process should be clear about which of these three 
perspectives is adopted due to the different emphases in them (Gale & Parker, 
2014). This dissertation relies on the first perspective, induction, with the 
focus on how to support students’ adaptation to higher education 
requirements. Moreover, due to the overlap of the transition process and 
students’ first-year experience with regard to the processes when students 
become accustomed to studying in higher education, both strands of research 
(transition and first-year experience) will in this dissertation be discussed 
intertwined, although these are often treated as either or in research (c.f., 
Coertjens et al., 2017).

REQUIREMENTS AND CHALLENGES DURING FIRST YEAR IN 
HIGHER EDUCATION 

Successful studying in higher education requires students to become 
independent learners who are motivated and use good study strategies
(Cassidy, 2011; Foerst et al., 2017; Haarala-Muhonen et al., 2017; Richardson 
et al., 2012). However, dysfunctional study habits, such as procrastination, can 
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emerge when students face new demands and are uncertain of what is 
expected of them in higher education (Klassen et al., 2008). Nevertheless, as 
mentioned above, the first year in higher education is important for the 
adjustment process. Trautwein and Bosse (2017) identified four dimensions of 
critical requirements that affect students’ first-year experience. Challenges 
arise when these requirements are not met. The first requirement is on the 
personal dimension and has to do with general study skills as well as with an 
ability to organise studying and balance different areas in life. The second 
requirement is organisational and relates to the way universities function, 
including rules and regulations as well how teaching and learning are 
organised. The third dimension, that Trautwein and Bosse propose affects 
students’ first-year experience, is the content-related dimension, which has to 
do with the courses and subjects in themselves. A challenge with this 
dimension is that the course content is difficult or that the gap between 
expectations and reality is too wide. Moreover, students’ identification with 
the study programme is related to this dimension. The fourth and final 
dimension is the social dimension that encompasses relationships and social 
integration. Especially the personal and the organisational dimensions 
interact and challenges within them are critical in shaping the first-year 
experience of students (Trautwein & Bosse, 2017). 

Thus, the transition does not always proceed smoothly without setbacks or 
disappointments. Previous research has identified several challenges during 
the first year in higher education that affect the transition process. These 
challenges can partly be explained by the difference between secondary and 
higher education (Beaumont et al., 2016). In secondary education there is a 
clear structure that guides the students with higher levels of external 
regulation, whereas in higher education independent learning is required. Yet, 
independent learning can be challenging for new students (Foerst et al., 2017; 
Leese, 2010). Independent and autonomous learning are used 
interchangeably in research. However, they both imply self-directedness in the 
learning process (Christie et al., 2013; Macaskill & Denovan, 2013; Ponton et 
al., 2005; Ponton & Rhea, 2006; Ponton & Carr, 2012). Macaskill and Taylor 
(2010, 357) propose the following definition of autonomous learners: “[they] 
take responsibility for their own learning, are motivated to learn, gain 
enjoyment from their learning, are open-minded, manage their time well, plan 
effectively, meet deadlines, are happy to work on their own, display 
perseverance when encountering difficulties and are low in procrastination 
when it comes to their work”. In other words, autonomous learning means 
studying purposefully and intentionally (Ponton & Rhea, 2006).  

Additionally, autonomous, or independent, learning means that students 
are able to take responsibility for the social and contextual environment within 
which learning takes place and manage the learning process (Trautwein & 
Bosse, 2017). It requires that students are capable of displaying agency in 
relation to their own learning process. Thus, autonomous learning can be 
understood in terms of the triadic interplay of the student, the student’s 
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behaviour and the environment surrounding the student, which is the core of 
the social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1989; 2001; Ponton & Carr, 2012). This 
perspective suggests that students are proactive and creative in their learning 
process and not only affected by the given circumstances. Rather, social 
influences and personal attributes interact with their learning environment 
(Bandura, 2001). Students who become successful in studying are those that 
adapt to the new learning environment and become good independent 
learners (Christie et al., 2013).

ENABLERS OF SUCCESSFUL TRANSITION

Not all students struggle with the transition to higher education. Previous 
research has also identified several enablers that smooth the transition and 
help students overcome their possible challenges. Firstly, when students’ 
expectations about what studying at university actually entails are met, the 
transition becomes easier (McGhie, 2017). Furthermore, the transition is 
enhanced by enablers related to studying (e.g., study skills, time 
management), effort (e.g., motivation, perseverance), orientation at the 
beginning, web-based resources related to studying, culture (i.e., feelings of 
belonging and integration), facilities (within the university), and social factors 
(e.g., events during the induction phase) (Bowles et al., 2014). All these 
enablers are in line with the critical requirements suggested by Trautwein and 
Bosse (2017) on both a personal and an organisational level. In addition, the 
psychological mindset, i.e., students’ cognitive strategies to cope with the 
beginning in higher education, has been identified as important for a 
successful transition (Hughes & Smail, 2015). These cognitive strategies could 
include staying positive despite perceived challenges. 

Nevertheless, Brahm and colleagues (2017) detected a decline in 
motivation during the transition process. Although motivation increase again 
at the end of the first year, it is important to acknowledge the temporary drop 
in motivation during the transition process since it can impede integration into 
higher education (Noyens et al., 2019) and slow down study progress (Suhre 
et al., 2013). However, the connection between student retention and 
motivation is not straightforward (e.g., Friedman & Mandel, 2011). Rather, it 
seems that the effects of motivation on retention and attrition is more complex 
and depends on several background variables, such as parents’ educational 
level.

Thus, a successful transition to higher education means that students 
become independent or autonomous learners, are able to regulate their 
emotions and become integrated into the university, both socially and 
academically. The conceptual foundation of this dissertation is built on 
enablers for transition that stem from the social cognitive perspective and 
agency theories. Self-efficacy and self-regulated learning, that both spring 
from social cognitive theory, are identified as important enablers of a 
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successful transition to higher education (Brooman & Darwent, 2014). 
Moreover, the academic emotions students feel affect the approaches to 
learning students adopt (Trigwell et al., 2012). For example, hopeful students 
are more likely to adopt a deep approach to learning than students who 
experience negative academic emotions like fear of failure. There are several 
other theories that deal with the same frame of reference, e.g., self-
determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 1994), the expectancy-value model (Eccles 
& Wigfield, 2002), theories of attribution and locus of control (Pascarella et 
al., 1996), and resilience (Murray Nettles et al., 2000; Yeager & Dweck, 2012). 
These theories are intertwined in social cognitive theory and are discussed in 
relation to the social cognitive perspective adopted in this research. Common 
to all these theories is the drive to understand why some students succeed 
academically while others do not. However, I have chosen to focus the 
conceptual framework on self-regulated learning, self-efficacy and academic 
emotions, due to their solid theoretical foundation in research and, also, 
because they cover the areas of interest in this research. Hence, this research 
relies on the assumption of an ability among students to change perspectives, 
expectations, emotional responses and behaviour as active participants in 
their learning process. 

 

2.2 CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK: SOCIAL 
COGNITIVE THEORY AND ACADEMIC 
EMOTIONS 

The conceptual framework of this research is built on social cognitive theory. 
Social cognitive theories have their origin in the early work of Albert Bandura 
(e.g., Bandura, 1997; 1989; 2001). The assumption of social cognitive theory is 
that human beings are active participants in the formation of their life and 
therefore can affect their life by cognitive processes (Bandura, 2001). For 
example, this can be done by evaluating one’s own motoric competence before 
climbing a tree or by scheduling time for exercise when wanting to reach a 
certain goal in sports. Originally, social cognitive theory was a backlash to the 
behaviouristic theories that overlook observational learning and intentional 
behaviour (Bandura, 2005; Bargh & Ferguson, 2000). In contrast, social 
cognitive theory emphasizes the active cognitive functioning of an individual 
within a social context. The environment affects human behaviour via 
cognitive functioning, rather than directly (Bargh & Ferguson, 2000). Bandura 
(2012) describes how the social cognitive theory sees human agency (i.e., the 
active participation in life) as a triangular interactive model including 
personal, behavioural, and environmental determinants. Thus, social 
cognitive theory assumes that how people function is an interplay between 
internal and external influence. The internal, self-generated, influence 
encompass self-reflection and self-evaluation (Bandura, 1991). The external 
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influence, on the other hand, is modelling someone more experienced or the 
expectations of other people (Bandura, 1997). 

Moreover, human behaviour is affected by cognitively mediated emotions 
(Pekrun, 2000). These emotions are induced by the impact of the 
environment, such as expectations and supportive feedback. For example, 
students make appraisals of their perceived control in a learning process when 
performing a task. These appraisals are affected by the environment, such as 
background variables (socioeconomic and cultural capital) and more direct 
influence from others. If the task is of high value (e.g., a need to perform well 
to be able to proceed to the next level) and the students perceive low control 
(unclear instruction, low self-efficacy beliefs), academic emotions, such as fear 
of failure or stress can arise. Thus, social cognitive theory assumes that 
students are capable of self-motivated behaviours that rely on affective and 
cognitive appraisals (Bandura, 1991). In turn, self-motivation is an important 
part of self-regulated learning, which is described more thoroughly below 
(Zimmerman, 2013). Hence, a student is affected from different angles, but 
the determinants are not constant, rather the social cognitive perspective 
allows for change, because of the internal regulators (Bandura, 1989; 1991).

SELF-REGULATED LEARNING

Theories on self-regulation were originally focused on the triad person-
environment-behaviour and thus encompass human action and cognitive 
functioning in more general terms (Bandura, 1991; Dinsmore et al., 2008). 
Self-regulated learning is derived from the theory of self-regulation but 
operates within an academic context and is a key component in the learning 
process (Boekaerts, 1999; Cassidy, 2011; Zimmerman & Schunk, 2011). It is 
defined as a learner’s ability to reflect on their learning metacognitively, 
motivate themselves and behave towards desired goals (Zimmerman, 1986). 
According to Pintrich (2004) self-regulated learning assumes that students are 
active participants in their learning process who to some degree, can regulate 
their thoughts, motivation, actions, and learning environment. That means 
that students are assumed to have some degree of control. Beaumont and 
colleagues (2016) suggest that self-regulated learning should be used instead 
of independent or autonomous learning due to its less focus on isolation in the 
learning process. In the self-regulated learning process, there has to be a 
standard or a criterion against which the learning is measured in order to 
receive feedback if some part of the process needs to be changed (Pintrich, 
2004). For example, if a student studies for an exam and allocates time for 
studying and chooses a distraction-free learning environment, it implies some 
level of control over the learning process. When the student receives the grade 
for the exam it provides an opportunity to evaluate the effort against the exam 
grade and if needed, to readjust some part or parts of the learning process in 
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order to achieve the personal standards, such as by beginning to study earlier 
for an exam.

The self-regulated learning process is described as a cyclical model 
containing three phases: forethought, performance, and self-reflection 
(Zimmerman, 2002), see Figure 1. In the forethought phase students analyse 
the task and thereafter set goals and plan strategies to attain the goals. This 
phase includes also self-efficacy beliefs (described in next chapter), outcome 
expectations, intrinsic interest and metacognitive awareness. For example, if 
a student feels insecure when working with a study assignment, motivation 
decreases and in turn, this affects the second phase that Zimmerman (2000; 
2002) identifies as the performance phase, an active phase including self-
control (e.g., attention, task strategies, effort adjustment) and self-observation 
of behaviour. The third and final phase encompasses self-reactions, whereby 
students make self-evaluations and causal attributions (e.g., explanations of 
reasons for success or failure). Self-reactions such as self-satisfaction and 
affective reactions as well as adaptive or defensive reactions, occur in this final 
phase. Adaptive reactions refer to the process when students modify 
ineffective learning strategies to become more effective. Defensive reactions, 
on the other hand, are activated when students withdraw from the opportunity 
to learn, in order to protect their self-image (Zimmerman, 2002). The self-
reflection phase affects the subsequent forethought phase during which 
students evaluate their next task, abilities, and learning strategies based on 
previous experiences, thereby creating the cyclical model. The cyclical model 
demonstrates the complexity of the self-regulated learning process and how 
and what kind of challenges can arise in the different phases.

Figure 1 The cyclical model of self-regulated learning (Zimmerman, 2002) 

Forethought

PerformanceSelf-
reflection
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SELF-EFFICACY

Self-efficacy is defined as a person’s belief in an ability to accomplish a certain 
task (Bandura, 1995). Self-efficacy has been studied both in relation to specific 
assignments and school subjects but also as a more general self-efficacy in 
relation to feelings of competence (Lent et al., 1997; Luszczynska et al., 2005). 
The difference between generalised self-efficacy beliefs and an overall self-
belief or self-concept is often unclear and the concepts are used 
interchangeably (Pajares & Schunk, 2001). However, self-efficacy is always 
related to a person’s confidence in performing a task while self-concept is more 
generally related to a person’s feelings of self-worth and is thereby affected by 
the social and cultural environment. For example, a student may have high 
self-efficacy beliefs with regard to academic performance, but if academic 
performance is of limited worth to the surroundings, say the students’ family 
who wants to see the student take over the family business, then the students’ 
feelings of pride or self-contentment can decrease and consequently affect self-
concept. Moreover, since self-efficacy is a context-specific construction its 
predictive value on learning and academic achievement is higher than general 
self-concept (Pajares & Schunk, 2001). Students who do not believe that it is 
possible to succeed will not even try a task in the first hand. Therefore, self-
efficacy is essential for learning and studying. 

Self-efficacy beliefs are thought to have an impact on human actions 
through processes of cognitions, motivation, emotions, and decisions and 
functions within the triadic reciprocal model of personal, environmental and 
behavioural determinants described before (Bandura, 1993; 2012). This 
means that all determinants affect one another. Thus, besides having 
individual resources, students also actively shape and reshape their learning 
environment as well as adjust their behaviour, such as by studying in the 
library or attending lectures. However, students are affected by more than self-
efficacy beliefs in relation to a specific task. Self-efficacy for self-regulated 
learning is decisive for students’ aspirations, goals, motivation, and academic 
accomplishments (Bandura, 1993). Strong self-efficacy beliefs affect students’ 
performance via self-monitoring and self-evaluative processes as well as via 
used learning strategies (Zimmerman, 2000; Zuffianò et al., 2013, Yusuf, 
2011), see also Figure 1 above.

According to Bandura (1997) self-efficacy beliefs are derived from four 
sources: by observing one’s own performance, from vicarious experiences, by 
others’ persuasion and from physiological reactions. Later, a fifth element, 
imaginal experiences, has been added to sources of self-efficacy (Shipherd, 
2019). For example, by observing one’s own successful performance (enactive 
mastery experiences) self-efficacy beliefs for future similar tasks is 
strengthened. Mastery experiences are the most powerful sources of self-
efficacy (van Dinther et al., 2011). Although failure can weaken self-efficacy 
beliefs, persistence in trying can strengthen the belief in success when facing 
adversity. The second source of self-efficacy beliefs that Bandura (1997) 
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describes is vicarious experiences. Vicarious experiences mean modelling and 
comparing oneself to similar others to gain information about whether the task 
is attainable for oneself or not. In a studying context this could mean that 
students compare themselves to other course participants. If everyone else 
understand a task, then it is more likely that the student will also feel confident 
in mastering the task. 

The third source of self-efficacy is persuasion by others. This means that a 
significant other (e.g., teacher or parent) support the student verbally in order 
to boost the student’s confidence (Bandura, 1997). When facing a difficult task, 
the support from others is important for a strong belief in an ability to perform. 
The fourth, source is the physiological and emotional arousal that 
accompanies performance. For example, if a student feels physiological 
reactions related to anxiety, such as heart palpitations or sweaty hands, before 
an exam, it can make the student interpret the reactions as self-doubt and 
insecurity. The fifth source, imaginal experiences, have been proven to be an 
effective source of self-efficacy (Shipherd, 2019). This refers to visualization of 
performance and has previously been used especially among athletes (e.g., 
Jones et al., 2002). Imaginal experiences and verbal persuasion were most 
powerful sources of self-efficacy in a study where the participants were to solve 
a novel puzzle task (Shipherd, 2019). Thus, self-efficacy beliefs are the result 
of the cognitive processing of all of these five sources and thereby affect 
behaviour via self-persuasion that involves goal setting, self-monitoring, 
decision-making and action. Moreover, strong self-efficacy beliefs foster 
positive academic emotions that in turn, affect academic performance 
positively (Putwain et al., 2013).

ACADEMIC EMOTIONS

Academic emotions are defined as emotions related to studying and learning 
(Pekrun et al., 2002). They have been studied since the early 1990s and the 
research interest in this topic is growing due to the profound effect of academic 
emotions on students’ engagement and learning (c.f., Linnenbrink-Garcia & 
Pekrun, 2011). Test anxiety and attributions (i.e., appraisals of causes of 
success or failure) were among the first topics that were studied in educational 
psychology research related to emotions (Pekrun, 2000). Since then, extensive 
research on achievement related and academic emotions has been conducted. 
Achievement emotions relate “to an activity or outcome of an activity which is 
evaluated by the subject according to some external or internal standard of 
quality” (Pekrun, 2000, 145). Thus, achievement emotions are also related to 
the activity in itself, not only to the achievement outcome per se. Academic 
emotions, on the other hand, include not only achievement emotions, but also 
emotions related to studying in general (Pekrun et al., 2002). Moreover, the 
interaction between achievements and academic emotions is bidirectional 
(Pekrun et al., 2017). This means that positive academic emotions (e.g., 
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enjoyment, hope) predict positive achievements, which in turn, predict 
positive academic emotions (pride, contentment). The same goes for negative 
academic emotions. Robinson and colleagues (2017) suggest that the 
relationship between academic emotions and achievement is mediated by 
engagement. 

According to Pekrun (2000; Pekrun et al., 2002), academic emotions can 
be positive, negative or neutral and related to current, future or past 
experiences. Moreover, academic emotions can be activating or deactivating 
and task- or self-related or socially related (Pekrun et al., 2002). Examples of 
different kinds of academic emotions are shown in Table 1. All academic 
emotions are linked to social cognitive theory in that they entail both social 
influence and a cognitive appraisal of a task or achievement before, during, or 
after performance that evokes emotions (Goetz et al., 2006; Pekrun, 2000). 
Moreover, academic emotions are related to students’ learning strategies, 
motivation, self-regulated learning and achievements (Pekrun, 2000; Pekrun 
et al., 2002). For example, students who believe in their capabilities are more 
likely to feel hopeful about studying and thereby engage in self-regulated 
learning activities that promote study success (Alexander & Onwuegbuzie, 
2007). A highly motivated student who can self-regulate the learning process 
and also believes that a task is accomplishable (i.e., high self-efficacy beliefs) 
will likely feel emotions like excitement, interest, and enthusiasm when 
encountering a task. A student who thinks the task is too difficult or who 
struggles to complete assignments, might feel emotions like task anxiety, fear 
of failure, boredom, or frustration. 
 

  

Table 1 Examples of academic emotions (adapted from Pekrun et al., 2002) 

 Positive Negative 
Activating Enjoyment  

Pride  
Hope  

Stress  
Anxiety  
Anger 

Deactivating Contentment 
Relief 
Relaxation 

Boredom 
Hopelessness 
Exhaustion 

 
 
Thus, the emotions that arise depend on the perceived control a student has 
over the task and the value attached to the outcome of the task (Goetz et al., 
2006; Goetz et al., 2010; Pekrun, 2000). If an exam is perceived as being 
unimportant, task anxiety is usually lower. However, before an important task 
it is common to feel emotions, such as nervousness, stress, or even panic, 
especially if the student perceives a lack of control. Accordingly, control beliefs 
predict positive academic emotions whereas lack of control activate negative 
academic emotions (Bieg et al., 2013). Thus, students who perceive high levels 
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of control also report fewer negative academic emotions (e.g., boredom or 
anxiety) and higher self-esteem (Stupnisky et al., 2013). In addition, self-
appraisals, such as self-concept and self-efficacy, affect the perceived control 
(Pekrun, 2000). However, social factors also affect control beliefs and value 
appraisals and thereby experienced emotions (Pekrun, 2000). Teachers 
influence students’ academic emotions indirectly by enhancing or impeding 
students’ values and control beliefs via what kind of achievements are valued 
and via expectations of students’ performance. Thus, emotions are an 
important part of the learning process. In particular, academic emotions are 
inextricably linked to self-regulated learning (Ben-Eliyahu & Linnenbrink-
Garcia, 2013; Pekrun et al., 2002; Sansone & Thoman, 2005; Villavicencio & 
Bernardo, 2013).

2.3 BECOMING AN INDEPENDENT UNIVERSITY 
STUDENT

This section will focus on what the conceptual framework described above, i.e., 
self-regulated learning, self-efficacy and academic emotions, mean in the 
context of higher education. Thereafter, the effects of gendered expectations 
on university students will be discussed. This section is followed by a chapter 
on interventions that support students’ transition to higher education and, 
finally, a summary of the theoretical framework.

THE IMPORTANCE OF SELF-REGULATED LEARNING AND 
SELF-EFFICACY

Research shows a clear relationship between students’ self-regulated learning 
skills, academic achievement and study progress in higher education (e.g., 
Asikainen et al., 2014; Cassidy, 2011, Glogowska et al., 2007; Haarala-
Muhonen et al., 2011; Haarala-Muhonen et al., 2017; Richardson et al., 2012; 
Wilcox et al., 2005). Academic self-efficacy, on the other hand, affects 
academic achievement mainly via mediating factors such as effort regulation 
and goal orientations (Honicke & Broadbent, 2016). However, especially first-
year students in higher education perceive self-regulated learning itself as 
challenging, due to the increased requirements of independent learning 
(Foerst et al., 2017). 

Students’ self-regulated learning skills are affected by several factors. 
Firstly, their mindset and self-theories affect self-regulated learning skills via 
effort beliefs (Dweck & Master, 2008; Yan et al., 2014). Mindset indicate the 
way students perceive ability and intelligence, as either fixed or malleable. A 
student with a fixed mindset does not see that ability or achievements can be 
improved by effort. On the other hand, a student with a malleable, or growth 
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mindset believes that ability and intelligence can be improved (Dweck & 
Master, 2008). Moreover, students who believe that their academic 
achievements are related to effort rather than ability, use more self-regulated 
learning skills (Yan et al., 2014). Students with a growth mindset are also more 
intrinsically motivated than students with a fixed mindset (Yan et al., 2014). 
Besides, self-efficacious and confident students are more inclined to believe 
that their ability is determined by effort rather than by innate traits, i.e., they 
have a malleable mindset (Komarraju & Nadler, 2013). They also pursue more 
challenging goals and are able to use self-regulated learning strategies to reach 
their goals (Jung et al., 2017; Komarraju & Nadler, 2013). Thus, a second 
important factor for self-regulated learning is perceived self-efficacy to self-
regulate (Klassen et al., 2008). Especially performance self-efficacy, i.e., 
efficacy beliefs related to familiar challenges in past experiences, are strong 
predictors of academic achievement (Richardson et al., 2012). Thirdly, 
students who believe that their willpower is nonlimited are better able to self-
regulate when faced with high demands (Job et al., 2015). For example, if a 
student thinks that willpower is limited and therefore available only a limited 
number of times or for a limited number of tasks, it is less likely that the 
student will engage in self-regulated learning activities.  

Mastery goal orientations, i.e., goals aimed at understanding and learning 
instead of performing, have been shown to affect how students process 
information, which in turn promotes self-regulated learning (De Clercq et al., 
2013). This is explained by seeing that mastery goal orientations are often 
followed by deep processing, which in turn enhances self-regulated learning. 
Moreover, De Clercq and colleagues (2013) showed a stability in these goal 
orientations over time, emphasizing the importance of fostering mastery goal 
orientations among first-year students. Perseverance of effort is also 
important for the learning process and it affects students’ performance via 
self-regulated learning (Wolters & Hussain, 2015). Students who are able to 
persist when faced with challenges are more likely to engage in self-regulated 
learning. Additionally, good self-regulated learning skills are strongly related 
to good time management skills (Wolters et al., 2017). Time management is 
often challenging for students in higher education, much due to increasing 
demands of independent learning. Moreover, there is a gap between the 
expectations academic staff have of students’ time management and learning 
skills and reality (Mah & Ifenthaler, 2017), which means that students are 
expected to be more independent learners than they actually are.  

Poor time management skills predict procrastination, which is a common 
challenge among students (Wolters et al., 2017). Procrastination can be 
defined as “the voluntary delay of intended and necessary and/or [personally] 
important activity, despite expecting potential consequences of the delay” 
(Klingsieck, 2013, 16). For example, binge-watching episodes on a streaming 
service when one should be studying is a typical kind of procrastination among 
students in these days. However, procrastination is not always due to a lack of 
self-regulated learning skills. Rather, students with low self-efficacy beliefs 
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and impulsive students procrastinate more due to, for example, low goal 
achievements that affect motivation (Klassen et al., 2008; Steel & Klingsieck, 
2016, Wolters et al., 2017; Wäschle et al., 2014). The effect of self-efficacy 
beliefs on procrastination, again, is mediated by students’ intrinsic motivation 
(Katz et al., 2014). However, highly motivated students with strong self-
efficacy beliefs can procrastinate for strategic reasons and therefore they are 
described as strategic delayers rather than procrastinators, which is associated 
with more negative connotations (Lindblom-Ylänne et al., 2015). 

ACADEMIC EMOTIONS IN HIGHER EDUCATION

Students experience a variety of academic emotions that affect their study 
progress. For example, first-year university students are typically highly 
engaged at the beginning, but become more exhausted and less engaged as 
they proceed in their studying (Salmela-Aro & Read, 2017). Higher 
engagement followed by more exhaustion concerns particularly female 
students but the pattern of the interplay between burnout and engagement is 
similar for both female and male students (Salmela-Aro & Read, 2017). This is 
an important message to universities, since exhaustion and burnout among 
university students increase the risk of dropout (Bask & Salmela-Aro, 2013). 
Nevertheless, students with good self-regulated learning skills perceive 
challenges as being less demanding than students with insufficient self-
regulated learning skills (Hailikari & Parpala, 2014). Thus, their perceived 
negative academic emotions also decrease. This is explained by the fact that 
students who are able to organise their studying focus more on factors that 
enhance than impede their studying (Hailikari & Parpala, 2014). 

When students perceive that their self-esteem is threatened, self-
handicapping strategies are frequently used (Martin et al., 2001; Schwinger et 
al., 2014). Self-handicapping strategies can manifest themselves as 
procrastination or reduced effort, i.e., activities that indicate low use of self-
regulated learning strategies (Martin et al., 2001). Moreover, defensive 
pessimism is a coping strategy when students fear academic failure (Martin & 
Marsh, 2003). Defensive pessimism is a strategy used by some students with 
a pessimistic view on an academic task, but instead of relying on self-
handicapping activities, they lower their expectations and prepare for failure 
and therefore cope with the negative academic emotions (Cantor & Noreem, 
1989). However, defensive pessimism is not straightforwardly a bad coping 
strategy, rather it implies that students cope with negative academic emotions 
differently (Noreem, 2001). An ability to regulate emotions is called 
psychological flexibility and has been shown to be important for study success 
(Asikainen et al., 2017). For example, feelings of hope are strong predictors of 
psychological flexibility. Moreover, hopeful students perceive less fear of 
failure or evaluation anxiety, which decreases their tendency to procrastinate 
(Alexander & Onwuegbuzie, 2007). This is explained by high self-efficacy 
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beliefs among hopeful students. Students with high self-efficacy beliefs also 
achieve academically due to their ability to self-monitor and self-regulate their 
learning (Cassidy, 2012; Richardson et al., 2012). Conversely, academic 
achievements affect self-efficacy beliefs via enactive mastery experience, as 
explained above (Talsma et al., 2018). 

Previous research shows a progressive decline in self-regulatory efficacy as 
students advance in the academia (Caprara et al., 2008). This can be explained 
by the cumulating demands along with increasing number of experiences of 
not meeting all demands. Interestingly, female students perceive higher levels 
of self-regulatory efficacy as well as a smaller decline than male students 
(Caprara et al., 2008). However, female students also report more exhaustion, 
as mentioned above (Salmela-Aro & Read, 2017). One explanation could be 
the perceptions of self-concept. A recent study found that female students’ 
self-concept remained the same after entrance to higher education while male 
students’ self-concept increased (Rosman et al., 2020). A fear of failure and 
lack of self-confidence is particularly strong for female students in science 
(Huang, 2013; Jackson, 2010). Furthermore, male students typically 
outperform female students during the first year in higher education, 
especially in fields with competitive elements (Wagner & Brahm, 2017). This 
has been explained by the fact that studying in higher education often values 
a straightforward and assertive way of communicating that many male 
students adopt early in life due to socially constructed gender roles (Jackson, 
2003b; Prentice & Carranza, 2002). 

THE EFFECTS OF GENDERED EXPECTATIONS

Research shows that gendered expectations affect students’ performance in 
such a way that female students are expected to adapt better to the learning 
environment at school, which implies lower expectations of male students 
(Spinath et al., 2014). The process of stereotype threat means that students 
perform in line with stereotyped group expectations. For example, if female 
students are expected to struggle in science, the mechanisms of stereotype 
make them underperform. However, stereotype threat affects male students 
as well (Hartley & Sutton, 2013; Heyder & Kessels, 2015). The mechanisms of 
stereotype threat have been proposed as an explanation for the findings that 
students’ performance is below expectations (Casad et al., 2017). This shows 
how important expectations are for students’ learning and aspirations, which 
is also confirmed by the persistent gender segregation in certain fields in 
higher education (Barone, 2011; Stoet & Geary, 2018; Voyer & Voyer, 2014). 

Female students also seem to be more trapped in a cycle of negative 
academic emotions (Pelch, 2018). This has been found particularly in the 
STEM field (science, technology, engineering and mathematics) (Frenzel et al., 
2007; Goetz et al., 2008). One explanation for this has been proposed to be 
gender stereotypes that affect female students’ self-concept and thereby 
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decrease enjoyment of learning. Low competence beliefs combined with high 
value in achievements lead to negative academic emotions (Frenzel et al., 
2007). However, fear of failure is more overtly expressed by female students. 
Yet, male students experience the same fear (Jackson, 2010). Here the 
educator is in an influential position. For example, educators have an 
important role in reducing negative academic emotions, especially among 
female students, a meta-analysis by Lei and colleagues (2018) showed. They 
hypothesized that it is easier for female students to discuss their negative 
academic emotions and therefore it is also easier to support them. However, 
the meta-analysis furthermore showed that teachers can increase positive 
academic emotions for both genders.  

Educators are also important as significant others for the students and this 
affects students’ self-efficacy beliefs via persuasion and support (Bandura, 
1997). Moreover, educators’ perceptions and expectations affect students’ self-
belief and therefore their academic performance (Friedrich et al., 2015; Jones 
& Myhill, 2004; Jussim & Harber, 2005; Muntoni & Retelsdorf, 2018). This 
means that students adapt to stereotyped and socially constructed gender 
roles, which can perpetuate the persistent gender differences in educational 
outcomes and aspirations (Jackson, 2003a; Jackson & Dempster, 2009; 
Spinath et al., 2014). The perceived and expected gender roles by educators, 
again, affect the type of support the students are provided with (Odenbring, 
2019). Moreover, false expectations and rigid gender roles affect the wellbeing 
of the students, especially those that do not fit in the expected roles and 
therefore feel a need to negotiate their position between expectations and 
reality (Odenbring, 2019; Riley, 2014; Skelton et al., 2010). Thus, educators’ 
expectations affect the support provided and therefore academic emotions and 
learning strategies.  

 

2.4 INTERVENTIONS THAT SUPPORT 
STUDENTS’ TRANSITION TO HIGHER 
EDUCATION 

As previously discussed, successful studying in higher education requires 
regulation of academic emotions, good self-regulated learning strategies, 
sufficient self-efficacy beliefs and often also external support along the way. In 
Finland, the focus in secondary education is on the matriculation examination 
that guides the teaching and learning processes throughout secondary 
education. The teaching is highly structured, although the students can choose 
to some extent which subjects to study. Nevertheless, international research 
shows a discrepancy between secondary and higher education regarding the 
availability of guidance and structure and assessment feedback (e.g., 
Beaumont et al., 2016). In the Netherlands and in New Zealand aspirations to 
narrow the gap between these educational levels have been conducted by 
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implementing elements of higher education courses in secondary education. 
However, although the results have been positive, they still indicate a need for 
more interventions and pedagogical processes that support first-year students 
in higher education (Jansen & van der Meer, 2012). In light of these studies, 
the effects of different interventions that aim at facilitating the transition to 
higher education will be discussed next. 

It is important to help students to identify challenges and validate 
beneficial learning strategies (Clark, 2005). Moreover, the timing of support 
and interventions should be carefully considered. If the support is provided 
too soon, i.e., immediately during first weeks at university, it is difficult for 
students to identify their challenges because at the beginning, many students 
rely on their previous learning strategies and have not yet received feedback 
on their academic performance on their first exams and assignments (Clark, 
2005). Furthermore, it is important to reduce the gap between knowing what 
to do and actually doing it (Foerst et al., 2017). Many students fail to use self-
regulated learning strategies for three reasons: lack of time; not believing in 
the benefits of self-regulated learning strategies; or perceiving self-regulated 
learning strategies as being too laborious. Decreasing the gap between 
knowing and doing can only be done by teaching how to use self-regulated 
learning strategies and let students practice them (Foerst et al., 2017). In 
accordance with this, Steel and Klingsieck (2016) recommend that 
interventions should focus on self-discipline and impulsiveness, since 
interventions that focus only on study skills (i.e., reading, writing, taking notes 
etc.) do not necessarily lead to intended changes in study habits. Rather, 
Jairam (2020) suggests that study habits are resistant to change, especially 
during the first year in higher education when students are stressed by the 
transition process.  

Well-planned introductions to higher education are beneficial to students 
(e.g., Hultberg et al., 2008; Permzadian & Credé, 2016; Sneyers & De Witte, 
2018). Interventions with a social cognitive perspective can especially foster 
self-efficacy beliefs among students, which are important for effort regulation 
and goal orientation and thus promote advantageous study strategies in higher 
education (Katz et al., 2014; Schwinger & Stiensmeier-Pelster, 2011; 
Schwinger et al., 2014; Talsma et al., 2018; van Dinther et al., 2011). 
Procrastination and other disadvantageous study habits often stem from a fear 
of failure and therefore by strengthening students’ academic self-efficacy 
beliefs, behaviours that hamper study progress may be reduced. However, 
there is no absolute unanimity about the effects of first-year interventions. 
Firstly, students’ motivation is often overlooked in research that addresses 
interventions (Duchatelet & Donche, 2019). Secondly, Dörrenbächer and 
Perels (2016) argue that interventions are most useful for students who have 
a moderate or motivated self-regulated learning profile, whereas students with 
low or high self-regulated learning profiles do not benefit from the 
intervention. In other words, students who possess some self-regulated 
learning skills but for some reason are unable to use them effectively and 
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students who might have inferior self-regulated learning skills, but are highly 
motivated, benefit the most from such interventions.  

However, by interventions that target self-control, such as limiting 
distractions in the study environment, students’ study strategies can be 
developed and their study progress enhanced (Bieg et al., 2013; Duckworth et 
al., 2016). Furthermore, fostering mastery orientation (belief that ability is 
malleable and can be improved) is important since it teaches students that 
they can also persist when faced with challenges (Blackwell et al., 2007, 
Hochanadel & Finamore, 2015). This can be done by providing students with 
intensive guidance and performance feedback. Hence, students’ competence 
beliefs can be strengthened and therefore they can become more independent 
learners (Beaumont et al., 2016). However, supporting students’ adjustment 
to higher education is a process that optimally begins already in secondary 
education for those students who aim at university education and continues 
throughout the second year in higher education (Jansen & Suhre, 2010; 
McBurnie et al., 2012). Thus, universities need to consider comprehensive and 
holistic interventions to both guide all students, regardless of background, 
through their academic entry but also to support their engagement, 
commitment and sense of belonging in the academia (Bowles et al., 2014; 
Brooman & Darwent, 2014). 

 

2.5 SUMMARY: BRIDGING THE GAP TO HIGHER 
EDUCATION 

One conclusion from the discussion above is that the transition to higher 
education is far more complex than any single study can cover. Therefore, 
there is a need to explore the interplay of the factors that interact during and 
after the transition that together play an important role for students’ 
adjustment to higher education. In this dissertation, I approached the 
challenges of first-year students through the lens of social cognitive theory and 
self-regulated learning, self-efficacy and academic emotions, more 
specifically. A gender perspective was adopted to help understand how socially 
constructed gender roles and gendered expectations can affect students’ 
transition to higher education. All these elements (self-regulated learning, 
self-efficacy, academic emotions and gender roles and expectations) are 
important for both the transition in itself and also throughout students’ 
university education. Moreover, self-regulated learning, self-efficacy and 
academic emotions are intertwined in complex ways and it seems impossible 
to describe one without describing the other, which is illustrated in Figure 2. 
Thus, successful interventions aimed at supporting the transition to higher 
education, both in secondary and higher education, take all these elements 
into account (e.g., Duchatelet & Donche, 2019; Nelson, 2014; Wingate, 2007). 
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Figure 2 The interplay of self-regulated learning, self-efficacy and academic emotions 
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3 OVERALL AIM AND RESEARCH 
QUESTIONS 

The overall aim of this research was to explore factors that affect first-year 
students’ transition and adaptation to higher education and how this 
transition can be supported. This was explored by analysing both first year 
university students’ experiences of studying in higher education and upper 
secondary school teachers’ and study counsellors’ perceptions of their 
students’ self-belief, study habits and academic emotions. Note that from here 
onwards, the abbreviation ‘educators’ will be used when both groups are being 
referred to. The intention was to understand why the transition to university 
can be so challenging. Both impeding (chutes) and enhancing (ladders) factors 
were explored to understand how students’ transition can be supported as a 
coherent whole.  

This dissertation is composed of three articles that focus on different parts 
of the transition process. The first part-study (Article I) explored how students 
perceive their studying in higher education regarding self-regulated learning, 
study strategies, self-efficacy and academic emotions. The second part-study 
(Article II) took a step back to investigate how upper secondary school 
educators perceive their students in order to understand the gap between 
secondary education and higher education regarding students’ learning 
strategies. The interviews with upper secondary school educators aimed to 
explore how students’ transition to higher education is supported at school 
and how they perceived their students’ readiness for higher education (see 
Appendix A for the interview protocol). However, the educators very 
frequently expressed gendered expectations and perceptions of students and 
therefore this perspective was included in this second part-study instead of the 
concrete supportive actions for transition to higher education. The gendered 
expectations and perceptions were included due to their pervasive effect on 
students’ self-belief, learning and achievements (Friedrich et al., 2015; Jones 
& Myhill, 2004; Jussim & Harber, 2005; Muntoni & Retelsdorf, 2018). The 
third part-study (Article III) focused on what effects interventions for first-
year students have in supporting students’ transition to higher education. This 
was explored by analysing first-year students’ perceptions and experiences of 
a workshop in study strategies they participated in during their first semester 
in higher education. 
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The overall aim and the objectives of the three part-studies were examined by 
the following research questions: 

 
RQ 1: How do first-year university students perceive their transition to 

higher education and what challenges related to study strategies 
do they experience?  

 
RQ 2: What perceptions and expectations with regard to students’ self-

belief, study habits and academic emotions do educators in upper 
secondary school hold and how do these perceptions and 
expectations relate to students’ transition to higher education? 

 
RQ 3: How can students’ transition to higher education be supported 

and by whom? 
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4 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY AND 
DESIGN 

In this chapter I discuss the methodological approach for this dissertation and 
contextualize it within the Finnish education system. Thereafter I describe the 
participants and the data collection in all three part-studies and finally I 
elaborate on the analytical process used in the three part-studies (Articles I, 
II, and III) and ethical reflections on this research. 
 

4.1 METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH 
Previous research has shown that the transition process plays an invaluable 
part for successful studying in higher education (Jansen & Suhre, 2010; 
Jansen & van der Meer, 2012; McGhie, 2017; Torenbeek et al., 2010; 
Trautwein & Bosse, 2017). Students’ transition to higher education has been 
studied quantitatively (e.g., Beaumont et al., 2016; Brahm et al., 2017; 
Brooman & Darwent, 2014; Noyens et al., 2019) and qualitatively (e.g., Hughes 
& Smail, 2015; McGhie, 2017; Trautwein & Bosse, 2017) as well as with a mixed 
methods approach (e.g., Bowles et al., 2014). The aim of this dissertation was 
to broaden the understanding of the transition by exploring obstacles and 
resources that affect students’ transition to higher education and thereby 
investigate how the transition can be supported to enhance study progress and 
retention.  

The research in this dissertation was conducted using a qualitative 
approach with data from interviews and reflective journals. The qualitative 
approach was chosen because of the belief in that nuances in the perceptions 
of students and educators could be lost if themes and subjects were categorised 
beforehand for a survey study. Qualitative research allows the research 
participants to use their own language, interpretations and meanings in a 
given context and the researcher needs to look at these through the lens of the 
participant (e.g., Bengtsson, 2016). However, a qualitative approach in 
research involves interpretation by the researcher that is affected by a specific 
social framework where pure objectivity is impossible (Graneheim et al., 
2017). Hence, as a researcher I am part of the knowledge production by 
bringing my own cultural and social frame of reference into the interpretation 
of the meanings.  

Thus, this dissertation relies on an assumption that there is no true 
objective social reality, rather there are different interpretations of the reality 
that are socially constructed (e.g., Gergen, 1996). A central element of the 
social constructivist perspective is the use of language and the meanings 
ascribed to the shared language (Amineh & Asl, 2015). Hence, this dissertation 
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relies on the belief that perceptions and interpretations, and therefore 
behaviours, are malleable and subject to change (Vygotsky, 1978). Otherwise, 
no interventions would be beneficial. Thus, this approach can empower 
students’ agency beliefs in becoming active participants in their learning 
(Seale, 2010; Prinsloo & Slade, 2016). This dissertation also relies on espoused 
theories, i.e., descriptions of the reasons we give for our actions, while theory-
in-use infers our actual behaviour (e.g., Argyris & Schön, 1974). We are often 
unaware of our expectations and overt behaviour. When the espoused theory 
matches theory-in-use it is called congruence (Argyris & Schön, 1974). For 
example, when students describe themselves as hard-working full-time 
students and they actually work hard and study full-time, there is a congruence 
between espoused theories and theory-in-use. Moreover, educators’ can be 
unaware of the perceptions and expectations that affect how they meet their 
students, which also can be described as incongruence between espoused 
theories and theory-in-use. Thus, it could be assumed that self-reflections 
allowed by a qualitative approach, can narrow the gap between espoused 
theories and theories-in-use. 

 

4.2 CONTEXTUAL FRAMEWORK: THE FINNISH 
EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM  

The education system is one of the cornerstones of the Finnish welfare society 
and education is highly valued in Finland. Nearly all children (96%) attend a 
public school in Finland. Its aim is to provide equal opportunities for all by 
being free of charge from pre-primary education to higher education. Also, 
school meals and study materials are free of charge throughout secondary 
education. The education system is based on an idea of lifelong learning that 
is further developed in the Finnish parliament proposition (Ministry of 
Education and Culture in Finland, 2021). Finland is a bilingual country, so in 
line with the constitution, instruction is provided in either Finnish or Swedish. 
Thus, a student can attend a school with either Finnish or with Swedish as the 
language of instruction. Both Finnish- and Swedish-speaking schools follow 
the same national curriculum, but they have separate administration. This 
research was conducted within the Swedish-speaking context. 

The Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) 2018 shows 
that students in Finland score higher than average on reading, mathematics 
and science. However, there has been a steady decline in all the subjects since 
2006. Moreover, while the effect of socioeconomic status is still lower than the 
OECD average, the effect is increasing in Finland while the overall average in 
OECD has stayed the same. There are also considerable gender differences 
among students in Finland according to the PISA results (OECD, 2019). One 
of the biggest gender differences in the OECD countries was found between 
the reading scores between Finnish girls and boys in favour of the girls. 
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Additionally, Finnish girls outperformed boys in mathematics and science, 
while in nearly all OECD countries boys achieved better than girls in 
mathematics and girls were only slightly better in science. However, girls in 
Finland expressed more fear of failure compared to boys and this was most 
noticeable among high-performing girls. Among high-performing students, 
12.5% of the boys compared to 10% of the girls expect to be working in 
engineering or science at the age of 30. Moreover, 37.5% of the girls and only 
14.3% of the boys see themselves working in health-related professions at the 
age of 30. This indicates that there still is a clear gender gap in students’ 
educational aspirations that has little to do with academic performance. 
(OECD, 2019).

GENERAL UPPER SECONDARY EDUCATION IN FINLAND

In Finland, students can choose to attend general upper secondary school 
(academically oriented) or vocational education after compulsory education. 
Approximately 53% of each age cohort attend general upper secondary school. 
The government has increased compulsory schooling to 18 years from autumn 
2021 in order to provide all adolescents with a secondary education and to 
avoid drop outs and marginalisation among them. In Finland, compulsory 
schooling means that learning is compulsory, but attending school is not 
compulsory. Thus, students can learn via home schooling. However, home 
schooling is very rare in Finland. The most common path to higher education 
is through general upper secondary school. However, there are no dead ends 
in the Finnish educational system (Figure 3) and students from all levels of 
secondary education can choose the higher education path if they reach the 
qualifications of that level of education. Students can also choose to take both 
strands in secondary education, from both general upper secondary school and 
vocational education. The focus in this dissertation will be on general upper 
secondary school since it is the most common pathway to higher education.
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Figure 3 The structure of the Finnish education system (see also, Ministry of Education and 
Culture in Finland, 2020) 

More of the students in general upper secondary school are female (58%) than 
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need to take an exam in three other subjects. As of 2022, this will be extended 
to four subjects. 

Interestingly, the number of female students who have chosen to take the 
exams in advanced mathematics, chemistry and physics has increased in the 
past ten years by 9.1 percentage points to 53.3% (mathematics), by 17.8 
percentage points to 61.3% (chemistry) and by 20.5 percentage points to 44% 
(physics) (The Matriculation Examination Board, 2020). For admission to 
higher education, scores in advanced mathematics in the matriculation 
examination usually gives the highest points. Nevertheless, although studying 
in upper secondary education resembles studying in higher education with 
individually planned study paths, there is more in-class studying in upper 
secondary education than at university where there is more time for self-
studying than on campus teaching in most faculties.

HIGHER EDUCATION IN FINLAND

In 2018, 36% of the Finnish population older than 15 years had been awarded 
a higher education degree. More than one third (36.3%) of the female 
population holds a higher education degree compared to 28% of the male 
population (Statistics Finland, 2018a). Regionally, the population with the 
highest level of education was in the Helsinki metropolitan area. Women have 
exceeded men in their proportion in higher education since the 1980s in 
Finland (Kivinen et al., 2012). For the age cohort that was born between 1980 
and 1984, 52% of women have a degree compared to 37% of men (Kivinen & 
Hedman, 2016). However, the gender distribution in some fields of study is 
still skewed (Table 2).

Table 2 Proportion of women with a degree by field of higher education in Finland (Statistics 
Finland, 2019a)

Bachelor’s 
or 
equivalent 
level

Master’s 
or 
equivalent 
level

Doctoral 
or 
equivalent 
level

Total 56% 56% 45%
Education 77% 80% 69%
Arts and humanities 72% 75% 53%
Social sciences, journalism and information 65% 68% 55%
Business, administration and law 66% 54% 42%
Natural sciences, mathematics and statistics 54% 55% 49%
Information and Communication Technologies 
(ICT) 19% 21% 18%
Engineering, manufacturing and construction 15% 22% 22%
Agriculture, forestry, fisheries and veterinary 40% 52% 51%
Health and welfare 89% 73% 57%
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Factors that have been shown to increase the probability of gaining admission 
to higher education are young age accompanied by an urban and academic 
background (Nori, 2011). In 2018, only 18.3% of the newly graduated students 
from upper secondary school continued directly in higher education (Statistics 
Finland, 2018b), while as many as 69.5% did not continue directly after upper 
secondary school to studies that lead to a degree. This is in sharp contrast to 
the government’s plans to increase the number of people with a degree in 
higher education. One reason that quite few students continue directly to 
higher education can be that students are often exhausted after upper 
secondary school (e.g., Salmela-Aro, 2017; Salmela & Määttä, 2015). Another 
reason can be that first-hand applicants are favoured ahead of students who 
already have a study place at a university or university of applied sciences in 
Finland. If a student is uncertain what field to apply to, it can be intimidating 
to accept a study place because, if the student later wishes to change field of 
study, they are no longer treated as a first-hand applicant. Moreover, less than 
one third of all applicants gain admission to higher education in Finland.

In higher education, students are eligible for government-financed study 
allowances and housing benefits that cover, at least partly, their expenses 
during higher education. The study allowances postulate that the study 
progress is constant, 5 ECTs per allowance month. Nevertheless, living costs 
are high, especially in the metropolitan area. For many students there is a need 
to work or take a student loan, to cover their expenses. More than half of the 
students in higher education work alongside their studying (Statistics Finland, 
2017). This does not necessarily mean a slower rate of study progress. Students 
who successfully combine work and studying engage in beneficial self-
regulated learning strategies and time management skills to balance the 
demands of working and studying (Lindblom-Ylänne et al., 2017). However, 
only 65% graduate in Finland within the expected time frame of five years for 
a master’s degree (Statistics Finland, 2020), which indicates that measures are 
needed to support students’ study progress.

4.3 PARTICIPANTS AND DATA COLLECTION

INTERVIEWS WITH EDUCATORS

The interviews were conducted following a semi-structured setup (see 
Appendix A) with 23 teachers and study counsellors from nine general upper 
secondary schools in Finland. These schools were all part of a research project, 
Study smart, that focused on supporting upper secondary students’ transition 
to higher education. The schools were in both rural and urban areas and 
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represented the regional distribution of the Swedish-speaking population in 
Finland. They represented 24% of all Swedish general upper secondary schools 
in Finland. The educators (study counsellors and subject teachers in 
mathematics, chemistry, physics and psychology) were contacted via email 
and those who consented were interviewed in a location that suited them best. 
Most of the interviews were conducted in the educators’ schools in a separate 
room to ensure privacy. One interview was conducted via Skype and one in the 
educator’s home. The interview protocol was pilot tested before the actual 
interviews. All the interviews were conducted in Swedish. Only excerpts used 
in the presentation of the findings were translated into English.  

Eighteen of the interviewees were female and five were male. The skewness 
in the distribution resembles the gender distribution among school staff 
overall. The interviews were conducted between spring 2016 and winter 2017. 
The interviews were based on informed consent and all the interviewees 
consented for the interviews to be audio recorded. The interviewees’ work 
experience varied from between two and 35 years at the time of the interviews. 
The interviews lasted 45 to 100 minutes and resulted in nearly 23 hours of 
recorded material. The recordings were transcribed verbatim by a research 
assistant. However, I listened to the interviews repeatedly and corrected the 
transcripts when needed and thus made my own interpretation of what was 
being said. The interviews were transcribed in MS Word and the data were 
analysed and coded in MS Excel 2013 (e.g., Ose, 2016).  

An interview can be defined as a structured discussion that aims to find out 
about the interviewee’s perceptions and world view and the meanings ascribed 
to these (Kvale, 1997). Although the research interview is characterized by a 
difference in power relations, it is still an interpersonal interaction where 
information is shared and understanding is created (Kvale, 1997). Thus, the 
interview is more structured than a normal conversation and less structured 
than a questionnaire to find meaning in the studied phenomena from the 
interviewee’s perspective. The advantage of a semi-structured interview is that 
it provides data that can be elaborated on and compared to one another 
(Jacobsen, 1993). However, the interview still follows the rules of discussion 
in which it is possible to follow up with clarifying questions and development 
of thought during the conversation. This was also the case in this interview 
study. The interview protocol was used as a support tool; however, it was not 
followed meticulously in the same order in each interview. Rather, the 
conversations developed into different directions. Yet, all the themes in the 
interview protocol were discussed in every interview, which allowed the 
interviewees to elaborate and exemplify their perceptions in an unaffected 
way.  

The interviewees in part-study II were familiar with me through an in-
service education programme that they participated in previously as part of a 
research project ‘Study smart’. The project offered two sessions for the 
principals, teachers and study counsellors in the participating schools that 
aimed to provide information about first-year students’ challenges in higher 
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education and discuss measures that support student transition. Thus, when 
they were contacted for the interviews, they knew who they were having the 
discussion with. This can be seen as an advantage in the sense that when the 
interviewees were familiar with the subject and me, they probably felt relaxed 
and unthreatened (Jacobsen, 1993). Also, the interviews were conducted in a 
safe place (workplace or home) for the interviewees. The psychological space, 
i.e., sufficient time, undisturbed environment and enough time to settle down 
before the interview, was also taken into account (e.g., Lantz, 1993). The 
educators had some level of preconceptions of the interview themes due to 
their participation in the project ‘Study smart’ and were thus interested in 
discussing the subject and also in raising concerns they had encountered at 
school. However, the interview protocol served as the backbone of the 
interviews and directed the interviewees back to the main subject when 
needed. Nevertheless, I was careful not to interrupt or express my own 
opinions or interpretations during the interview, only to ask the interviewees 
to elucidate their perceptions and descriptions. Thus, the focus stayed all the 
time on the interviewee. When the interviews were finished the interviewees 
were encouraged to be in contact if they wanted to elaborate their answers or 
if they felt that they needed to erase some of their comments or if they wanted 
to withdraw their participation altogether. However, not one of the educators 
approached me afterwards.

FIRST-YEAR STUDENTS’ REFLECTIVE JOURNALS

The reflective journals were written by first-year social science students 
(n=190) at a university in Finland after attending a compulsory workshop in 
study strategies during their first semester in higher education. The workshops 
were held in 2014–2017. The workshops were arranged on five occasions, 
three on campus and two online. Seventeen percent of the participating 
students completed the online course. The rest of the students attended a 2 x
3 h workshops two weeks apart. The workshop content consisted of topics that 
covered factors that have been shown to be important for studying in higher 
education (e.g., Asikainen et al., 2014; Foerst et al., 2017; Hailikari et al., 2019; 
Lindblom-Ylänne et al., 2015). These were academic skills (reading and 
writing academic texts and note-taking), time management, learning 
strategies, stress management and motivation.

The description of the workshop content as well as the learning objectives 
and the assignments the students had to complete to pass the workshop is 
clarified in Appendix C. The workshop was completed by submitting a 
reflective journal that was graded as pass/should be completed/fail. One of 
the objectives of self-reflecting was to enhance metacognitive awareness and 
thereby academic progress and retention among students. Self-reflection has 
been proven an effective method also in previous research (e.g., Brooman & 
Darwent, 2012a; Cicero, 2006; Kim, 2013). Thus, how students personally 
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perceive different factors related to their studying, such as use of time and 
effort, affects the study strategies they use (Öhrstedt & Scheja, 2018). Another 
reason not to give a numerical grade was to avoid students replicating the 
workshop content without self-reflection if they focused too much on writing 
a standard academic text. Instead, students did not need to refer to the 
material they read, listened to or watched during the workshop. Rather, they 
were given the opportunity to discuss their studying during their first semester 
in higher education. The intention was to make them aware of their own study 
habits (with chutes and ladders) and thereby support their transition. 
Reflective journaling has previously been used as a therapeutic tool to increase 
self-efficacy and gain control of one’s own circumstances (Fritson, 2008). 

Most of the students (78%) were female. Students with a previous degree 
in higher education (from universities or from universities of applied sciences) 
were exempted from the workshop, since it was assumed that their study 
strategies would be enough to graduate. Therefore, the workshops were 
directed towards newly enrolled students. The age distribution of the 
participants was as follows: 17% were aged 18–21, 21% were aged 22–25, 3% 
were aged 26–30 and finally 5% were older than 30 years. Nearly all students 
(93%) consented to using their written course assignments for research. 
Interestingly, more male (9.8%) than female (5.3%) students denied research 
access to their journals. A total of 643 pages were analysed for part-study I and 
part-study III, with an average of 3.4 pages per participant. However, the 
journals varied between one and eight pages. 

 

4.4 INDUCTIVE CONTENT ANALYSIS 
The data were analysed using content analysis that aims at organizing data and 
finding meaning and drawing conclusions from it (Bengtsson, 2016). 
Inductive content analysis was adopted as an analysis method in all three part-
studies. An inductive approach entails an open-minded approach in which the 
data are analysed and organised in order to search for patterns and find 
answers to the research question (Bengtsson, 2016; Graneheim et al., 2017). 
Moreover, a conventional approach of content analysis was used for analysing 
the interviews (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). This means that no theory was used 
to direct the analysis process, rather that the codes were derived from the data. 
For the reflective journals, on the other hand, a directed approach of content 
analysis was used, which means that there is prior knowledge of the 
phenomena and that the aim of the research was, therefore, to broaden the 
understanding based on prior research (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005).  

In content analysis the conclusions are drawn from what the data reveals 
instead of testing hypotheses compiled beforehand. An inductive approach in 
these three part-studies allowed both students and educators to express their 
own interpretations and perceptions. This approach made it possible to detect 
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underlying meaning and expectations that might have been lost with a solely 
deductive approach. Thus, the data were used as the basis for building 
knowledge and comprehension for the research questions. Therefore, the 
initial frame of reference had to be adjusted when more profound meanings 
emerged. Moreover, the social construction of meaning affects students’ and 
educators’ perceptions, and they must therefore be understood within a 
specific cultural and social milieu (e.g., Eskola & Suoranta, 1998). Thus, this 
research is grounded in a solid contextual frame of reference. As a researcher, 
I am also aware that my own pre-understanding of a phenomenon can affect 
both the collection and the interpretation of data (e.g., Graneheim et al., 2017).

DECONTEXTUALIZATION AND RECONTEXTUALIZATION 

The data analysis began with a process of decontextualization to get a picture 
of what the texts were about (e.g., Bengtsson, 2016). I listened to the interviews 
and read through the reflective journals repeatedly in order to strengthen the 
interpretation of the words. The next step in the process was breaking down 
the text into meaning units that were labelled with codes. There was no coding 
list beforehand, rather the codes emerged as the reading of the material 
proceeded. The codes were elaborated and sharpened by reiterating the 
analysis via repeated reading. 

Thereafter a process of recontextualization followed, which meant 
checking that everything related to the aim was covered (e.g., Bengtsson, 
2016). Irrelevant information was excluded in this stage. In the third step the 
meaning units were condensed, which means that the text was shortened 
without affecting the meaning within the sentences. In this phase, illustrative 
quotations that reflect the main concepts in both the interviews and in the 
reflective journals were highlighted. The emphasis was to find quotations that 
both show the complexity of the phenomena as well as to highlight the issues 
that needed attention. Elo and colleagues (2014) underline the importance of 
demonstrating the trustworthiness of the findings by conformability, i.e., that 
the data represent the information provided by the participants, by using such 
quotations that are connected to the concepts being studied.

CATEGORIZATION AND COMPILATION

The process of recontextualization was followed by categorization where 
themes and categories were identified (e.g., Bengtsson, 2016). In the first part-
study, the analysis of the reflective journals revealed seven main themes, of 
which six were analysed: self-regulated learning, academic emotions, time 
management, academic skills, motivation and self-efficacy. These six main 
themes were divided into 20 subthemes (Appendix D). Issues related to self-
regulated learning were identified in the reflective journals when students 
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discussed functional study strategies, such as planning and organizing 
studying, metacognitive skills, such as reflections on what enhances learning, 
and dysfunctional study strategies, such as being easily distracted. In addition, 
independent learning, which related to self-studying, combining studies and 
leisure, and, finally, issues related to getting started with assignments were 
categorized as self-regulated learning. Academic emotions were identified 
when students discussed negative academic emotions, such as stress, stress-
reducing strategies, such as exercising, positive academic emotions, such as 
joy or enthusiasm, emotions related to achievements, such as high 
achievement demands, and positive stress, or eustress, when students 
described how they perceived themselves as being most effective when they 
had limited time. To be sensitive to how students described their time 
management skills, this was analysed as a separate theme although it is 
inseparable from self-regulated learning (Wolters et al., 2017; Zimmerman, 
1986). Students’ reflections on their academic skills were categorized into 
what works well, such as studying in groups, challenges, such as unclear 
instructions for assignments, and things students perceived could help them 
in the future, for example, writing notes with own words instead of copying 
power point presentations. Motivation was divided into two categories. The 
first category was, factors that increase motivation, such as future job 
opportunities, and the second, factors that decrease motivation, such as 
unsure of the field of study. Finally, self-efficacy was also divided into two 
subthemes: high self-efficacy, i.e., beliefs in one’s ability to accomplish 
something, and low self-efficacy, like expressions of self-doubts. 

In the second part-study, the analysis of the interviews resulted in 103 
codes that were narrowed down to 56 to make them mutually exclusive 
(Appendix B). These 56 codes were categorized into eight main themes of 
which the themes studying and learning, self-belief, emotions and wellbeing, 
and behaviour in class were analysed further for the second part-study. All of 
these were also analysed in relation to the gender issues that were identified 
in the interviews. The theme studying and learning was identified when 
the interviewees discussed students’ learning activities, study habits or self-
regulated learning. For example, ‘Well, those who make an effort make it but, 
on the other hand, those who don’t manage to make the effort won’t make it. 
They might have made it before by memorizing everything you’ve said, but 
now when they have to study on their own the performance is trifling’ was 
categorized as the theme studying and learning. The second theme, self-
belief, emotions and wellbeing, was identified when the educators 
discussed students’ emotional responses to studying and achievement 
expectations and issues related to overall wellbeing. ‘For many students, the 
path is filled with disappointments and for others they realise that they could 
have demanded considerably more of themselves and aimed higher and that 
requires insight into what you are capable of’ is an example of the second 
theme. When the educators discussed students’ overt behaviour in class it 
was behaviour such as students’ help-seeking or propensity to ask questions. 



Research methodology and design 

55 

An example of this theme is ‘They sit with their phones, which they shouldn’t, 
but of course they do and some of them are like a little bit mentally absent’. 

In the third part-study the seventh theme that covered workshop 
experiences (that was omitted from the analysis in the first part-study) was 
analysed and further divided into seven subthemes (Appendix D): integrated 
insights, motivation, challenges, positive and negative workshop experiences, 
metacognition and time-tracking. Integrated insights were identified 
when students described how the workshop had made them realise something 
about themselves and their learning and that they applied or planned to apply 
this new knowledge to their studying. Motivation was identified when 
students described high or low motivation or what increased or decreased 
their motivation. Students’ challenges were related to all different kinds of 
challenges they described related to self-regulated learning, academic 
emotions and practical issues, such as course enrolments. Positive and 
negative workshop experiences were identified when students praised the 
workshop and perceived it very useful or, on the contrary, when they explicitly 
expressed discontentment with the workshop or parts of it. Reflections on 
metacognition were identified when students described learning strategies 
that supported their learning, for example, reading aloud from textbooks or 
discussing course topics with peer students. Finally, the time-tracking 
assignment was identified as an ‘own theme’ due to how often it was reflected 
on in the reflective journals. This theme was identified when students 
described the personal insights they got from tracking their time for a whole 
week that was part of the workshop assignments (see Appendix C).  

The final step, compilation, was to analyse the findings and analyse them 
in light of previous research, which was done in the three part-studies that this 
dissertation is composed of. The latent approach in content analysis allows to 
go deep into the text in order to find the meaning behind the spoken or written 
words (c.f., Bengtsson, 2016). Quotations that illustrate the identified themes 
and their interconnections were selected and extracted for reporting of the 
results. The findings were also quantified in the first and third part-studies 
(reflective journals) to show descriptive data of the occurrence of the themes 
and subthemes. I conducted the data analysis in line with the suggestion by 
Elo and colleagues (2014) that one researcher should mainly be responsible 
for the analysis; however, the interpretations were iterated within the research 
group and the results and conclusions were discussed in order to reach 
agreement on the interpretation of the data. The triangulation of the 
interpretations contributed to conducing trustworthiness of the analysis (Elo 
et al., 2014). 
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4.5 RESEARCH ETHICS 
This research was conducted following the recommendations of the Finnish 
Advisory Board on Research Integrity (2012). Participation was voluntary for 
both the educators and the students. The decision to participate or not 
participate did not affect students’ completion of the workshop. The research 
participation was based on informed consent and all participants were 
promised confidentiality. All identifying information (name, gender, school 
etc.) was blanked out. For the interviews, educators were given gender-neutral 
pseudonyms and in the quotations from the reflective journals, students 
cannot be identified with regard to any information or which workshop they 
participated in. Moreover, all quotations used in all three articles were 
translated to English, and thus revealing characteristics in language is 
concealed. The issues of confidentiality are particularly delicate since the 
participants represent a minority population of 4.6% of the full population. 
Thus, the risks of being recognised are accentuated and therefore, all measures 
were taken to ensure confidentiality. 

All the interviews were conducted by one researcher and they have all been 
stored behind double secured passwords and without identifiable names. I 
alone know the names of the interviewees. The other researchers only have 
access to the interview transcripts. The interviewees were encouraged to 
contact me afterwards if they wanted to discuss their interview or any related 
issued or if they wanted to withdraw their participation. The students gave 
permission to use their course assignments for research before the workshop 
along with a pre-assignment with questions about issues related to the 
workshop themes. The workshop themes, especially stress-management, 
evoked emotions among many students. However, these issues were 
thoroughly discussed during the workshops. Moreover, if a student still 
seemed to be struggling or experiencing severe negative emotions, they were 
encouraged to contact a study psychologist. 

 

4.6 SUMMARY OF METHODS 
This research was conducted through qualitative inductive content analysis. 
The research process is described in Figure 4 that follows the research process 
described by Bengtsson (2016). In summary, the aim throughout this 
dissertation was to identify obstacles and enablers in students’ transition to 
higher education. To do this, students’ own perceptions of the transition to and 
the beginning in higher education was examined by analysing students’ 
reflective journals in the first part-study. However, students arrive at the 
university from different backgrounds and with different baggage in the form 
of expectations and preconceptions that are affected by the environment they 
have grown up in. One source of this baggage is educators’ expectations and 
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perceptions of students. These were explored by analysing semi-structured 
interviews with upper secondary educators in the second part-study. The third 
part-study of this dissertation was an investigation of the experiences of first-
year university students at a workshop intended to support their transition to 
higher education. Students’ reflective journals were analysed to explore how 
students perceived the intervention and thereby to provide an example of how 
students’ transition to higher education can be supported. The results of the 
three part-studies were presented in the three articles included in this 
research.

Figure 4 Overview of the research process

Aim: support students’ transition to 
higher education

Sample: first-year students in higher 
education educators in upper 
secondary education

Reflective journals, n=190 
(2014-2017)
Semi-structured interviews, 
n=23 (2016-2017) Qualitative inductive content 

analysis:
Decontextualization
Recontextualization
Categorisation
Compilation

PLANNING

DATA 
COLLECTION

DATA 
ANALYSIS

PRESENTING 
RESULTS

Article I
Article II
Article III
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5 FINDINGS

The overall aim of this dissertation was to explore factors that affect first-year 
students’ transition and adjustment to higher education and how this 
transition can be supported. The findings of the research in this dissertation 
are based on the results from three part-studies, reported in three articles 
(Figure 5). All three part-studies aimed at exploring different aspects of the 
transition to higher education in order to understand the transition process 
from a broad perspective.

Figure 5 Overview of research articles

Students’ transition to higher education was first explored by identifying first-
year university students’ experiences and challenges during their first 
semester in higher education. Thereafter, factors before the actual transition 
were studied. These factors are educators’ perceptions and expectations of 
students, with perceived gender differences of particular interest. Finally, 
students’ experiences and educators’ expectations were combined to identify 
the impeding (chutes) and the enhancing (ladders) factors so that students’ 
transition to higher education can be supported as a coherent whole. Each 
part-study for Article I, II and III addressed more than one of the overall 
research questions (summarized in chapter 5.5).

TRANSITION

SECONDARY EDUCATION HIGHER EDUCATION

Article I:
Self-regulated 
learning, study 

strategies, 
academic 
emotions

Article II:
Gendered 

expectations, 
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support
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5.1 OVERVIEW OF THE ORIGINAL ARTICLES  
Table 3 Summary of the original part-studies 

 Becoming a university 
student: An emotional 
rollercoaster (Article I) 

Anxious girls and laid-back 
boys: teachers’ and study 
counsellors’ gendered 
perceptions of students 
(Article II) 

Supporting students’ 
transition to higher 
education (Article III) 

Aim To analyse how first-year 
university students 
perceive and reflect upon 
their study strategies and 
academic emotions.  

To explore how upper 
secondary school 
educators perceive 
students’ self-belief, 
study habits, academic 
emotions and behaviour 
at school and how their 
perceptions and 
expectations can reflect 
and reproduce 
stereotyped gender roles. 

To explore how an 
intervention can support 
students’ transition to 
higher education and to 
provide an example of an 
easily viable intervention 
for first-year students, the 
aim of which was to 
support students’ 
transition to higher 
education. 

Material & 
participants 

Reflective journals. 190 
first-year university 
students (78% female, 
22% male) 

Interviews. 23 subject 
teachers and study 
counsellors in 9 upper 
secondary schools (9 in 
mathematics, chemistry 
and physics, 8 in 
psychology, 6 study 
counsellors) 

Reflective journals. 190 
first-year university 
students (78% female, 
22% male) 

Analysis Qualitative inductive content analysis 
Main results Academic emotions and 

self-regulated learning 
are complexly 
intertwined. Students 
identified several 
academic and emotional 
challenges when 
beginning in higher 
education. These 
challenges need to be 
acknowledged and 
students supported in 
overcoming them. 

Educators held 
stereotypical gender 
beliefs about students, 
especially in relation to 
attribution of success that 
can contribute to 
persisting gender roles 
and gender segregation 
that may affect students’ 
transition to higher 
education. 

Students perceived that 
the workshop gave them 
many insights that they 
implemented or planned 
to implement in their 
studying. The workshop 
was perceived to improve 
planning and time 
management skills which 
enhanced students’ 
control beliefs and 
thereby confidence in 
studying. 

Overall 
research 
question 

RQ 1 
RQ 2 
RQ 3 

 
RQ 2 
RQ 3 

RQ 1 
 
RQ 3 
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5.2 FIRST YEAR STUDENTS’ EXPERIENCES AND 
CHALLENGES 

Previous research shows that how students perceive the first year is important 
for their study progress and sense of belonging in academia (Bowles et al., 
2014; Glogowska et al., 2007; Hailikari et al., 2019; Holliman et al., 2019; 
Korhonen & Rautopuro, 2019). However, first-year university students 
encounter several challenges at the beginning of their studies. The aim of the 
part-studies for Article I and Article III was to analyse first-year university 
students’ experiences during their first semester in higher education. They 
reflected on their experiences in reflective journals. The intention was to 
contribute to the existing research by focusing on students’ own words, 
perceptions and feelings that relate to the interplay between academic 
emotions and study strategies. The frequencies of the themes and subthemes 
students discussed in the reflective journals are shown in Table 4. 
 
Table 4 Themes and subthemes and the proportions (%) of students that discussed them 

in the reflective journals 

 
Self-regulated 
learning (97) 

Academic 
emotions (86) 

Time 
management 
(81) 

Academic 
skills (81) 

Motivation (69) Self-efficacy 
(30) 

Functional 
study 
strategies (80) 

Negative 
emotions and 
reasons (76) 

Poor time 
managing (63) 

What works 
well (60) 

What 
increases 
motivation (46) 

High self-
efficacy beliefs 
(20) 

Metacognition 
(62) 

Reducing 
stress and 
neg. emotions, 
promoting 
wellbeing (36) 

Good time 
managing (24) 

Challenges 
(56) 

What 
decreases 
motivation (31) 

Low self-
efficacy beliefs 
(12) 

Dysfunctional 
study 
strategies (52) 

Positive 
emotions and 
reasons (29) 

 What could be 
done (26) 

  

Independent 
learning (37) 

Emotions 
related to 
achievement 
(18) 

    

Combining 
studies and 
leisure (36) 

Positive 
stress, 
eustress (12) 

    

Getting started 
(26) 
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The results showed that most of the students perceived challenges in relation 
to academic skills during their first semester and a need to readjust their study 
strategies when they began in higher education. The challenges were typically 
related to uncertainty in how and what to focus on in the course literature or 
how to know what is expected of them at the university. Moreover, the 
students described how uncertainty could lead to dysfunctional study 
strategies. Students described how they perceived an academic shock when 
study strategies they had previously relied on were no longer sufficient. 
Students who had been high achievers in upper secondary school suddenly 
failed in their university exams. This was perceived as very distressing. 
  

My studies have always proceeded quite well at school. It was different 
at university. Yes, they warn you in upper secondary school that you 
need to read more at university, but no one told you that you really need 
to read more, a lot more. “You have academic freedom! You don’t need 
to attend every lecture” was often heard. Yes, that’s true. But they forgot 
to tell you that “you have to read on your own” actually meant “first you 
are in class two hours and then you work independently for eight 
hours”. Yes, it was a shock in the beginning. 

 
Although, 80% of the students described functional study strategies, i.e., self-
regulated learning skills such as being able to set goals and stick to them or 
limiting distractions while studying, one-third (37%) struggled with 
independent learning. Furthermore, 63% described challenges with time 
management and procrastination in particular. The students explained that 
the habit to procrastinate built up vicious circles of negative academic 
emotions and dysfunctional study strategies. The excerpts below from 
students’ reflective journals illustrate this. 
 

By procrastinating I build up stress and the more stressed I get the less 
I feel like studying because it would remind me of how much work I have 
not done. Moreover, I tend to stress over the fact that I already feel 
stressed. 

 
I procrastinate until the day before deadline, and I am totally panic-
stricken and hysterical over getting things done. […] The problem is that 
it is so difficult to begin that I postpone it until it really is too late and 
then I have to work day and night to get it done. To do it like this 
increases my stress levels immensely, because I walk around all the time 
feeling guilty for not doing anything and when I finally do, I have such 
an enormous time pressure on me and I have to work 15 hours straight.  

 
Overall, academic emotions were discussed by 86% of the students; 88% of 
these were negative academic emotions (e.g., stress, anxiety, shame, 
disappointment) and only 29% were positive (e.g., joy, excitement, interest). 
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The academic emotions students described were all related to their study 
strategies or achievements. Thus, these part-studies showed how complexly 
intertwined self-regulated learning and academic emotions are. For example, 
when students perceived that their scheduling and time management paid off, 
they felt contentment and relief. On the other hand, students described how 
uncertainty of how to study for an exam led to procrastination and when the 
time of the exam was approaching the feelings of stress and anxiety grew 
stronger.  
 

My studying and my leisure time were overshadowed by a constant 
worry about what I should do the next day, and how much studying I 
still had to torture myself with the ongoing week. And if I didn’t study, 
I was terribly anxious and could wake up in the middle of the night, not 
being able to fall asleep again due to feelings of guilt for not studying. 

 
Although the students discussed self-efficacy issues to a lesser extent than 
expected (12% low self-efficacy beliefs, 20% high self-efficacy beliefs) their 
confidence seemed to stem from how well they were able to use appropriate 
study strategies (i.e., self-regulated learning skills) and therefore perceive 
being able to control their study progress. Thus, self-efficacy was intertwined 
in the students’ perceptions of their self-regulated learning skills. The student 
below explains the balancing between good self-regulated learning strategies 
and academic emotions and how this balancing has helped increase self-
efficacy beliefs.  
 

I think I can handle my stress quite well when it comes to study tasks 
and deadlines. The biggest part of my stress management has to do with 
preventing situations where I will feel stressed. I do this by beginning 
tasks well in advance and get acquainted with the amount of work and 
on the basis of this, do a study plan. […] When I notice that I am 
becoming stressed, I use to remind myself to think rationally and just 
do my best. 

 
To sum up, the students described a variety of challenges during their first 
semester in higher education. Some of the challenges were of practical sort. 
However, many of the challenges the students described were related to the 
new requirements that studying in higher education entailed. When students 
were unsure of what was expected of them or how they should study they 
became insecure. This also made planning and time management difficult for 
them. Thus, the transition to higher education entails mixed academic 
emotions and these are intertwined in the learning strategies. However, as the 
student below explains, the transition and adjustment to higher education 
takes time but at the same time reflect on how rewarding studying in higher 
education can be. 
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Despite the challenges I believe that six months at university has given 
me more than all previous schools have together. The studying is 
demanding, but at the same time rewarding. I think it has to do with 
developing study skills, language skills and finding a balance between 
studying and leisure time. It might take a while before it happens, but 
I’m certain that the day will come. 

 

5.3 GENDER EXPECTATIONS AND GENDER 
DIFFERENCES 

Previous research has shown that teachers’ perceptions of students affect their 
effort and achievements (e.g., Casad et al., 2017; Hartley & Sutton, 2013; Jones 
& Myhill, 2004; Jussim & Harber, 2005; Muntoni & Retelsdorf, 2018; Spinath 
et al., 2014). Article II was based on an interview study aimed at exploring how 
educators (teachers and study counsellors) in upper secondary schools 
perceived their students and what kind of expectations they had of their 
students. Their perceptions and expectations were analysed especially in 
relation to self-belief, study habits, academic emotions and behaviour at 
school to understand where the challenges expressed by first-year students in 
the first part-study (Article I) originate from.  

The results of the interview study (Article II) showed that the educators 
held many gender stereotypes about their students, especially regarding self-
belief, achievement expectations, learning strategies, and self-discipline. The 
girls were perceived as being responsible, diligent and hard-working, while the 
boys were perceived as being more externally regulated, lazy and more unable 
or uninterested to make an effort. Girls were also believed to achieve due to 
their efforts, while boys’ lack of effort was believed to be compensated by 
ability. 

 
Interviewer: Why do you think that girls ‘underachieve’, and boys 
‘overachieve’? 

Teacher: I think it has something to do with the attitude and those 
nerves or what we should call them, because when you get nervous and 
maybe also that these diligent, in quotation marks, don’t have the 
absolutely best ability to think logically and finally their mathematics 
problem solving is not the best, but they have succeeded in course exams 
because they’ve known that when it’s about this course, you do this. But 
when it is mixed [as in the matriculation examination] it becomes 
difficult and that’s why they get worse grades in the matriculation 
examination compared to regular exams. While these boys then 
[laughter], if we generalise again, have been a little lazy during these 
three years and they haven’t succeeded in the regular exams, but they 
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could manage if they only worked harder, because they have the logical 
thinking. 

 
The first part-study (Article I) also explored if there are gender differences in 
self-reported study habits among students in higher education. Interestingly, 
the results of this part-study showed that more female than male students 
perceived themselves as struggling with independent learning (42% and 17% 
respectively). Female students also described more negative academic 
emotions (81%) compared to male students (56%). In the second part-study 
(Article II), the educators perceived the girls to be insecure and afraid to fail, 
while the boys were perceived as more indifferent or more able to hide their 
academic insecurity. However, boys were perceived as being more confident 
that things will work out and also more able to prioritise and focus only on 
what is necessary. The girls, on the other hand, were perceived as being aware 
of the demands both at school and outside school (e.g., when playing sport) 
and therefore they were believed to put enormous pressure on themselves to 
succeed at every level. This was also indicated by the results from the first part-
study (Article I) in the sense that female students struggled more than male 
students (40% and 17% respectively) to combine studying and leisure time, 
therefore finding it difficult to allow themselves to recover and rest. 

Thus, the educators in the second part-study (Article II) portrayed the girls 
as emotional and diligent who compensate their supposed insecurity and lack 
of ability by making immense efforts throughout upper secondary school. Yet, 
their efforts were not always rewarded in the matriculation examination that 
requires an ability to grasp knowledge in broader perspective, the educators 
explained. The educators thought girls succeed when they know exactly what 
is expected of them and when the focus of the exam is clearly defined. Boys, on 
the other hand, could be slightly lazy, because they were expected to succeed 
when they really wanted. Moreover, boys were perceived as having an ability 
to integrate and apply their theoretical knowledge in a subject to practical 
issues, which was perceived to support their learning. Girls, on the other hand, 
were perceived as being less creative and more reluctant to try new things or 
to think outside the box, partly due to a fear of failure. The excerpts from the 
interviews with two teachers illustrate this below. 

 
Teacher: Girls like perhaps more… well, less creative tasks. It might be 
a little nasty to say, but many girls like to read a text and pick out what’s 
most important. It feels safe that way, they cannot fail very much with 
such a task. If it is a more freely formulated task that actually requires 
more creativity and there is a bigger chance to fail and to 
misunderstand the task, then somehow the girls might not dare to try 
such tasks while the boys might prefer such [tasks]. 
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Interviewer: Do you see a difference in learning activities and study 
strategies among girls and boys? 

Teacher: Yes, I do. For example, in physics I have a group in which the 
boys have like some kind of debate. They debate and compare, usually 
something that has to do with technology. They know something about 
cars or such and then they start, someone claims something and then 
“no, it’s not like that”, like some kind of challenge and debate. The girls 
are more like they’ve done their homework and such and maybe 
compare that they’ve completed their assignments. That kind of 
differences. 

Interviewer: Do you think that it’s beneficial for the boys?  

Teacher: Well, in the sense that often in these discussions the benefit is 
that they’re not restricted to the specific course, rather [they discuss] 
more broadly and it helps them to tie together these different concepts 
and extend beyond the scope of the course and even beyond the subject 
itself. In that way it’s beneficial for them.  

 
At some levels, the educators were aware that these perceived gender 
differences are disadvantageous with regard to students’ wellbeing and 
achievements. However, they seemed to be unaware of their own role in 
perpetuating rigid gender role expectations in their students. Endeavours to 
reach gender equality in education have existed for decades. Yet, the gender 
segregation persists, and even grows, in education (e.g., Brunila & Edström, 
2013; Lahelma, 2011; Stoet & Geary, 2018; Voyer & Voyer, 2014). 

 

5.4 SUPPORTING STUDENTS’ TRANSITION TO 
HIGHER EDUCATION 

Many students find the first year in higher education to be challenging due to 
new requirements and demands of independent learning, as shown in Articles 
I and III. Moreover, expectations from other people can have an impact on 
these challenges, as suggested by the results of the second part-study reported 
in Article II. The importance of the first-year experience is clearly established 
by previous research (Bowles et al., 2014; Glogowska et al., 2007; Hailikari et 
al., 2019; Holliman et al., 2019). The growing awareness of the importance of 
the first-year experience in higher education has led universities to offer a 
range of interventions to support the transition. Thus, the results of the third 
part-study (Article III) showed that even small and easily viable measures can 
help students in the beginning to find suitable study habits and to increase 
confidence in studying in higher education as long as the interventions target 
students’ first-year challenges from a broad perspective. The students in this 
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part-study explained that by becoming aware of their study habits, with their 
strengths and shortcomings, they were able to act upon them.  

The findings of the first and third part-studies (reported in Article I and 
Article III) showed that a major challenge the first-year students encountered 
was related to academic skills, i.e., reading, taking notes, knowing what to 
focus on and what is expected at university along with practical issues such as 
finding libraries, getting hold of course literature and knowing which courses 
to enrol in. The workshop on study strategies, explained in Article III and 
Appendix C, provided a safe platform for students to discuss these issues as 
well as give and receive peer support. Study groups were spontaneously 
formed by many students and the students explained how these groups 
supported their studying by providing shared goals and by making studying 
more meaningful. Study groups also enhanced the feeling of belonging in 
academia, as indicated by the first part-study (Article I). 

The results of the third part-study (Article III) showed that a clear majority 
of the students perceived the workshops in study strategies as empowering in 
such a way that when they became aware of their disadvantageous study 
habits, such as procrastination, poor time management, insufficient study 
skills, they could begin to consciously improve these habits. How often 
students discussed the various categories, related to the workshop, is shown 
in Figure 6. 

 
 

 
 

Figure 6 Proportion of categories (%) discussed in all reflective journals   

 
The analysis of the reflective journals for the third part-study (Article III) 
showed that more than half of the students (54 %) described challenges they 
had encountered during their first semester in higher education. They 
explained how they failed in exams and really had to re-evaluate their study 
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habits but also how feelings of shame and insecurity were overwhelming. They 
did not know what was expected of them in the courses or how they should 
study to meet the demands. These feelings of insecurity led to procrastination 
and other self-handicapping activities. Overall, the students discussed very 
openly their challenges, shortcomings and emotions related to studying. 
 

I was constantly aware of all the things I needed to get done and they 
haunted me persistently. I did everything at the last minute. It was 
scary to realize that I actually did not get anything done because I was 
focused neither on leisure time nor on studying. The only thing I did was 
to create more agony. The less control I perceived that I had, the more 
I procrastinated. 

 
Self-regulated learning was discussed by 97% of the students in the first part-
study reported in Article I. Dysfunctional study strategies were mentioned by 
46% of the male and 53% of the female students. However, the educators in 
the second part-study (Article II) expected the girls to be disciplined and good 
self-regulated learners while the boys were perceived as being lazy and in need 
of external support, which does not accord with the results reported in Article 
I. The girls were also perceived by the educators to be insecure and to lack self-
belief. However, both genders struggle when they first start university. Yet, it 
is important to acknowledge that educators on previous levels have these kinds 
of expectations that can have an impact on how students perceive themselves. 
Furthermore, students described a sense of relief in being able to share their 
feelings of insecurity with other students during their first semester in higher 
education. Thus, the peer support proved to be a valuable and critical aspect 
in their learning process in becoming university students.  
 

The workshop was a good way to see that you’re not alone in trying to 
combat the challenges in the beginning of university studies, when 
everything can feel hopeless.  

 
This workshop has opened my eyes for my own shortcomings but also 
for my advantages, although they are few. I consider this workshop to 
be essential for most of the new students who might feel low-spirited 
about their studying. This workshop was an excellent chance to self-
reflect and to see that others hesitate too. A completely new connection 
emerged between us. 

 
The findings of the third part-study (Article III) showed that students 
described how the workshop gave them insights, tools and confidence to tackle 
forthcoming challenges with university studies. However, they also perceived 
that assignments that helped them convert their factual knowledge to 
procedural knowledge (e.g., the time-tracking assignment) guided them to 
identify their challenges and thereby do something about them. Gender 
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differences were found only in how students gained insights from the time-
tracking assignment (45% of female students, 20% of male students) or in how 
students reflected upon how they learn, i.e., metacognitive awareness (47% of 
female students, 24% of male students). However, students experienced that 
when their planning and time management skills were improved their control 
beliefs increased, as these two students describe below.  
 

By paying attention to my study technique and time management, I 
have really learned many useful things. By planning and realizing that 
I have to invest in what’s important it feels like I’ve got much more time! 
Now it feels like I can manage my studying and I understand how it 
works and how I’m supposed to study. 
 
When I’ve been able to follow up on my new routines for a while, where 
I’ve got myself to the university regularly and little by little completed 
my assignments, I feel less anxious about spending my evenings more 
freely. I have after all done my ‘job’ already during the day. I hope I can 
keep up with this new routine, I feel that it makes my mood swings less 
violent.  

 
Academic emotions were discussed in 86% of the reflective journals in the first 
part-study for Article I, which showed how tightly they are intertwined in 
studying in higher education. In the second part-study (Article II) the 
educators perceived the girls as bringing up academic emotions more 
frequently than boys. In addition, impostor syndrome, i.e., the feeling of being 
an intellectual fraud, was ascribed to girls only. Gender difference in academic 
emotions was found also in Article I: 81% of the female students discussed 
academic emotions compared to only 56% of the male students. However, both 
genders described similar kinds of overwhelming emotions that the student in 
the excerpt below explains.  
 

Stress is my nightmare and I cry because of it. Stress starts for me 
simply by sitting by my book every day with way too much to read and 
every teacher thinking that his or her subject is the most important and 
don’t understand that I have to do at least as much work in many other 
courses at the same time. There simply isn’t enough time and every day 
is a study day for me, even the weekends.  

 
To sum up, the third part-study reported in Article III showed that the 
workshop provided a safe platform for students to discuss their challenges and 
find solutions to them. It also enhanced students’ sense of belonging by 
helping them connect with their peer students and sharing their insecurity 
with others in the same situation. Thus, the workshop and the reflective 
journaling also gave an opportunity to discuss and explore their academic 
emotions, that were sometimes perceived overwhelming, in relation to their 
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study habits, and thereby find solutions that made the transition to higher 
education smoother. 

 

5.5 SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 
The aim of this dissertation was to understand which factors affect first-year 
students’ transition to higher education by investigating the challenges 
students perceive and what expectations they carry with them from previous 
educational levels. By increasing the understanding of the transition to higher 
education, interventions aimed at supporting the transition and study 
progress can be planned and carried out. This dissertation contributes to the 
existing research field by exploring the transition from a broad perspective. 
When students could write about their experiences in their own words and 
from their own perspective, they were able to describe their challenges through 
an integrating approach where academic emotions, self-regulated learning, 
self-efficacy and study habits were tightly intertwined. Therefore, their 
experiences were not reduced to factors decided beforehand, rather they were 
integrated in a way that was meaningful for the students themselves. 

Below, the key findings of the three part-studies (reported in Articles I, II 
and III) are summarized under each of the research questions posed in this 
dissertation. 

 
 

RQ 1: How do first-year university students perceive their 
transition to higher education and what challenges related to 
study strategies do they experience? 

 
The students’ described the transition as bumpy and they faced several 
challenges during their first semester in higher education. They needed to re-
evaluate their study strategies when their previous study strategies no longer 
proved sufficient. 

 Self-regulated learning, particularly time management, was 
perceived as being challenging by most students. 

 Challenges with academic skills (reading, taking notes, knowing 
what to focus on in the literature etc.) were perceived as challenging 
by 69% of the students. 

 Every aspect of studying was closely intertwined with academic 
emotions (see Figure 7). Negative academic emotions were 
mentioned by 88% of the students. This indicates that the first 
semester in higher education is a time of confusion and insecurity. 
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RQ 2: What perceptions and expectations with regard to students’ 
self-belief, study habits and academic emotions do educators 
in upper secondary school hold and how do these perceptions 
and expectations relate to students’ transition to higher 
education? 

 
Upper secondary school educators held stereotypical gendered perceptions 
about their students. To some extent they were aware of these stereotyped 
expectations, but they did not perceive themselves as perpetuators of the 
gender roles they were ascribing their students. Nevertheless, expectations are 
important for students’ perception of themselves, and therefore they can be 
disadvantageous in the transition to higher education. 
 

 The educators attributed students’ success differently depending on 
gender: girls’ success was mostly attributed to effort while boys’ 
success was attributed to ability. 

 The educators perceived boys as more immature than girls and as 
lazy and uninterested at school. The girls, on the other hand, were 
perceived as diligent and hard-working, but also as worrying and 
self-doubting. 

 Female students in higher education expressed more negative 
academic emotions than male students. They also described more 
challenges with academic skills, independent learning and 
combining studying and leisure time than male student. However, 
female students also portrayed more functional study strategies and 
better time management skills than their male peers. 
 

 
RQ 3: How can students’ transition to higher education be 

supported and by whom?  
 
The results of these part-studies showed that the support provided for the 
student needs to target several aspects in the transition process to ease 
students’ adjustment to higher education. Interventions that aim at 
normalising the insecurity students perceive at the beginning and that provide 
the students with the tools and strategies they can try in their studying can 
ease the transition and also enhance study progress. This can be done by 
providing students to self-reflect in a safe environment and to share their 
experiences with other students. The virtuous and the vicious circles shown in 
Figure 7 illustrate the complex process of expectations, self-belief and self-
efficacy, academic emotions, self-regulated learning strategies and 
performance. The figure also shows how all these aspects of learning interact 
and how they are socially constructed within a specific context.  
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 Students who feel that the expectations of success are low needs to 
be supported in strengthening self-belief by helping them to set 
short term goals that are attainable and enhancing self-regulated 
learning skills (Figure 7). 

 Both positive and negative academic emotions ought to be 
acknowledged, normalised and verbalised to some extent in higher 
education in every learning opportunity in order to break the vicious 
circle in Figure 7. 

 Self-regulated learning skills need to be strengthened. However, as 
they are tightly intertwined with academic emotions and self-
efficacy beliefs, they ought to be acknowledged as a coherent whole 
and supported as a part of the virtuous circle in Figure 7. 

 Figure 7 shows how all factors interact and by focusing the 
intervention on one factor it has an effect on the rest of the factors. 
Moreover, interventions can target any of the factors in order to 
generate change.  

 It is important to acknowledge students’ challenges even more in 
university pedagogy and university teaching. By providing support 
from a broad perspective students’ transition process can be 
enhanced. 
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Figure 7 The vicious and the virtuous circles of the learning process 
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6 DISCUSSION 

While the Finnish government’s aim is to increase the number of students in 
higher education this also means that the diversity of students increases with 
regard to generic academic skills and preparedness for studying at university. 
The number of students without an academic background, are increasing in 
the Finnish universities, although, most of the students still come from 
academic parental backgrounds (e.g., Nori, 2011; Saari, 2015). This is a 
positive development in admissions to higher education, yet it calls for action 
by universities. This is addressed, firstly, by acknowledging the importance of 
and the challenges during the first year in higher education, and, secondly, by 
adjusting first-year teaching to support students’ transition (Donche et al., 
2013; van der Meer et al., 2010). Moreover, the global Covid-19 pandemic has 
accentuated the challenges with self-studies and academic emotions. Students 
all over the world had to move to distance learning and many of the students 
have not physically attended their universities since March 2020. A recently 
published study from Finland shows that 40% of the students have perceived 
increased academic stress during the pandemic and this has affected has 
affected especially first-year students (Sarasjärvi & Vuolanto, 2021). Many 
students have lost hope about their future work-life due to the economic crisis 
and they have struggled with different kinds of academic emotions during 
lockdowns, curfews and distance learning. Moreover, there is a risk that those 
who already struggle with mental wellbeing will be worse off after the 
pandemic (Lonka, 2020). The sudden changes in the learning environment 
due to Covid-19 accentuate the difference between students in preparedness 
for independent learning.  

However, this pandemic will eventually pass, but the factors highlighted in 
this research will require even more attention in the future when students will 
need to reorganize their studying and recover from the emotional turbulence 
and lack of on-site learning. The challenges students face today due to the 
pandemic underlines the importance of a broad perspective on students’ 
transition to higher education that considers the social, academic and 
emotional aspects of the integration into higher education. Accordingly, the 
aim with this present research was to explore the experiences of transition to 
higher education and challenges related to the transition among first-year 
university students with a focus on both academic and emotional aspects of 
the students’ experiences. Moreover, secondary school educators’ expectations 
and perceptions of students were studied to understand the socially 
constructed gender roles and to explore the expectations students carry into 
higher education. Finally, how first-year students perceived an intervention 
that aimed to support their study strategies was investigated in order to 
provide an example of a tangible measure of support for students’ transition 
to higher education. 
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6.1 METHODOLOGICAL AND THEORETICAL 
REFLECTIONS 

This research adopted a qualitative inductive approach in order to understand 
the challenges in the transition to higher education and thereby to investigate 
how the transition can be supported. The rationale for choosing a qualitative 
approach was to emphasize students’ and educators’ experiences and 
interpretations. In addition, the findings of this research clearly show that the 
processes during the transition to higher education are complex. The 
qualitative content analysis used in this research is a flexible form of analysis 
that allows for systematic integration, interpretation and synthetization of 
data (Finfgeld-Connett, 2014; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Thus, the method 
allowed the data to be categorized with regard to the latent meaning of 
utterances both in the interviews and in the reflective journals with the aim to 
provide a deeper understanding of the studied phenomena. Qualitative 
content analysis suited this purpose, since the aim was not to generate a new 
theory (as in grounded theory) or to analyse how the language was used (as in 
discursive analysis). Moreover, students’ own reflections have previously been 
used successfully in understanding their first-year experience and in raising 
students’ self-awareness (Brooman & Darwent, 2012a; Brooman & Darwent, 
2012b).  

The directed approach of the content analysis, used in the first and the third 
part-studies, implies a risk of finding more data that confirms previous 
research findings rather than contradict them (Finfgeld-Connett, 2014; Hsieh 
& Shannon, 2005). Moreover, previous theories can be limiting if they 
rigorously direct the findings and interpretations, which can lead to exceptions 
or new concepts remaining hidden. These pitfalls were acknowledged in this 
research and therefore different theoretical approaches were integrated to 
broaden the understanding of students’ transition to higher education. 
Additionally, the theories adopted in this research were more used as a 
framework for understanding the phenomena than as a restrictive conceptual 
framework. However, theories that could have added to the understanding of 
the transition process have also been excluded. For example, the self-
determination theory by Deci and Ryan (1994) is one of the foundational 
theories for self-directed learning. However, this research did not focus on 
perceived autonomy or motivation as theoretical constructs, but rather saw 
them as integrated parts of the self-regulated learning process. The third 
component identified by self-determination theory, competence beliefs, was 
interpreted in terms of perceived self-efficacy and self-belief. Moreover, the 
theory of self-regulated learning provided a broad approach that allowed for 
emotions, behaviour, self-efficacy and self-appraisals to smoothly interact, 
and was thus chosen for this research. Furthermore, in social cognitive theory, 
the student is perceived as an active participant in the learning process for 
whom change and development is possible. The social cognitive theory also 
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considers the cognitive appraisal of one’s behaviour that is essential in all 
aspects of the learning process.

REFLECTIONS ON TRUSTWORTHINESS

The steps to reach trustworthiness of this research were adopted throughout 
the process. This begins in the first preparation phase when decisions 
regarding sampling, collection of data and analysis process were made (Elo et 
al., 2014). For the interview study 23 educators participated. This is 
considered to be a reasonable number of interviewees in one-to-one in-depth 
interviews (Marshall et al., 2013). The interview protocol was also peer-
reviewed and pilot-tested beforehand. The number of reflective journals, 190, 
was fairly large for a qualitative analysis and the data were extensive. 
Therefore, it was possible to detect patterns in students’ experiences that 
enabled a deeper understanding of issues that affect students’ transition to 
higher education and their first-year experiences. In the preparation phase the 
researcher has to take a stand on how well the data helps understand the 
research questions, i.e., credibility issues. The inclusion of first-year students 
in this research was self-evident, but by including educators, the 
understanding of the phenomenon was deepened even more since students do 
not come to university as empty buckets, because twelve years of school have
affected them on many levels. Dependability issues, also related to 
trustworthiness, were considered by contextualising this research properly in 
the Finnish educational context (e.g., Elo et al., 2014, Yardley, 2015). Thus, 
conclusions from this dissertation can be drawn by understanding the 
education system in Finland.

The second phase of improving trustworthiness is the organization phase
(Elo et al., 2014). This phase includes description of how the analysis was 
made, how the data was interpreted and how representative the data is. To 
improve trustworthiness in this phase, both the methodological approach and 
the phases of the data analysis have been thoroughly explained, to clarify how 
the analysis was conducted in this research. The data analysis was the most 
laborious phase, when both the interview transcripts and the reflective 
journals were read and re-read in order to form categories that were exclusive 
from one another. The analysis was conducted by one researcher and the 
categorizations and interpretations were discussed within the research team. 
This procedure of one researcher conducting the analysis that is thereafter 
discussed within the research group is in line with the recommendations of Elo 
and colleagues (2014). Issues with the face validity of the interpretations were 
improved by presenting the results of the part-studies at several international 
research conferences. The discussions with researchers within the same 
research field helped establish the authenticity of the findings, also in an 
international perspective (Elo et al., 2014). For example, the international 
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researchers identified similar challenges in their students despite differences 
in the educational system between countries. 

The final phase for improving trustworthiness is the reporting phase, 
which includes reporting of the results and the analysis process (Elo et al., 
2014). The first issue in this phase refers to transferability, i.e., the extent to 
which the findings and conclusions can be transferred to other similar settings. 
The reader of this research can make conclusions about transferability by the 
clear contextualization of this research within the specific educational context 
in Finland. Additionally, the first-year students in this research were not self-
selected, because they participated in a compulsory workshop. Therefore, the 
participants represented a broad variety of first-year students from a range of 
backgrounds and with several study strategies and challenges. However, there 
are specific aspects regarding the context that need to be considered, such as 
that there are no tuition fees in Finland. Yet, the findings of the interview study 
illuminated the persistence of gender equality issues and are also valuable in 
international perspective. Additionally, the interviewees represented all the 
Swedish speaking parts of Finland which increases the generalizability of the 
findings to the school context in both urban and rural parts of Finland. 

Conformability issues relate to the objectivity of the researcher, i.e., that 
the interpretations are based on what was said in the data (interviews or 
reflective journals) and not on a researcher’s preconceptions or own thoughts 
(Elo et al., 2014). Conformability can be improved by providing quotations 
that illustrate the main concepts in the analysis. This was done in all three 
part-studies. In the interview study it was also explicitly stated that three of 
the educators were more focused on individual than on group differences and 
did not articulate rigid gender stereotypes. The credibility of the data shows 
how well the themes and subthemes cover the data (Elo et al., 2014). For the 
interview study, all the segments in the text were coded and categorized into 
themes and subthemes, due to the process of conventional content analysis 
whereby all categories arise from the data (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). The 
reflective journals, on the other hand, were partly analysed based on previous 
research, i.e., directed content analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005), and 
therefore segments that were irrelevant to the issues studied were excluded 
from the analysis. For example, when students only replicated the content of 
the workshop without personal reflections, the segments were not analysed. 
Finally, trustworthiness can be improved with dependability (Elo et al., 2014; 
Graneheim et al., 2017). This means that other researchers can follow the 
whole research process from the aim of the research, its theoretical 
framework, and the methods used to report the findings and conclusions 
based on them. This research consists of three published peer-reviewed 
journal articles, which means that they have gone through a thorough 
validation process. 
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REFLECTIONS ON VALIDITY

A few issues that relate to validity need to be addressed. Firstly, social 
desirability bias is a risk when interviewees want to appear positively in the 
eyes of the researcher (Bergen & Labonté, 2020). However, the fact that the 
educators so openly expressed gender stereotypes and gender role 
expectations, that are not considered socially acceptable by most, shows that 
the interviews were conducted in a comfortable environment. Additionally, as 
I am not a teacher myself, I was hardly perceived as a threat to their 
professional identity. Social desirability biases were also a risk in the reflective 
journals. Nevertheless, most students discussed very openly their 
shortcomings and feelings of self-doubt. One reason for this can be that the 
reflective journaling was not perceived threatening, since their subject 
teachers that are responsible for the rest of their courses, were not involved in 
any way and therefore it could not affect their teachers’ perceptions of them. 
Moreover, the large number of participating first-year students reduced the 
risks of social desirability bias. 

The second issue related to validity is reactivity (Paterson, 1994); this 
means the researchers’ possible influence on the participants. Regarding the 
interviews, the threat is more obvious than for the reflective journals. I was 
careful not to express any emotions during the interviews or to impose my own 
reflections or opinions. I also let the interviews take the direction the 
interviewee preferred, yet, returning to the interview protocol when suitable, 
to cover all the questions. Thus, the interviews were able to float more like 
conversations than strict interviews. However, a researcher’s assumptions, 
interpretations and conclusions might be biased, i.e., researcher bias
(Chenail, 2011). I am aware of my position in a privileged group in society and 
I am also aware that I might not have faced the same challenges a first-year 
student of today face when I started university. I aimed to be open-minded 
throughout the research process and not inflict my own pre-conceptions into 
it. Moreover, this research is based on a solid base of previous research. 
However, I am also aware of the fallacy of confirming existing research 
findings and therefore I have integrated several research areas, to understand 
the phenomena from a wide perspective, also referred to as triangulation
(Silverman, 2006). I have focused mainly on educational, social psychological 
and psychological theories and thus excluded sociological aspects in this 
research. 

The issue of construct validity is prevalent in all qualitative research. In the 
research for this dissertation, construct validity was ensured by becoming 
thoroughly familiar with the theories and previous research in this area. By 
understanding how different researchers have interpreted the meanings of the 
constructs, I have been able to build my own understanding. However, my 
understanding has evolved throughout this research process, which has 
affected how I interpret these results. Yet, when it comes to understanding 
constructs, and thus improve construct validity, it is important to be aware of 



Discussion

78

how interpretations are affected by the surrounding social and cultural 
environment. Therefore, I have offered explanations for all constructs in this 
research, to demonstrate my understanding of them and thus allowing the 
reader to understand my conclusions via my interpretations. 

In summary, the validity in qualitative research is open to interpretations, 
but by being specific and open about the whole research process, validity is 
increased (Svensson, 1996). Moreover, triangulation has been proposed as an 
important aspect of valid qualitative research (Yardley, 2015). Triangulation 
can be divided into three main areas: triangulation of data, i.e., using different 
sources of data to substantiate the arguments, triangulation of researcher, i.e., 
including more than one researcher in the research process, and, finally, 
theoretical triangulation, which means addressing the research topic from 
several theoretical viewpoints. All these three forms or triangulation was used 
in this dissertation, thereby strengthening the validity of the conclusions. 

ETHICAL REFLECTIONS

To conclude, a few comments on research ethics. This research was conducted 
following the ethical guidelines provided by the Finnish Advisory Board on 
Research Integrity (2012). Participation was voluntary and withdrawal 
possible at any time. Confidentiality was promised to all participants and the 
anonymized data are password secured. The 190 students who participated in 
the first and third part-study were free to discuss whatever issue related to 
studying they wanted to, and reveal only what they wished to reveal. Therefore, 
students who felt uncomfortable when writing the reflective journal could 
adjust the amount of information they provided. Some students did just this 
as their reflective journals contained little true self-reflection, but rather, 
repeated the course content in a referring way. Moreover, the students could 
decide not to participate, which seven percent of the students did. Because all 
students studied in a programme with the minority language as the instruction 
language, it was perceived as being fair to hide the year and semester the 
students participated in the workshop in order to reduce the risk of being 
recognized. There was no difference in the content of the reflective journals 
between the five workshops and there was no reason to report when the 
students participated in it. However, I am aware of my own position and how 
I construct my social world. I also belong to the same minority group, Swedish-
speaking Finns, studied in this research. However, no comparisons were made 
to Finnish-speaking Finns and therefore the risks of in-group bias were 
negligible. 

I have a particular interest in equality issues, especially regarding gender. 
I am aware that the dichotomization of gender can be problematic since it 
excludes other gender groups of equal importance. However, the gender issue 
was not a part of the preliminary research plan, rather it arose from the 
educators’ perceptions. Thus, for the interviews with the educators the aim 
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was not to reveal gendered stereotypes, rather to discuss how upper secondary 
schools prepare their students for tertiary education. Hence, the results came 
as a surprise to me. I was totally unprepared to find that rigid gender roles still 
persisted at school. Not being a teacher myself, I believed that such strong 
gender expectations and perceptions belonged to the past or were held by few 
educators. I did my best to let those comments pass during the interviews, 
since I was still focusing on the support schools provided for tertiary 
education. However, as I began to analyse the material, I could no longer 
disregard these findings and, therefore, I changed the perspective for the 
second part-study in which I analysed the interviews. Thus, on behalf of all 
future students and in relation to the challenges discussed in this dissertation, 
I decided that these perceptions can be a decisive part of a students’ identity 
and self-belief and therefore must be acknowledged and rectified in order to 
promote equality in the transition to higher education.

6.2 REFLECTIONS ON MAIN FINDINGS IN 
RELATION TO PREVIOUS RESEARCH

SELF-REGULATED LEARNING AND SELF-EFFICACY

The findings of this dissertation show that many students perceive the 
transition to higher education as being a challenge. This is in line with findings 
in previous research (e.g., Beaumont et al., 2016; Foerst et al., 2017; Leese, 
2010). Two-thirds of the students in this research perceived academic skills, 
such as reading and writing academic texts, taking notes etc., to be difficult. 
The academic skills required in higher education differ substantially from the 
academic skills required in secondary education. For example, the amount of 
course literature a student needs to study before an exam is much greater than 
what is expected in secondary education. The participating students in this 
research reported an ‘academic shock’ when they realised how much they had 
to adjust their study strategies for succeeding in higher education. Moreover, 
the difference between learning in secondary compared with higher education 
is accentuated in the requirements of independent learning. Thus, the results 
of this research show that independent learning is a considerable challenge for 
many students. Independent learning, an important aspect of self-regulated 
learning, is a prerequisite for successful transition to higher education (e.g., 
Cassidy, 2011; Brooman & Darwent, 2014; Foerst et al., 2017; Haarala-
Muhonen et al., 2017; Hailikari & Parpala, 2014; Richardson et al., 2012). 

Self-regulated learning was perceived challenging by the majority of the 
students in this research. Students struggled especially with time 
management. Procrastination was particularly troublesome for many students 
and it was tightly intertwined with academic emotions. For example, if 
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students were insecure, they could procrastinate and when they 
procrastinated, they were angry with themselves and created stress before 
deadlines. Procrastination is a common, yet dysfunctional, habit in higher 
education (Klassen et al., 2008; Steel & Klingsieck, 2016, Wolters et al., 2017; 
Wäschle et al., 2014). However, procrastination, and other self-handicapping 
activities often stem from insecurity or low self-belief and therefore these need 
to be considered in university pedagogy (Martin et al., 2001; Schwinger et al., 
2014). What was surprising, though, was how little students discussed self-
efficacy beliefs. The reason for this could be that students described self-
efficacy beliefs mostly in relation to self-regulated learning, which indicates 
how important self-efficacy for self-regulated learning is. This interpretation 
is also supported by previous research (Honicke & Broadbent, 2016; Jung et 
al., 2017; Putwain et al., 2013).

ACADEMIC EMOTIONS

Remarkable in this research was the high prevalence of academic emotions in 
the students’ reflective journals. Even more remarkable was that 88% of the 
academic emotions described in the reflective journals were negative academic 
emotions while positive academic emotions were less than one-third of all 
academic emotions. One explanation for this could be that it is often difficult 
for first-year students to assess their performance accurately, due to new 
requirements (Öhrstedt & Lindfors, 2019). This can lead to disappointment or 
other negative academic emotions that contribute to students’ perception of 
an ‘academic shock’ described above. Another explanation could be that the 
workshop on study strategies focused on overcoming obstacles and challenges 
during the first year, which might have activated more negative emotions. 
However, the students were also encouraged to identify their strengths and, 
thus, the focus was not solely on their challenges. Nevertheless, negative 
academic emotions are not all bad. Activating negative academic emotions can 
be good for taking action, while deactivating positive academic emotions do 
not promote study progress (e.g., Pekrun et al., 2002). Academic emotions are 
both a predecessor and a result of study strategies (Goetz et al., 2006; Pekrun, 
2000). This was also demonstrated in this research in the students’ reflective 
journals in which self-regulated learning and academic emotions were 
complexly intertwined and often inseparable from one another. What was 
interesting in this research was the rollercoaster of emotions the same student 
could describe. Therefore, it would have been difficult to classify students as 
worriers or optimists, since the same student could describe a variety of 
emotions, both positive and negative. 

Thus, the results of this research demonstrate how academic emotions vary 
depending on the situation and context. What is important, though, is that the 
emotional rollercoaster many students experience is normalised within the 
universities. There is no shame in being insecure or fearing failure. Rather, 
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when the behaviours that elicit certain academic emotions are clarified, it is 
easier to accept and gain control of the emotions as well. In addition, 
emotional regulation, i.e., psychological flexibility, has been shown to be 
important for academic success (Asikainen et al., 2017). Hence, the feelings of 
insecurity when starting higher education need to be normalised and by 
raising awareness of how self-regulated learning and academic emotions 
interact, the students can be supported to endure during the academic 
emotional turbulence the first year. For example, hopeful students perceive 
less fear of failure or evaluation anxiety due to high self-efficacy beliefs and 
this reduces their tendency to procrastinate (Alexander & Onwuegbuzie, 
2007). Thus, students should be supported in feeling hope in relation to their 
studying and this is done by strengthening their self-efficacy beliefs, realistic 
goal-setting and self-regulated learning skills. Consequently, by supporting 
the development of self-regulated learning skills students’ experiences of 
positive academic emotions can be enhanced (Pelch, 2018; Pekrun et al., 
2002).

GENDERED EXPECTATIONS

Previous research shows, that female students perceive themselves as 
academically more engaged than male students (Lam et al., 2012) and teachers 
also expect more diligence from female students than from male students 
(Heyder & Kessels, 2015). However, the results of this research showed that 
despite engagement or expected diligence among female students, 
independent learning was perceived even more challenging among female 
students than among male students. Additionally, female students described 
combining studying and leisure time more demanding than male students did. 
This could indicate higher demands on themselves, or that female students are 
more open about this challenge. Moreover, this research showed that female 
students reported more negative academic emotions than male students. 
Whether female students actually felt more negative academic emotions than 
male students or simply were more apt to discuss them openly, remains 
unclear. Rather, this can be due to acquired roles consistent with gendered 
expectations (Frenzel et al., 2007; Pelch, 2018). 

Previous research has demonstrated the effects teachers’ perceptions of 
students have on students’ effort, performance and learning strategies 
(Jackson, 2003a; Jackson & Dempster, 2009; Jones & Myhill, 2004; Spinath 
et al., 2014). The findings of this research confirm the notion of rigid gender 
stereotypes among educators. The educators were aware that the gender 
differences they perceived were disadvantageous with regard to students’ 
wellbeing and achievements. However, they seemed to be unaware of their 
own role in perpetuating the rigid gender role expectations of their students. 
Thus, the girls were perceived to have low self-belief and to work hard. Yet, the 
most astounding results were related to the educators’ attributions of success. 
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Girls were perceived to lack intellectual ability which they needed to 
compensate for by making an effort and being diligent. Moreover, it was 
believed that girls were less inclined to think ‘outside the box’ or to be able to 
grasp knowledge as a coherent whole and more dependent on clear 
instructions and limited assignments. Boys, on the other hand, were perceived 
to be more laid-back and a little bit lazy, but this did not seemingly bother the 
educators, since they believed that the boys had the academic ability, if they 
only wanted to use it. These attributed traits are unfavourable for both genders 
with regard to successful studying in higher education. Studying in higher 
education requires all the properties the educators believed their students 
lacked. 

There is a danger that rigid stereotypical expectations increase the 
impostor syndrome, i.e., a feeling of being an intellectual fraud. Students who 
perceive themselves as impostors do not think that they contributed to their 
academic success themselves, rather they thought that external factors made 
it possible for them to succeed. The impostor phenomenon has gained 
increased attention in recent years due to the declining wellbeing among 
students in higher education (Cusack et al., 2013; Parkman, 2016). Moreover, 
stereotypes and stereotype threat are one of the root causes of the impostor 
syndrome (Feenstra et al., 2020; Joshi & Mangette, 2018). Previous research 
has shown contradictory evidence for whether there are gender differences in 
impostor syndrome (Cokley et al., 2015; Cusack et al., 2013). However, the 
gender role expectations of women being less successful than men affect 
women negatively. Moreover, high grades of impostorism correlate with more 
negative academic emotions, such as text anxiety, stress or shame (Cusack et 
al., 2013). Therefore, it is important to acknowledge the impact of socially 
constructed expectations on students. Holding stereotypes, such as girls being 
diligent and hard-working or boys being lazy and lacking interest, is damaging 
for all students. This is detrimental for students’ wellbeing as it can increase 
the risk of exhaustion and burnout (Joshi & Mangette, 2018), which again can 
increase the risk of university students dropping out (Bask & Salmela-Aro, 
2013). Moreover, not fitting in to these predetermined gender roles make 
students question themselves and raises a need to negotiate issues related 
their own identity (Odenbring, 2019; Riley, 2014; Skelton et al., 2010).  

The gendered expectations expressed by the educators in this research are 
in line with what Jackson and Nyström (2015) call the discourse of the 
‘effortless achiever’, which can make male students disguise shortcomings and 
challenges in their attempts to hide their effort. This discourse portrays the 
white male dominance in intelligence and ability. However, this can be 
disadvantageous for male students as well. There is a risk that the discourse 
around effortless achievers strengthen such gender roles that portray studying 
among boys to be uncool and that one therefore should avoid, at any cost, to 
reveal actual effort. Moreover, expectations of girls as diligent and 
hardworking can also increase the risk of exhaustion and burnout. The effects 
of high expectations are illustrated by the growing difference between 
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perceived school burnout among female and male students in Finnish upper 
secondary schools (Finnish institute for health and welfare, 2021). In 2021
27.5% of upper secondary school girls experienced symptoms of school 
burnout (20.3% in 2019) compared to 11.6% of the boys in upper secondary 
schools (8.7% in 2019). Thus, the schools need to break this pattern rather 
than reinforce it through persistent gendered stereotypes. In Finland, the 
gender difference in achievements is growing in girls’ favour and much focus 
has been boys’ underachievement and dropout rates (Brunila & Edström, 
2013; OECD, 2019). Celebrities are portrayed as role models for boys, for 
example, as frequent readers. Interestingly, by openly proclaiming boys as 
being bad readers, they can become even worse readers due to the mechanism 
of stereotype threat (Pansu et al., 2016). However, the effects of schools in the 
socialization process, has been given less attention. Nor has there been 
sufficient focus on how to support girls when they are worn down by high 
demands, especially in the academic track in secondary education (Salmela-
Aro & Tynkkynen, 2012). Thus, to reach gender equality it is important to 
promote a learning environment where making mistakes, being uncertain, 
working hard, and expressing self-doubt, regardless of gender, are 
permissible.

SUPPORTING STUDENTS’ TRANSITION TO HIGHER 
EDUCATION

Previous research has demonstrated unanimously the importance of the first 
year in higher education. This has resulted in universities providing 
interventions that aim at supporting this transition. However, interventions 
that only target specific skills (e.g., study skills) are not enough to support 
student learning and studying, especially when study habits are resistant to 
change (Jairam, 2020). Rather, interventions need to focus more broadly on a 
range of aspects of the transition and also include factors such as motivation 
and self-regulated learning. The intervention investigated in this research did 
just that. The intention was to provide a broad measure that considers study 
strategies, self-regulated learning, self-efficacy, motivation, academic 
emotions and academic skills, i.e., the aspects needed for social, emotional and 
academic integration. The workshop was compulsory for all first-year 
students. The rationale for this was that we did not think students would enrol 
voluntarily, especially when everything was new and turbulent. Moreover, 
previous research has indicated that asking for help already requires some 
level of psychological resources and awareness of one’s challenges (Karabenick 
& Knapp, 1991) and therefore we assumed that those who really struggle would 
not be motivated to enrol in an additional voluntary course. Moreover, asking 
for help could also indicate that one had failed to be the independent learner 
universities expect and therefore the threshold to actively enrol in such 
workshops is high (Clegg et al., 2006). This suggests that there is a need to 
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cultivate a learning environment in which one can only learn from mistakes 
and failures. 

The results of this research proposed that the intervention targeted several 
of the challenges students perceived during their transition process. Most of 
the students reported uncertainty with regard to academic skills and 
expectations at university. These issues were discussed during the workshops 
and students were provided with tools to find their own way of studying. 
Especially discussing issues related to time management seemed to be eye-
opening for the students. Procrastination was discussed both during the 
workshop and also recognized as a common habit by the students in their 
reflective journals. Moreover, the workshop provided a safe environment for 
students to express uncertainty, raise questions about studying and also share 
experiences, thoughts and emotions with their peer students. This was 
perceived as a relief by many students.  

The workshop also inspired the students to form study groups in other 
courses, which has been shown to have positive effects on learning (McGabe & 
Lummis, 2018). Study groups also helped students gain a sense of belonging 
in the academia and thus become socially integrated. The importance of social 
support has been demonstrated also in previous research (Hughes & Smail, 
2015). Moreover, by acknowledging that other students also struggle with 
dysfunctional study strategies can make it easier to treat oneself with more 
compassion and understanding. A study conducted by Wohl and colleagues 
(2010) showed that self-forgiveness can actually decrease procrastination by 
reducing the negative academic emotions caused by procrastination. By 
acknowledging that the challenges are shared and common among first-year 
students it can help ease the stigma that can be associated with struggling to 
find study habits that work best for oneself.  

Interventions that target first-year students’ challenges can improve their 
self-regulated learning skills as well as self-efficacy beliefs and academic 
performance (e.g., Foerst et al., 2017; Katz et al., 2014; Schwinger & 
Stiensmeier-Pelster, 2011; Schwinger et al., 2014; Talsma et al., 2018; van 
Dinther et al., 2011). However, as this research shows, the interventions 
should not aim to provide simple solutions that will work for everyone, rather 
they ought to support students in finding their own study habits by recognizing 
their strengths and weaknesses. Reflective journaling, for example, proved to 
be an effective way to self-reflect that also supported metacognitive awareness 
and thereby learning. The reflective journals also gave the students a platform 
on which to discuss their strengths and not only their weaknesses or 
challenges. Raising awareness of strengths can empower students and thus 
support their agency as students. Optimism and focusing on the positive have 
previously been shown to affect first-year students’ transition to higher 
education positively (Morton et al., 2014). In addition, by raising awareness of 
own successful study strategies it could be assumed that self-efficacy beliefs 
are strengthened through enactive mastery experiences (observing one’s own 
performance) that are a source of high self-efficacy beliefs (Bandura, 1997). 
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Moreover, more than half of the male students discussed academic emotions 
in their reflective journals which could indicate that reflective journaling also 
offered male students a safe space to express their emotions and not cling to 
the image of the effortless achiever. Additionally, the workshops can reduce 
the urge to portray oneself as achieving effortlessly when all others struggle as 
well. 

Thus, the findings of this research indicated that small measures at the 
beginning of the students’ first year in higher education can have a major 
impact on their process to become successful university students. By 
recognizing the challenges at the beginning and supporting students in how to 
study in higher education, the transition becomes easier and it also enhances 
studying in further and more demanding courses. Moreover, the 
metacognitive reflection engaged in by almost half of the participating 
students, is also a powerful tool that supports learning (Jaleel & 
Premachandran, 2016; Young & Fry, 2008). Thus, the support that is provided 
to first-year students needs to be holistic support that assists the students’ 
learning to learn in the higher education-process (Wingate, 2007). This means 
that students need to understand what is expected of them at university, how 
they are supposed to reach the learning outcomes, how to set reachable short-
term goals and how to organize studying. Moreover, how well they persist 
when faced with challenges, i.e., resilience, is also important. Resilience can 
be promoted by supporting emotional regulation, i.e., psychological flexibility, 
self-efficacy beliefs, growth mindset, and control beliefs that can be 
strengthened by good-self-regulated learning strategies (Brewer et al., 2019; 
Yeager & Dweck, 2012).  

The discussion above shows how complex the process of becoming a 
university student is and how many factors are intertwined affecting one 
another. These factors range from the socialization process with internalized 
roles to academic emotions, self-efficacy beliefs, self-regulated learning skills 
and own experiences within the learning environment. The chutes recognized 
in this dissertation are poor self-regulated learning skills, low self-efficacy 
beliefs, becoming overwhelmed with negative academic emotions and 
absorbed disadvantageous expectations from the environment. The ladders, 
on the other hand, can be provided by supporting sound study habits, self-
regulated learning skills, self-efficacy beliefs and emotional regulation. Thus, 
the interventions or support that universities provide students cannot focus 
on just one of these aspects without taking the others into consideration. By 
applying this knowledge to university pedagogy, students’ transition can 
become easier and thereby their study progress and retention can be 
promoted. Learning to learn in universities is a complex process that requires 
a complex approach. 
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6.3 EDUCATIONAL REFLECTIONS AND 
IMPLICATIONS 

The challenges many of the students experience during first year in higher 
education can be addressed by both raising awareness of them as well as by 
offering students support in the transition to higher education. This indicates 
that these skills need more attention in university pedagogy. Hence, by 
providing tangible guidance, such as how many hours students are expected 
to engage in self-study, and explicitly articulate what is expected of them, 
students can be assisted to acquire the necessary study habits for studying in 
higher education (van der Meer et al., 2010). Moreover, there is a gap between 
the academic staff’s expectations of students’ time management and learning 
skills, and reality (Mah & Ifenthaler, 2017). This means that the academic staff 
can be unaware of how challenging time management can be for many first-
year university students. In addition, by increasing the number of 
academically educated people in society, universities need to be more 
accessible. This means that student diversity increases and more students 
without an academic background enter university. For example, students from 
working class background might have different emotional responses than 
students from academic background (McMillan, 2014). This implies a need to 
both support students’ self-regulated learning skills as well as raise awareness 
among university teachers and academic staff of challenges during first year 
in higher education. However, the good news is that self-regulated learning is 
not a fixed ability, rather it is something that can be strengthened and 
developed throughout life (Zimmerman et al., 1996).  

Therefore, I suggest that students are supported from a broad perspective 
to ease the transition to higher education. Students are highly motivated and 
engaged when they begin in higher education and this is worth utilizing when 
supporting students’ adjustment to university (e.g., Brahm et al., 2017; 
Salmela-Aro & Read, 2017). By providing clear expectations, helping students 
set short term goals, supporting their metacognitive awareness and providing 
support in time management, many of the struggles first-year students 
experience can be reduced. However, research shows that it takes 18–254 days 
to form a habit (Lally et al., 2010) and therefore it is important to give the 
transition and the adjustment to higher education sufficient time. Students 
also differ from one another in their development of independent learning, 
self-efficacy and social engagement (Brooman & Darwent, 2014). Thus, it 
could be advantageous to make students more comfortable with independent 
learning little by little, by providing more in-class tuition at the beginning and 
gradually increase the amount of self-studying. The support of the process of 
becoming a university student could preferably continue throughout the first 
year (Briggs et al., 2012).  

Moreover, students’ self-efficacy beliefs can be supported by promoting 
mastery experiences, through guidance in how they are expected to reach the 
learning outcomes. Vicarious experiences can be promoted by offering first-
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year students an opportunity to study in groups. Additionally, university 
teachers can support the development of students’ self-efficacy beliefs by 
providing clear and well-reasoned feedback on performance. Academic 
emotions need to be acknowledged and normalised, also the negative 
emotions. Rather than shifting the focus from the negative emotions or trying 
to change them, students also need support in persisting when they arise. After 
all, negative emotions can also be beneficial for learning and study progress. 
Finally, university teachers need to be aware of their own expectations since 
teacher expectations affect what kind of support students are offered 
(Odenbring, 2019). 

 

6.4 CONCLUSIONS 
This research focused on identifying the chutes and the ladders in students’ 
transition to higher education and to provide an example of an intervention 
that target important factors of the transition process. Similar findings among 
first-year students have also been found internationally, but the approach 
adopted in this research provided new insights on how theory and practice can 
be combined to support students’ transition to higher education. Moreover, by 
including secondary education teachers’ expectations and perceptions of their 
students, insights were provided on what educational baggage students carry 
with them to university. Hence, six main conclusions can be drawn from this 
research. 

First, many first-year students experienced challenges that made them 
need to adjust their learning strategies to suit the university setting. This 
process needs more attention in higher education. Second, the first-year 
students perceived a rollercoaster of academic emotions when they were 
adjusting to higher education demands and learning expectations. These 
emotions need to be acknowledged and normalised for promoting 
psychological flexibility. By providing first-year students with a safe 
environment where they can air their concerns regarding their transition to 
higher education, students receive peer-support, and their sense of belonging 
can be enhanced. Third, students’ academic emotions and their learning habits 
were closely intertwined. By supporting students to become independent 
learners, such as by focusing on time management issues, studying can be 
promoted, and experiences of positive academic emotions can be enhanced. 
Fourth, the upper secondary educators still held many gendered expectations 
and perceptions of students’ learning and learning activities. Since schools are 
important socializers, stereotyped group perceptions among school personnel 
ought to be acknowledged and rectified, both in in-service training for 
educators and in teacher education in the universities, to foster equality at 
school and career aspirations. Gender equality and gender-neutral education 



Discussion 

88 

for everyone will not be reached as long as gender role expectations persist in 
the ways that teachers perceive and talk about their students. 

Fifth, the findings from the intervention study showed how an easily viable 
measure can provide one source of support for first-year students to enhance 
their adjustment to higher education along with the support of social 
integration. This intervention aimed to provide the students a range of tools 
and methods that they can choose to use to strengthen their learning 
strategies. The reflective journaling allowed the students to discuss their 
strengths and challenges from their own perspective which both seemed to 
support their metacognitive awareness as well as to make their studying 
meaningful via self-reflection. Finally, this research indicates that the 
transition to higher education is a complex process and from the students’ 
perspective it is most useful to be addressed via their experiences. How 
students understand their learning process is a complicated matter and varies 
depending on previous experiences, situation, and environment. Instead of 
focusing only on finding the crucial elements in the transition process, the 
students need to be supported to endure different challenges and when 
experiencing different academic emotions. However, all these conclusions 
need to be confirmed in further research, as discussed below. 

As with all research, there are limitations. Firstly, in retrospect it would 
have been fruitful with a longitudinal design and to conduct a follow-up study 
of the students who participated in this research. Thus, although the short-
term impact of the workshops was clear, it remains unclear whether the 
workshop resulted in any long-term effects and changes in learning strategies. 
Furthermore, the student population in this research was limited to social 
science students, and, therefore, it is unclear whether these results could be 
replicated in different fields of study. For example, how the study programme 
is structured and how much independent learning is required varies between 
faculties. Future research is needed to confirm these results among students 
from other faculties and to clarify if these interventions need to be repeated at 
other levels of university education. For example, when students begin their 
bachelor’s or masters’ thesis, they might encounter similar challenges to first-
year students’ challenges (lack of motivation, low self-efficacy beliefs, 
struggling with independent learning and self-regulated learning issues). 
Secondly, the research for this dissertation is based on self-report data, which 
always indicate a need to interpret the findings with caution. This applies to 
both the reflective journals as to the interviews. Quantitative data could have 
strengthened the findings in this research. Thirdly, students’ background 
variables, such as academic background or previous academic achievements, 
were not included in this research since the focus was on aspects that can be 
supported and developed. Nevertheless, students’ previous experiences are 
important to understand fully their adjustment to higher education. This is 
further discussed below.  

To sum up, if the plans of the Finnish government to increase the number 
of adults with a higher education degree is to succeed, measures need to be 
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taken to support students’ transition to higher education. Firstly, the 
challenges in the transition process needs to be addressed already in 
secondary education. For example, by focusing more on life-long learning 
instead of the matriculation examination, students’ metacognitive skills, study 
strategies, and psychological flexibility can be enhanced. Secondly, providing 
first-year students support at university may ease the transition for many 
students. However, it remains unclear whether study strategies are best 
developed within university courses or as a separate workshop, as the one 
described in this research. Nevertheless, while the challenges among first-year 
students in this research are similar to those found internationally this 
research suggests that courses in study strategies might be fruitful to explore 
also beyond the Finnish university context. By building a stronger bridge from 
upper secondary to higher education and introducing students before the 
transition to studying in higher education, it could both increase their 
motivation and make their expectations more realistic. Moreover, the 
transition process and first-year experience need to be more strongly 
emphasized in university pedagogy and university teaching in general to raise 
awareness among university teachers of the specific challenges and needs first-
year students experience. Furthermore, the students’ agency beliefs as active 
participants in their learning process need to be enhanced. And finally, 
students can be supported in finding peace with the fact that the learning 
process is one long journey with ups and downs and that this is exactly how it 
should be for every university student. 

6.5 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE 
RESEARCH  

Students’ first-year experience has been a focus in much research in recent 
years (e.g., Bowles et al., 2014; Glogowska et al., 2007; Hailikari et al., 2019; 
Holliman et al., 2019). This is due to the growing awareness that many 
students find the first year to be demanding and difficult. Moreover, there is 
also a broad area of research that focuses on the various factors that affect the 
transition to higher education (e.g., Beaumont et al., 2016; Foerst et al., 2017; 
Gale & Parker, 2014; Leese, 2010). In the future, more research, such as this 
present research, that aims to increase the understanding of the transition to 
higher education could benefit from a stronger focus on how the findings can 
be applied in order to support students’ first-year experience. Moreover, more 
research is needed to confirm the effects of the intervention explored in this 
research, in students’ natural environment to be as authentic as possible and 
to provide immediate benefits to the students. In addition, more knowledge is 
needed on long-term effects of interventions and on how students from 
different university departments respond to interventions. A mixed methods 
approach could also contribute to valuable information about students’ 
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experiences, specific constructs (e.g., motivation) and long-term effects of 
these (e.g., Coertjens et al., 2017). 

In summary, students enter university with a variety of social and cultural 
capital, and this needs special attention in the transition process. Therefore, 
future qualitative research could also focus on how students from different 
backgrounds adjust to higher education and what expectations their parents 
have. Adopting a narrative approach would be interesting to fully understand 
how students build a coherent picture of their background and how it affects 
their transition to higher education. By deepening the understanding of the 
transition process and the first-year experiences for different students with 
different backgrounds, universities can cultivate a learning environment 
where all students have a genuine chance to succeed. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A  Interview protocol 

 
 
The aim of the interviews  

- Explore what teacher and study counsellors think of upper secondary 
school students of today  

- What challenges do teachers and study counsellors meet in their work?  
- If something changes in the time they have worked at the school, what 

were the changes 
- Do teachers and study counsellors perceive group differences?  
- How can teachers and study counsellors support students’ learning 

process? 
- Do teachers and study counsellors recognise low self-efficacy beliefs?  
- How do teachers and study counsellors perceive parents’ role for 

schoolwork? 
 
Teachers 

1. Describe your work as a teacher 
a. What subject/s do you teach? 
b. Are you also a group supervisor? How many students do you 

have in your group? 
c. Do you teach all the students at your school? 

2. How long have you worked as a teacher? 
3. How long have you worked at this school? 
4. Do you have any duties other than teaching at your school? What 

duties? 
5. Has anything changed in your work description during the years you 

have been working as a teacher? 
a. If so, how? Why? 

6. Have you experienced changes in students’ perceptions of their learning 
and your subject? 

a. If so, what changes? 
b. How to they manifest themselves? 
c. Why do you think they have occurred? 
d. Has the interest in your subject changed? If so, why? 

7. Do you think there has been any change in the group dynamics among 
students during the time you have worked as a teacher? 

a. How? 
b. Why? 

8. How do you see your role in supporting students’ learning in relation to 
the rest of the school and teachers in the other subjects? 
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a. Do you have a structure for co-working? Can you describe it? 
9. Have the changes in the matriculation examination affected how many 

students take the exam in your subject? 
a. How does it affect your work and motivation as a teacher? 
b. How do you perceive the role of your subject with regard to 

tertiary education? 
10. What do you perceive as most challenging in students’ learning 

process? 
a. How do the challenges show? 
b. What other challenges do you see? 
c. Where do the challenges come from? 
d. Have they increased? If so, why? 

11. Do you recognise any groups of students that need more support than 
other groups and how can they be supported? 

a. E.g., socioeconomic status, cultural background, home language, 
academic background, living area, gender 

b. Why do you think they need more support? 
12. Do you recognise if a person has low self-efficacy beliefs in your subject? 

a. How do you see it? 
b. How do you perceive that you can support students’ self-efficacy 

beliefs in your subject? 
c. In what other ways can students’ self-efficacy beliefs be 

supported? 
13. Do you see group differences in learning activities and study strategies? 

a. E.g., socioeconomic status, cultural background, home language, 
academic background, living area, gender, learning challenges 

b. How do they show? 
14. How do you see parents’ role in supporting students’ schoolwork and 

future educational aspirations? 
a. Have you perceived a change in parental engagement? How? 
b. How does it show in school and schoolwork? 
c. Should parents support more? How? 
d. Do you see a difference in parents’ background in what kind of 

support they provide? What kind? 
15. Is there anything you can do as a teacher in evening up the possible 

difference in how students with academic or non-academic background 
prepare for and apply to study in higher education? 

a. E.g., socioeconomic status, cultural background, home language, 
living area, gender, learning challenges 

b. What measures could reduce the differences? 
16. Can you describe a challenging situation or experience in your work as 

a teacher? 
a. What happened? 
b. Why? 
c. How did it feel? 
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17. Can you describe a situation or experience you perceived as a success in 
your work as a teacher? 

a. What happened? 
b. Why? 
c. How did it feel? 

18. What preparatory measures for higher education studies does your 
school take? 

a. Is there a change in the need and the offering of preparatory 
measures? 

b. Do you receive any feedback from students on the effects of these 
measures? 

c. What preparatory measures do you perceive are needed? 
19. Is there something you would like to add? 
20. Can I contact you if something is unclear? 

Do not hesitate to approach me if you come to think of something you would 
like to add!  
 
 
Study counsellors 

1. Describe your work as a study counsellor 
a. What does your work involve? 
b. Do you know all your students by name? How many students do 

you have? 
c. How often do you meet students individually or in groups? 
d. Do you teach all the students at your school? 

2. How long have you worked as a study counsellor? 
3. How long have you worked at this school? 
4. Has anything changed in your work description during the years you 

have worked as a study counsellor? 
a. If so, how? Why? 
b. Do you reach all students?  

i. If not, why not? 
ii. How could you reach all students? 

5. How do you perceive a study counsellors’ role in schools in general?  
6. How do you perceive your role in supporting students in relation to the 

rest of the school and the school subjects? 
a. Do you have a structure for co-working? Can you describe it? 

7. What do you perceive students need help with, in study counselling? 
a. Have you experienced an increase in the need for help? If so, 

why? 
b. What kind of challenges do you perceive students have? 

i. How do they show? 
ii. Is help available? 

8. Can you see a change over time in how students perceive their studying 
during their time in upper secondary school?  
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a. What changes?  
b. How do they show?  

9. Do you recognise that some groups of students need more support than 
other groups and how can they be supported? 

a. E.g., socioeconomic status, cultural background, home language, 
academic background, living area, gender 

b. How do you notice the need for support? 
c. How could the students be supported? 

10. Can you give an example of how students reason when making choices 
for upper secondary courses and further education? 

a. Do you perceive group differences? E.g., socioeconomic status, 
cultural background, home language, academic background, 
living area, gender 

b. If so, why are there differences between groups? 
11. Can you identify anything that hinders a student from aspiring for an 

educational path that interests them most? How? 
12. Do you recognise if a student has low self-efficacy beliefs? 

a. How do you see it? 
b. How do you perceive that you can support students’ self-efficacy 

beliefs? 
c. In what other ways can students’ self-efficacy beliefs be 

supported? 
13. How do you see parents’ role in supporting students’ schoolwork and 

future educational aspirations? 
a. Have you perceived a change in parental engagement? How? 
b. How does it show at school and in schoolwork? 
c. Should parents support more? How? 
d. Do you see a difference in parents’ background in what kind of 

support they provide? What kind? 
14. Is there anything you can do as a study counsellor in evening up the 

possible difference in how students with academic and students with 
non-academic background prepare for and apply for studies in higher 
education? 

a. E.g., socioeconomic status, cultural background, home language, 
living area, gender, learning challenges 

b. What measures could reduce the differences? 
15. Can you describe a challenging situation or experience in your work as 

a study counsellor? 
a. What happened? 
b. Why? 
c. How did it feel? 

16. Can you describe a situation or experience you perceived as a success in 
your work as a study counsellor? 

a. What happened? 
b. Why? 
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c. How did it feel? 
17. What preparatory measures for higher education study does your 

school take? 
a. Is there a change in the need and the offering of preparatory 

measures? 
b. Do you get any feedback from students on the effects of these 

measures? 
c. What preparatory measures do you perceive are needed? 

18. Is there something you would like to add? 
19. Can I contact you if something is unclear? 

Do not hesitate to approach me if you come to think of something you would 
like to add!  
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Appendix B  Categories and codes of the interviews 
 
 
Digitalization (1) 

- Digitalization/digital world/living online 
 

Future plans, transitions (6) 
- Career decision-making/choice/aspirations 
- Gap year 
- Goal setting 
- Studying abroad 
- Support transition to higher education 
- Transition to upper secondary 

 
Group differences (7) 

- Family background 
- Financial support 
- Group differences, general 
- Heterogeneity in school 
- Language skills 
- Minority language issues 
- Gender issues/gender differences 

 
Insignificant (1) 

- Insignificant talk, e.g., about the interview, the room 
 

School staff work, everyday practices (1) 
- School/teacher/study counsellor, job data 

 
Self-belief, emotions, wellbeing (9) 

- Academic emotions 
- Emotions  
- High demands/achievement 
- Life as a whole 
- Self-awareness 
- Self-efficacy 
- Students’ wellbeing 
- Tiredness/sleeping habits 
- Workload  

 
Studying, learning (23) 

- Academic achievement 
- Approaches to learning/learning 
- Challenges 
- Challenging episode 



Appendices 

114 

- Changes over time 
- Class interaction/dynamics 
- Drop out 
- External regulation/discipline 
- Independent learning 
- Learning activities 
- Matriculation examination 
- Maturity 
- Metacognitive skills 
- Motivation/interest 
- Positive episode 
- Reading skills/habits 
- Self-regulation 
- Societal/external influence on studying 
- Strategic study planning 
- Students’ view on studying 
- Study planning 
- Study skills/strategies/effort/persistence/habits 
- Time management/balancing time 

 
Supporting students (8) 

- Feedback/response  
- Help seeking/relation to students 
- Need for support 
- Parental involvement 
- Sounding board/need to discuss 
- Support student learning 
- Teacher/study counsellor support 
- Teaching activities 
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Appendix C  Workshop description and assignments 

 
 
Welcome to the workshop in study strategies! 
The aim of this workshop is for you to reflect on your own study habits and to 
find study strategies that work for you. 

Studying in academia requires you to take responsibility for your studying. 
It is important that you keep track of deadlines and reckon with the fact that 
studying takes time beyond lectures. Studying full-time corresponds to 
approximately 40 hours of work per week. It is common for first-year students 
to experience challenges related to studying and not immediately find study 
strategies that work best for them. It is mostly lack of engagement, poor 
planning and time management skills and inadequate study skills that lead to 
challenges or lack of motivation. The positive thing is that with simple means, 
everyone can improve their study skills. 
 
Expected learning outcomes 
After completion of the workshop in study strategies, the student will 

 know how to purposefully make plans for studying. 
 be able to identify and develop their own knowledge, learning and study 

habits. 
 be familiar with learning strategies that support a deep approach to 

learning. 
 
Course assignments 
The workshop in study strategies includes two written assignments: 

1. The pre-assignment 
 

2. The reflective journal + time-tracking assignment 
 

Reflect on the themes (at least time management, learning strategies 
and motivation/stress-management), that are raised in the material 
available on the workshop webpage, in relation to your weekday and 
your studies. You are not supposed to write a full record of the material 
you have used, rather to reflect on and analyse the content in relation 
to your own study strategies and your own learning. For example, what 
works well and is there something you want to develop? 
 
Time-tracking assignment: Include your time-tracking in your 
reflective journal. You can find the form under ’Assignments’ under 
’Time management and planning’. Fill in the form by reporting what 
you do for one week. Fill in what you really did – not what you had 
planned to do. That will show you how you spend your time and 
therefore you can make changes that support your learning and give 
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you a better balance between studying, leisure time, work and other 
important things in your life. 
 

NB! Those who do not submit their assignment on time will not pass the course 
and will have to retake the course next year. 
 
Length: 1–2 pages 
Submission: in the submission folder on Moodle 
Assessment: Pass/should be completed/fail  
To pass you must have submitted the pre-assignment and to have an approved 
reflective journal. 
 
Assessment criteria 
To pass the course you need to 

 have submitted the pre-assignment 
 have actively participated in the workshop 
 have submitted the reflective journal on time 
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Appendix D  Themes and subthemes in reflective journals 

 
 
Theme 1 Self-regulated 

learning 
Functional study strategies 
Dysfunctional study strategies 
Getting started 
Independent learning 
Combining studies and leisure 
Metacognition 

Theme 2 Academic 
emotions 

Positive emotions and reasons 
Negative emotions and reasons 
Emotions related to achievement 
Positive stress (eustress) 
Reducing stress and neg. emotions, 

promoting wellbeing 
Theme 3 Time management Poor time managing 

Good time managing 
Theme 4 Academic skills What works well 

Challenges 
What could be done 

Theme 5 Motivation What increases motivation 
What decreases motivation 

Theme 6 Self-efficacy High self-efficacy beliefs 
Low self-efficacy beliefs 

Theme 7 Workshop 
experiences 

Integrated insights 
Motivation 
Challenges 
Time-tracking  
Metacognition 
Workshop positive 
Workshop negative 
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