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Keeping up and keeping it together: Tertiary arts
students managing health, family and self esteem

Jennifer Mitchell, JaneMaree Maher and Kate Brown
Monash University

Beinga studentin an Australianuniversityinvolvesmore pressureand makesmore
demand®n that studentandhis or her supportnetworksthaneverbefore.The variety
in the configuration®f pressuregjemandsndresponsibilitiefacedby studentsneans
thatit is impossibleéo characterisa Ostandargfddent Qualitativeresearchundertaken
to explorethe situationsof sixty undergraduatstudentsin elevenfocus groupsat
MonashUniversity,has revealedthat while the pressuresre increasingstudents
generallypproachtheir studiesequippedvith a goodawarenessf the difficultiesthey
arelikelyto face.This awarenesN alongwith a bettercapacityo manageressuré\
increasess studentsStudy programsadvanceThereis an increasingdlemandfor
studentgo engagen paidwork to meetthe costsof study;to participatan family life
and maintainsocialsupportnetworksandto carefor their own healthandwellbeing.
Thesepressuresanoften presentchallenge$or the Universityadministrationand at
timesconflict with requirementsn teachingstaff. The changingand variedsocialand
educationrealitiesof studentsneedto be better incorporatedinto institutional
arrangements.

Introduction

MonashUniversity,alongwith most other Australiantertiaryinstitutions,is actively
engagedn developingpracticesand processes$o improve studentexperiencesnd
successAmongthe keyfactorsinfluencingstudentsuccesarethoserelatingto studentsO
healthandwell-beingandthe study-lifebalancef undergraduatstudentswhichwill bea
key focusin this analysisThe researctpresenteds drawnfrom a largerqualitative
researclproject, directedtowardsidentifyingthe key challenge$or Arts studentsat
MonashUniversityin successfullgompletingtheir studies Fundingwasmadeavailable
from the FacultyOs allocation of the Learning and Teaehiogrance &nd

Someof the pastinitiativesdesignedo improvestudentsi@arningoutcomesn Australian
highereducatiorgenerallyhaveinvolvedinstitutionalorientationprogramso easethe

transitionfrom high schoolto university(Hillman, 2005;Kift, 2005;Krause,Hartley,
James, & Mclnnes,2005;Nelson,Kift, Humphreys& Harper,2006);analysiof the

psychologicalvellbeingof students(Fagan1993;Jones& Frydenbergl1999;Cooke,
Bewick,Barkham,Bradley& Auden, 2006);researchindactorsinfluencingstudent
engagemenih universitylife (Mclnnes,2001;Krause,2005);and the developmenbf

onlineresourceandlearningplatformsto increaseaccesso andflexibilityin teachingand
learning (Clerehan, 2003; Nelson et al, 2005).
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In additionto the abovedevelopmentsngoingresearclis beingconductedo assesthe
impactson studentsof the increasingieedfor studentsto engagen paid work while
studying(Lucas& Lammont,1998;Mclnnes& Hartley,2002;VickersLamb& Hinkley,
2003;Rasmusse|2006).Longitudinalresearcrﬁl so far conductedn Australiaover a
five yearperiod N hasuncovereda trend towardsa deteriorationin undergraduate
studentsfihancialsituationsandanincreasén students@eeddor non-cashassistancén
termsof meals,accommodationand the purchasingf text-books(Long & Hayden,
2001;JamesBexleyDevlin & Marginson2007) All thesearea®f changeandassociated
researcllemonstratéhe needfor a continuedawarenessf the changingcircumstances
underwhich studentsareengagingn their tertiarystudiesTherehasbeenlessattention
paidto the wellbeingof studentsafterthe transitionfrom secondargchoolto university
period is over: this research focuses specifically on this area.

This articlefocuseson one of five key themesemergingrom datagatheredrom a
broaderstudy of elevenstudentfocus groups.Participantsvere askedaboutissues
involvedin managingheir studyrequirementghe impactsof paidwork andfamily life;
stressfukemestetimesand copingstrategiesn additionto questionsabouthow the
Facultycould bettersupportstudentsThis articlediscussehow studentsare managing
issuesconcerningtheir health,self-esteenand personalrelationshipsand how these
issuesn turn affecttheir capacitieso studyeffectively The more humanelementf
teacherstudent and studentpeerfamily relationshipsare often less visible, with
institutionalfocus increasinglyirectedat the more macro-concernsf excellencén
teachingand engagementhe issueof retention,and outcomesn studentlearning.This
article aims to bring studedéntified micro relationship issues into view.

Design

The aim of the broaderstudywasto identifykeyworkdife-studyissuedor Arts students
studyingin contemporanAustralia.The studywasfundedby the Facultyof Arts at
MonashUniversity Focusgroupswerechosenasa methodfor datacollectionbecause
theyofferedthe opportunityto identifysubstantivéssuedor studentsaandgainin-depth
insightswhile encompassinthe viewsof largersamplehanindividualinterviewsHamel
(2001) suggestshat focus groups allow for Oopendiscussionof topics under
considerationand [the productionof] animmediateanalysidy collatingthe viewpoints
of the participants@2001,p.242).Ethical approvalwas obtainedfrom the university
ethicscommitteeandinformedconsentwassoughtand obtainedfrom eachfocusgroup
participant.

Sample

Focusgroupparticipantsvererecruitedusinga numberof methodsPosteravereput in

relevantpublic areasaroundthe universityand announcementa/ere madein some
lecturesin addition,bulk emailsweresentto groupsof studentsoutliningthe study.
Studentsvereinvitedto expressnterestby contactinga researcheDetailsof the study
were generallyforwardedwith an explanatorystatemen{exceptfor one focus group
wheretimelinesmadethis difficult). Somestudentavereencouragedy friendsto attend;
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all participantsvere providedwith explanatorystatementsn the focus group setting.
MonashUniversitycomprisesnultiplecampusesll Australiancampusewerethe venue
of at leastonefocusgroup.Overall,therewereelevenfocusgroupsconductecetween
May and July2007andfifty-four studentarticipatedsix groupsoccurredat the larger
metropolitancampuse§Clayton& Caulfield)four at the smalleroutersuburbarcampus
(Berwick)andoneat the regionacampugPeninsula)Arts subjectaretaughtat eachof
thesecampused-or all but one of the groupstwo of the researchenserepresentTwo
of the studentswvereknownto one of the researchergnly one wascurrentlytaughtor
counselledby anyonedn theresearcheam.Focusgroupdiscussionseccurredn university
rooms;cateringwasprovidedbut no other rewardswere offered. Numbersin focus
groupsvariedwith oneor two in some,andnineor ten studentsn others.Focusgroups
took approximatelpne hour andall wereaudiotaped.At the completionof the study,a
numberof studentsvho wantedto attendbut couldnot wereofferedthe opportunityto
respondo the questionvia email.Threeof thosesix studentresponsebavebeendrawn
upon here.

The studentswho participatedangedin agefrom eighteerto sixty yearsof age,with
twenty eight participantsaged betweeneighteenand twenty four yearsof age.
Approximatelyjhalf weresingleand half werepartneredFourteenof the participantdhad
directcaringresponsibilitieGangingrom oneto five children) althoughothersreported
significantareactivitiesAll participantsvereaskedo fill in ashortform outlininghours
of work, living arrangementand careresponsibilitiesThey wereaskedthe following
guestions.

¥ Could you please tell us what the key issues are for you in managing your study
requirements?

How does paid work impact on how you manage study?

What aspects of family life impact most on how you manage study?

What times are most stressful for you in the semester?

What strategies have you found useful in managing your different obligations?
Have you any suggestions about howdhbelfy could support you better?

KK K K K

Data analysis

Eachfocusgroup sessiorwastapedand fully transcribedlnitially the transcriptsvere

read and five key themeswereidentified;thesewere expectationand assumptions;
priorities;academicesourcesndsupport,completingassessmenand managindpealth,
selfesteem and personal relationships. The last of these themes is the focus of this paper.

Transcriptsverereviewedy the researcheamwith the abovethemesandkeyissuesn
mind. Wordsand phrasesvereclusterecaroundthe themesThis methodwasadopted
after Cameror(2001) wherethe participants@sponses/ereusedto shapenterpretative
categories.
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Limitations to methodology

Studentsvho participatedn the focusgroupswerenot randomlyselectedasexplained
above Thereforeat couldbe assumethatthe samplegroupwho respondedo the above
mentionectallfor participantsveremorewillingto discusshe issue®f studylife balance
andwerethereforemorelikelyto havethoughtaboutthe issueghanthe broadgroupof
students who did not choose to participate.

Managing student stress

Therecanbe no doubtthat one of the commonfrustrationsfor universitylecturersand
tutors towardsthe end of semesteris the ever-increasinfiow of studentrequestgor
extensionsMany studentsmake their requestsfor extensionsarmedwith medical
certificatesand an awarenessf the extensionpolicy of their faculty or department.
Othersdo not, andmaketheir often desperatandlast-minutgleaswithout concernfor
the due processwhich facultiesrely upon to attemptto keepdisorderat a minimum.
Thereis a sort of blindnessn this institutionalfaith; a hopethatif studentsimplyread
their subjectguidesand plannedtheir work programsbetter,therewould be no needto
confront the many and varied human complexities these situations make visible.

Despiteeffortsto controland minimisestudentdistressat the businesgnd of semester,
manystudentsstill appearo strugglewith the demandsand frustrationsof producing
gualitywork andgettingit in on time. White (2006)neatlyphraseshis complexinterface
betweerthe institutionandthe peoplewho work within it. OSittingvithin the contextof
the broaderpoliticsand economicf universitygovernancend associatedhangesn
universityculturearethe everydayracticeof, andrelationshipbetweenteacherand
studentsO (p.232). White also makes the somewhat discomfiting assessment that

At the personal level, learning and teaching are characterised by ambivalence,
uncertainty and anxiety. The anxiety arises out of, among other things,
uncertainty, frustration and the potential for shame, as well as struggles around
dependence and independence, authority and control (2006, p.233).

For White,this anxietyanduncertaintys not justapplicabléo studentsWhite notesthat
for teachersQTheanxietyrestson a sensehat oneis not quite what studentsor peers
imagineoneto be((2006 p.234) Takentogethertheseobservationsuggesthat students
andteachersrepartnersin a veryhumanprocessNstudentpreparingor a careerand
teacherspracticingoneNwhich ultimatelyaimsto bring successachievemenand
fulfilment to both cohorts.

Additionally recentresearcltonductedn Australisaroundstudentexpectationsf higher
educationparticularlyin the transitionperiodfrom high-schooto universityhasshown
that the interfacebetweenstudentsand academicsn Australianuniversitiesare
undergoingignificanthangdKift, 2005 Krauseet al,2005) Researcheportedby James
(2002)hasshownthat thereis Osignificanthanggoccurring)n the relationshigoetween
universitiesand their studentcommunities@2002,p.72).Jamesalsonotesthat, OThis
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changeis evidentin the new relationshipsbetweenhighereducationand work, the
increasinglymarket-likeforms of organisationof higher education,and the new
expectations and priorities of students themselvesO (2002, p.72).

This presentstudyconfirmsthe presencef thesefeaturesn students@ccountsf their
universityexperienceslniversitystudyfor studentsmaybe ostensiblaboutenteringnto
a learningprogramto further their professionahspirationsand thereforedemanding
Oprofessionatfdleof behaviouandexpectationsn both sidesHowever jt isimpossible
to erasehe humanelementrom the equation Stressegquilt, sleepdeprivationjliness,
lonelinesspersonakacrificesaswell asfeelingsof failureandof not managingareequal
partners in many studentsO N and teachersO N experiences of university life.

Studentsarenot characteriselddereasin needof Ospeciat@atmentNor canthe students
interviewede generalisedslow achieversr lackingin commitmentRather this study
confirmsthat studentsare sociallysituatedndividual§Clegget al, 2006)for whom life

poseghe samechallengethat othersface.Much recentresearcthasshownthat students
arealsofrequentlyworkersand/ or carersmayhavea placeof responsibilityvithin the

structuresof family, and usuallyneedthe socialsupportsof friendshipsand personal
relationshipgo maintaina senseof connectednessith the world (Lucas& Lammont,
1998;Mclnnes& Hartley,2002;Leder& Forgasz2004,CleggBradley& Smith,2006).
This paperarguegherefore that the realitiesof sociallysituatedstudentsneedto be

incorporatednto institutionalarrangementand expectation®f contemporarystudent
cohorts.

Family pressures and responsibilities

1Om overwhelmed by the school stuff. Disco tomorrow night, working bees,
motherOs day stal(R selling E | got five notices yesterday, and | was like B
itOs only been one day!

It doesnQakea greatdealof imaginatiorto understandhat studentsat universityhave
complexives;justlike everyonelse This simplefact often escapenoticewhendecisions
aboutstructuringunitsandsettingassignmentarebeingmadeat the administrativéevel.
Therehavebeensomestudiesvhich haveexaminedtudentsvell-beingn termsof how
effectivelytheyuseuniversitycounsellingervicegCookeet al, 2006)andat whattimesof
theyearstresss morelikelyto occur(Jonest Frydenbergl999)but thereis lessresearch
on particularstressorand how theyimpacton studyroutines.Fagan(1994)found that
universitystudentsiemonstratedomplexconcernsaboutthe waysOschookelationships
with family and friends, and the futureO interacted (p.247).

Assumptionsboutwho studentsare,andwhatcapacittheyhaveto studyeffectivelyare
maderoutinelyandfor overwhelminglypragmatiaceasonslndividualtailoringis virtually
impossiblen the universitysetting asthe followingdescription®f how life intervenesn
studyroutinesillustrateln the quotedmateriabelow,all wordsin parenthesesavebeen
added by the authors to clarify meaning.
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| used to get a lot done Sundays E have (partner) home or Grandma, but then

E its brotherin-lawOs birthday one Sunday, then it was motherOs day, then it was
GrandmaOs this week, mum just said itOs her partnerOs birthday and | said D five
Sundays (gone)!

| am often tired and worried about other responsibilities when | try to study, but
| am getting better at focusing when | have made the time to study because it is
so precious. Before the baby my family did not really impact on my studying at
all as most of them live interstate and | had plenty of time to study while my
partner was working.!

We have had a child since | commenced study and have another one on the way.
This has significantly reduced my capacity to manage peak study loads
(assessments due etc) at home. My study tends to be marginalised into the late
PM early AM as a resulurher, my wife has had two very difficult pregnancies

so | have often found myself being the primary carer in the house during these
times this is happening right now.

Regularstudy daysare often difficult to maintainwhen a studentfinds new time
restrictionsin the form of childrenarise,or whenfamily gatheringslemandhis or her
presencelt is difficult to put studyaheaddf suchresponsibilitiethat maynot initially
appeato demandasmuchtime andenergyasis eventuallyequired Equally,unexpected
eventsor changesn family dynamicsanhappento over-turnthe bestlaid plans,and
demand an ongoing commitment from students:

My dadE spent the whole of last year in and out of hospitalE then mum got
diagnosed asellE so when dad wasnOt in (hospital), Mum was in. So, they have
constant doctorOs appointments and IOm expected to be able to drive them there
and back.

IOm the taxiriver at home now. 1tOs like: OTake your sister to X, Y caz!O -
you pick her up from this place at this time. One in the morning you get a phone
call b the taxi didnOt turn up, can you pick me up?

IOve got a lot of responsibilities at home. 1Ove got two younger siblings. E IOm
like the second mum. Uni is not the only thing | have. | have to work, literally, to
help my mum out. They are still at high school. | have to buy the (text) books.

So, itOs not like, IOIl come to uni and have fun D | have to juggle both (family and
uni) and | have to work to survive.

This lastquotedemonstratethe extraresponsibilitiegoungeistudentsstill living athome
mayhaveto contributeto familylife, beyondkeepingheir roomscleanandhelpingwith
the dishesThis studenthasto carryadultburdensalongsiddner studyobligationsandis
working to supporther siblings;not just to afford consumergoodsor to meetthe
expensesf contemporaryyouth culture. The following young studentalso has
extraordinary demands to meet:
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I®m an independent person who lives on her own and cares for her younger
brother because of a problematic family life. IOve been denied by Centrelink
twice for any kind of financial help and havenOt received a cent off either of my
parents for the last two years. If | donOt go to work every week to pay my rent
I®m out of a home and so is my brother. | canOt haverade live, and |

dondt want my brother to struggle as he is in year twelve this year, so work takes
precedence sometimes over Uni, but | really donOt wanna fail at Uni.

Apartfrom the kindsof majorresponsibilitiesanvassedbovethe desireo studyandto
achieveayoalsfor a future careermayoften appeasselfishin contrastto family needsto
both studentsand their families. The responsibilityindividualshave to maintain
relationshipss givenanimportantplacein almosteveryculture andthis conflictbetween
needingo fulfil individualcareerr life enhancingyoalsNevenif for an entirefamilyOs
benefitNandthe needto participaten and meetthat familyOseedsmaycausestrong
feelings of guilt for students:

When youOre doing family stuff you feel guilty because youOre not studying E
and when youOre studying you canOt help (with family stuff) E so | feel like IOm
in constant guilt. E Life is about a balance. | should be doing all those things,
and 1Om not doing anything well.

Yeah, with study, thereOs this constant sense of guilt too, | think, in a way, oh |
should be doing this, oh I should be doing more study, because IOm doing this
work now -1Om not studying, and as | said, itOs the whole guilithikgiue)

in two weeks. | should be doing some research. A presentation coming for our
thesis. Gosh, should be speaking to my instructor, all that stuff and itOs always
going through your mind. So youOre never free of the guilt when youOre studying
and thatOs the awful thing.

In answeto the questiornof how aboutfamilyexpectationkadchangedor stydentsNin
terms of now beinga tertiary studentcomparedto a secondarystudentNcamethe
following responses:

(1) cop it heaps off my parents. All | get is OWhy arenOt you studying? Why are
you doing this? Why are you doing that?0 | do a lot of stuff outside of just uni
and | always cop it for never being home. Especially my mum is always asking
how | am finding time to get things done. You manage to find time. You pull it
off somehow but | think their expectations for me play a big part because 1Om
the first person in my direct family to go to uniE so my parents are demanding a
lot. That makes it harder.

With my family itOs a bit of a guilt trip type thing. They live a couple of hours
away and so IOm expected to go home and see them on weekends and itOs a few
hours drive and | canOt do anything over the weekend and | canOt study or
anything and if | havenOt seen them for a few weekends so | go home and so itOs
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kind of hard to juggle staying here and needing to stay here and them wanting to
see me and wanting to go home.

Whatfamiliesexpectfrom their studentmemberandwhatstudentsareableto provide,
arefrequentlymismatchedSeverastudentdrom a numberof focusgroupsexpressethe
needto havespaceawayfrom their homesto work; often after-hoursThe needto be
occasionallyemovedfrom the family environmentin order to meettheir study
obligationds part of the processandis a price manystudentsarewilling to payto meet
their study requirements. There are also other reasons for escape:

IOve got young (son), heOs twelve, and he doesnOt understand that | donOt consider
the musings of Homer J. Simpson to be great literature. So | get sort of very
frustrated having to live in a childOs world for as long as | do, and | do go out

and seek adult company, and to study | do have to come to the library. And so

thatOs just part of the deal.

The responsesbovedemonstrate varietyof commitmentsand responsibilitieshat
studentsmayhaveto carry,andthat werein somecasesot part of their originalplan.
But, life happensThis hasrequiredstudentgo re-evaluat¢heir plans,and committo

negotiatin@tighter,lesscompromisindit betweertheir evolvingandchangingsituations
andthe morerigid universitystructure All thesestudentsarestill finding waysto make
their studygoalscometo fruition, by evaluatingheir own resourcesind adjustingheir

expectationsf themselvesQwhiledealingwith the inescapablynessycontingenciesf

beinghuman{Clegget al, 2006,p.105) This alteringof expectationsnayhoweverentail
a kind of Osettling®r what can be achievedn the availablespacebetweenthese
competingdemandsln answerto the questionaboutdifficultiesin managindner study
schedule one student answered:

In terms of selecting classes and scheduling, | must admit there would be classes
that | wouldnOt take because they were in the evenings or later in the afternoons
or too early in the morning and that would create extra pressure from a family
perspective. And because IOm not earning money, thereOs not (the money)
coming in to allow for extra and after school care E so | try and schedule during
school hours.

This lastresponselemonstratethat therearetrade-offsand compromiseshat students
haveto make which maynot resultin themtakingthe classeshey might mostwishto
take,or indeed,achievinghe kind of degreehey mightideallyseek. As Jameg2002)
notes,(Btudentséxpectationpertainto both quality (increasinglygapturedin Oaml
gettingvaluefor money?Gjnd personatelevancgOisthis coursereallyright for me?0)
andarethushighlydiverseandindividualin character@ames2002 p.71).This persistent
strugglebetweenpersonalcircumstanceand the structureand expectation®of the
universityexperiencenay, but not necessarilyimpactupon studentOléves in more
complexways.So,what are someof the potentialoutcomesof the trade-offsandthe
compromiseshat studentgegularlynakeHow aretheseoutcomesNofteramountingo
further barriers to successNthen addressed by students?
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Personal health, happiness and social relationships

All of the studentsinterviewedfor this researchunderstoodthat beinga University
studententaileda big commitmentindeed,choosingo attenda forum on balancindife
with study demonstrateawarenesthat their universitygoalswerenot of secondary
importanceBut this pledgeto persistto keepup with the taskasit unfolds,hasits price
for many students Keepingit togetherin the face of the mounting challenge®f
producing quality school work, earningmoney, and being a participantin their
relationshipgs anadditionakhallengeéhat mustbe faced Cookeet al demonstratethat
universityis often an anxiougime for studentsespeciallin the first yearof study(20086,
p.515) This studentfor examplefacedthe challengesf ill-healthon top of heruniversity
and family commitments:

Probably the biggest thing for me is E | find because 10ve got an iliness, that |
get tired by the middle of semester, and then itOs difficult getting through the
second half when a lot of the work loadOs there. E | take pretty heavy pain
killers, which leaves me permanently tired.

Enduringanillnessof a pathologicahatureis lesscommona burdenthancopingwith the
break-dowrof healthoften broughtaboutby the stressesutlinedabove Sleeproblems
may be one of these potentially damaging challenges.

IOm doing like an average of four hours sleep every night, to be quite frank, and
its gotten to a point where 1Ove actually seen the doctor this semester. | mean it
might be a lonterm thing, having been for like the last two or three years, but
IOm finding it to be a more serious problem the further | get into University.

Not eatingwell wasanothercommonlymentionedstressfor youngerstudentsBeing
oldermemberof afamily,or living out of homefor the first time, meanghat students
are responsiblefor producingtheir own mealsNoften a time consumingtask.
Additionally workingfor manyhoursin a paidjob aswell asstudyingmeanghat food

wasfrequentlyof the fastvariety . The followingis part of anexchangbéetweera number
of youngerstudentsand givesmanycluesaboutthe challengesimplygettingfed can
pose.

When you donOt live with your family though there are different pressures. Like,

| have to cook all my own dinners. | have to do all my own washing. I have to

do all my own shopping and that takes up heaps of time. Like, itOs an hour every
night to cook dinner and clean up if | donOt gebtibke-

ItOs so much easier just to getcake-

And the money you spend as well.

Yeah.
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| find that food is like all my money.
1tOs a big expense.

Because 10m always out, | would eat junk food every second day without fail and
| hate it because itOs bad for you, simple as that.

YouOre on the go though, you canOt help it.
Yeah. When 1Om at work, because | work oveurataf Gate shops, youOve
got a half hour lunch break and you have to go during the middle of the day

when itOs the busiest. You run over to Maccas because itOs literally the quickest
thing.

And itOs cheap.

Yeah, | swear those junk food peopleoankin Gate know me by name.

The usual?

SubwayOs like double the price or whatever and double the waiting times. By the
time it takes you five minutes to walk there and another five minutes back and

five to ten minutes in line, you canOt be bothered. You actually want to sit down
and eat your meal in the back room so you just go and get the quickest thing you

can get and itOs usually the unhealthiest thing you can get too.

This exchangeaevealsa number of complexchallengedor studentswith multiple
responsibilitiearoundeatingwell, and fuellingtheir bodiesto facethe dualdemand®f
paidwork and study.Another of thesechallengess the costof commerciallyprepared
food. Onegroupof studentgevealedhattheyall experienced sensef shameaboutnot
beingableto afford to go with their non-studenfriendsto eat,or drink: alcoholwas
potentiallyanothermajor expensdor the sociallyactivestudentwantingto fit in with
peersAlongsidehe anxietyexpressedboutthe costof food, wasanotherconcerninghe
time spentnotstudyingwhile theyweresocialisingvith friends,asthis exchangef views
reveals:

ThatOs another thing | find, you donOt want to look poor even though you are.

And if youOre staying up the night before finishing off those essays, you get up at
like the closest time possible for you just to have a chance to get ready and then
look half decent to go to uni, and E ever since 1Ove been at uni | have not made
myself lunch. You know, you just donOt have the time in the morning and
because youOre at uni now, | know, and my mum will be gone by the time 10m
going to uni, she doesnOt make me anything anymore. | live off Tiny Teddies.
ThatOs what 101l have during the day unless you have to pay for it sort of thing
because you donOt have time in the morning to make yourself lunch.
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(When going out with friends to eat) | do (enjoy it) when IOm sitting there, (but
thinking) | really should be studying. | shouldnOt be here. (Then) | might as well
enjoy it B and (then) go OCrap, IOve wasted two hours eating.O Where can | make
up the time somewhere, like E you have to say well, | have to restructure my

whole plans for the next (day) and go, Ok, IOve lost some time here. | can make it
up if 1 don®t sleep an hour.

Again,the issueof trade-offsarisesWhat partsof a normallife mustbe sacrificedoy
studentsso that the demand®f educatiorand careemgoalscanbe met?Thesestudents
arepotentialljcompromisingheir healthandrelationshipsNbottof whichareimportant,
evenessentiahspect®f maintaininga well balancedifeNto meetall their competing
responsibilitiegatingwell, sleepingvell and socialisingvith friends,arearguablythings
all thesestudentsralue but arebeingsacrificedn severalevelsasthe flexibility between
their circumstanceand the demandof universityis reduced As Mclnnes& Hartley
(2002)note, OYoungdultlivesarenow conceivedismorecomplexandlesscertainthan
in the recentpast.The demand®f often highly Oflexibledrkplacesind somewhatess
flexible educationainstitutionshaveto be balanced@.4).However thereare several
strategiestudentshavefound to work for themin meetingthesevariouschallenges.
Thesestudents@apacitieso reflecton their own patternsof study,andtheir abilitiesto
manage complex demands, are encouraging.

Coping strategies

El think (early on in the degree) you have to sacrifice a lot of personal time E
to be able to cope with everything and that in itself is a bit overwhelming. E
(Now, later into the degree) Eif | do things | like and IOm with friends, those are
activities that give me the energy to do whatever | need to do. When | found |
didnOt have the time to do those (energy boosting) activities, | spent a lot of
energy on what | had to do without getting that boost back, so | found it wasnOt
sustainable.

Onefeaturecommonto mostof the focusgroupswasawarenessmongthe studentghat
Universitylife is meantto be demandinglf it wasa walkin the parkeveryonavould be
doinga degreeThe stresseandanxietiesverenot unexpectedusttediousfeatureof an
increasinglyamiliarlandscapdt is difficult to measurédnow stressefimpacton essayr
examresultsEvaluatiorbecomegvenmorecomplexwhenstresds identifiedasa major
motivatingforce keepingstudentsengagednd alert. The motivationstressprovidesis
identifiedin the following quotes,and fits well into the mode of studentengagement
identifiedby Jardineand Krauseas Opersistencafich they defineas Otheindividual
studentCactionsto continuewith studiesdespitenegativenfluencesactinguponthemO
(Jardin&& Krause2005p.5).As the stresseesecominginto the seconchalf of semester,
the realisatiordawnsthat actionneedsto be takento fulfil the subjectrequirements.
Severastudentddentifiedthis Ostredsck-inGisa usefulforce for gettingmotivatedand
in onegroupthe questioraroseasto how this mightwork in practiceandwhetherthere
was an expectation in having stress work in their favour.
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Like I mean | think itOs a good stress. Without that stress | really donOt think 10d
be able to do my work. Like 10d just sit there and 10d go, oh yeah, like he said,
IOve got like four weeks. 10l just leave that and do other things first, but itOs a
good stress. Like when | stop getting stressed about not being stressed, okay,
thatOs like a pemptive side and youOd better start doing something now, but |
don®t particularly enjoy stress, but | think itOs a good kind of stress to get you
kicking in and going.

Other studentfound the stressa motivatingforce, but did not seeit asa positivething
for them. Rather,it highlightedtheir needto reassestheir approacheso study,and
perhaps take more responsibility for acquiringmiamagement skills.

No, actually | do want to try and organise myself where 1Om not feeling stressed
all the time. 1 donOt like being stressed. | like being calm and just sort of relaxed
and 1Ove been trying to work it around that way, but | don't know; it doesnOt
work. | think | need more time. | need more time management skills.

Q: And more time in the day?
And | need to adhere to my time management programs.

Yeah, | think:[hatf)s the hard bit. 1tOs all very easy to set up and say, okay, well, o]l
manage it. ItOs this, this, this and plan it out, but it invariably doesnOt go the way
you plan it.

To persistwith studythroughall the difficultiesthat arisein an academigearNexpected
andunexpectedl is anachievemerin itself. Manystudentsindertakingheir seconcbr
third yearmentionedhe pressureshangingstheybecamanmorefamiliarwith university
life; with the expectationsf teachingstaff, andwith their own strengthsandweaknesses
in managing their various loads.

Suchchangencludedfinding the resourcesandmotivationto aimfor higherresultsas
wellasbeingableto form acleareideaof the activitiegsuchasexercisingndeatingand
sleepingvell) and patterns(of time managemenfplanningand preparationvhich best
supportthem. Thesethingsthen constitutea basicstructureof supportto withstand,
hopefully the pressuresf unexpecte@ventsKeepinghealthythroughsportandother
physicahctivitywasidentifiedascentralto this maintenancegsthis seriesof responses
demonstrates.

Q: Do you find doing a sport helps you concentrate?

| hate to brag but IOm the best person in my division purely because | get out
that anger out from my work B when you beat your opponents b | strongly
encourage everyone to get into a sport.
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My friend, she works full time and she has dogs and because they are big dogs
she has to walk them in the morning before she goes to work, and she says just
doing that she is awake, alert; it gives her a better mood and everything.

It is just a natural high you know.

There is that pain factor when youOre pushing yourself to do really well and then,
(when 1Ove put in a big effort) | donOt have to do anything, now | can lay on the
couch and not feel guilty. (But it can also be bad): | donOt have to do the essay
because | did a run today.

| wrote a thousand words and have a chocolate biscuit.
Q: A reward?
| call them study tools.

Thesestudentseetheir studydemandsn the light of a challengdike a competitivetask.
Puttingin your besteffort is somethinghat needsewardingTheyself-rewardandhave
a senseof humouraboutthe trade-offs.In manyof the focus groupstherewasan
atmospheref reliefandhumourcombinedasit becamelearthe issue®f strugglingvith

study,work and selfesteemwverewidelyshared A senseof collegialityappearso help
studentdeellessisolatedn their Opersistence@®ealisinghattheir peersind the juggling
actof studyingworkingandliving equallydifficult, asthesestudentdrom the oneof the
smaller campuses found:

One of the things | really like actually and we were doing it up there before, just
before | came down, is just sitting down as a group with the other students E
and just talking about how things are going, so just sounding out whatOs
happening socially, whatOs happening in terms of work, whatOs everyone
struggling with, just sitting down and chatting about it, not a set study group as
such.

Yeah, and (you) realise youOre not alone, that's right. WeOre all going through
similar experiences.

Studentdrom one of the smallercampuse particulawerevocalin their appreciation
of beingableto accesa socialnetworkof fellow student®n aregulabasisput withouta
formalstructureHavingsetmeetingimesfor suchinteractionsvould not meetthe need
for collegialityn the sameway.Insteadjt couldrepresenyetanotherdemandeatinginto
studytime. The more intimatedimensionof the smallercampusenabledhis kind of
interactiorto developnaturallyNsomethinghe largercampusesouldnot easilyreplicate.
A numberof studentsat Berwickalsoreferredto the imposingdimension®f the Clayton
and Caulfieldcampusesgflectingthat their homecampushada more humanscalewell
suited to impromptu discussion among people who share common experiences.
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Another strategyofferedto meetthe dual needfor savingtime and keepingsupport
systemsctivewasto combineactivitiesto relaxand nurtureyour selfwhile socialising
with a friend. This strategy came from a more mature student in a later year of study:

1tOs a bit mad. But for me, like you were saying about social things, | find it
difficult to say no and I think IOve only recently learnt to say no. But | have a
balance so, going to a friendOs house tonight who is a beauty therapist, who is
going to do facial. Every ten weeks 1Ove decided to book it in, because we can
never catch up any other way. So sheOll do a facial and chat the whole time. So
cool 1Ove found some time for me and some friend time. So IOm just going to
plug it in every ten weeks.

Overall,it appearghat the further studentsgetinto their studiesthe more confidence
theydevelopin workingout how to manageompetingdemandsThis is an interesting
findingin light of a perceivedackof researchinto students®ell-beingoeyondthe first
year(Cookeet al, 2006,p.515).The findingsin this researcttorrespondloselyto the
findingsmadeby Clegget al (2006) that studentsCappearto preserveheir esteenby
usinginformalsupportsandby diggingdeepinto the selfandtheir own sensef personal
projectin comingto university@p.102) Relaxationexercisesocialisingind eatingwell
arenot expendablactivitiesandin fact assiststudentso succeedn managingstress.
That lateryear students have come to realise this is encouraging.

Conclusion

Undergraduatstudentsare spendingincreasinglyong hoursin paid work. They are
finding it a challengego maintainimportantfamily and socialsupportsystemsand
strugglingat timesto carefor their own healthand well-beingWorking to pay for
materialsbooks,petrolandfood is increasinglyecessargndinabilityto managehese
demandsancausestressAs a result,studytimesareoften restrictedo after-hoursand
weekenddramilyresponsibilitiesd parentsspousesndchildrenmustbe metalongside
completingreadingsand assessmenésks,and failureto respondoften leadsto guilt.
Caringfor their healthwith exercisesufficientsleephealthyfood andsocialinteractionis
a constant challenge for these students.

Despitethesedemandswhich are significantissuesdeservingattention,the students
interviewedveregenerallymanagingo fulfil their studyobligationssuccessfullyThey

wereawareprior to enteringuniversitypr quicklybecamewareupon commencingheir

studies,that successneansmany tradeeffs and personalsacrificesnust be made.
However,theyrealisethey are not alonein thesechallengesand often seekout peer-
support and encouragement in order to minimise their stress.

The youngerstudentsin particulardisplayedyood humourand their expectationsNof
themselvesind of their lecturersNwererealisticallygrounded Additionally,students
further in to their study programsappearto havedevelopedmnore effectivecoping

strategiesind a more realisticapproachto balancingnultiplerolesand responsibilities.
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Neverthelesssacrificesand tradeeoffs suchasthosedocumentechere often resultin
addedpressureeomingto bearon how studentamanagetudyandapproachassessment
tasks.

Areasfor furtherresearcho build on thesefindingswould includea comparativestudy
betweerfirst yearandlateryearcohorts,and possiblyevena longitudinaktudyto assess
the kinds of issuesvhich both enhanceor restrictthe developmenof effectivecoping
strategiesverthe courseof a studyprogram.The findingsmadeherewould be broadly
applicabldéo othermajorurbaneentredAustraliaruniversitieskurtherresearctin other
settingds neededo addto the knowledgegainedherebeforegeneralisationsould be
made about issues of student health, self esteem drelngell-

Thework of managingtresshouldnot be all up to the studentsEducatorsandstudents
needto work togetherin orderto accommodatevolvingand changingextraeurricular
demandsvhendesigningandcompletingunits. Additionally facultyadministrationseed
to continueto incorporateflexible communicatiorinto institutionalarrangementsp
more effectivelyinform studentsaboutexpectationsandto facilitatemore responsive
administrative support.
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