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Student success [at university] is 

largely determined by student 

experiences during the first year.

Upcraft, M. L., Gardner, J. N., & Barefoot, B. O. (Eds.). (2005). 

Challenging and supporting the first-year student. San Francisco: 

Jossey-Bass.
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From theory to practice

Student retention is one of the most widely studied areas 
in higher education…The result has been an ever more 
sophisticated understanding of the complex web of 
events that shape student leaving and persistence…        
But for all that, substantial gains in student retention 
have been hard to come by… More importantly, there 
is much that we have not yet done to translate our 
research and theory into effective practice.

Tinto (2006-7, 1-2)
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FYE approaches

• 1st generation FYE
– Essentially co-curricula – on the curriculum’s periphery 

• 2nd generation FYE
– Curriculum focus – enhancing the student learning experience 

through pedagogy, curriculum design, and L&T practice 

• 3rd generation FYE
– 1st and 2nd generation delivered seamlessly across the institution, 

its disciplines, programs & services via academic & professional 
partnerships 

=  Transition pedagogy –

a guiding philosophy for intentional first year curriculum design 
and support that carefully scaffolds and mediates the first year 
learning experience for contemporary heterogeneous cohorts. 

Kift & Nelson (2005) 

http://conference.herdsa.org.au/2005/pdf/refereed/paper_294.pdf

http://conference.herdsa.org.au/2005/pdf/refereed/paper_294.pdf
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A transition pedagogy for a mass sector

• Because of diversity – there is a need to change our 

curriculum approaches

– Widening access has fundamentally changed the assumptions 

that can be made about students’ [entry]  skills and knowledge. 

This has not always led to the necessary changes in learning, 

teaching and assessment approaches. Johnson (2002, 11)

• Because of changing patterns of student engagement 
(e.g. working longer, attending less) we need to focus on 
contact we do have with our students
– Therefore primary focus on (virtual & physical) classroom

• Curriculum as the ‘glue’ and the ‘organising device’ 
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New Zealand & Australia
Similar issues in both NZ & Aust: eg –

– Concern around retention, progression & completion; also re student 

experience, satisfaction & (more recently) engagement [AUSSE]

– Accountability – esp govt intervention & focus on T&L

– [Global] Competition; while ICTs have changed student exp

– Student & staff workloads (including competing demands & resourcing; 

changing drivers; looking for synergies)

– Effects of student fees AND opportunity costs/waste re attrition

– Increasing diversity of FY cohort in terms of –

• Preparedness for and expectations of tertiary study 

• Membership of at-risk and equity groups

• Widening participation Varied entry level skills & knowledge; 

differing cultural capital
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Some starter questions for you

• What are your institution’s major issues for first year student 

engagement? 

• From the student perspective, how joined-up are your institutional 

processes around student engagement (e.g, re sessional staff 

training and support, teaching quality, student services and support, 

curriculum renewal, leadership, IT infrastructure, staff reward & 

recognition, etc)? 

• What three things do you think you should focus on for maximum 

effect?  
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What matters to retention                                  

and the student experience

Scott, G (2006) Accessing the Student Voice

“The total experience of university” is what counts 

(including interactions with staff, with peers, timely & 

tailored support, sense of belonging, management of 

expectations, etc) but also relevantly -

– Course design: Clear, coherent, responsive, flexible, 
relevant, engaging, achievable, and motivating; 

– Assessment: relevant, consistent & integrated; 

– Feedback: early, prompt & constructive.

http://www.dest.gov.au/sectors/higher_education/publications_resources/profiles/

access_student_voice.htm

http://www.dest.gov.au/sectors/higher_education/publications_resources/profiles/access_student_voice.htm
http://www.dest.gov.au/sectors/higher_education/publications_resources/profiles/access_student_voice.htm
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What is ‘curriculum’?

• The whole program of study: including 

– the individual subjects/ modules

– the ‘educational conditions in which we place students’ (Tinto, 2009)

• teaching, learning and assessment; uni, staff and peer 
contact 

• ‘a learning environment: a planned arrangement of space, 
time, resources, people and ideas’ (QUT MoPP) 

– co-curriculum activities offered (outside formal curriculum) with 
which students are encouraged to engage 

The totality of their learning experience with us – academic and social



C
R

IC
O

S
 N

o
.0

0
2

1
3

J

First year curriculum objectives for your 

degree program?

• What do you think the FY curriculum objectives should 

be? 

– ie, complete this thought –

At the conclusion of the first year 

of the [your degree], you 

(students) should be able to –
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A Law Case Study of FY Curriculum Design

• Under ALTC Fellowship 

• Westcott et al, JCU Law School 

• Available on ALTC Exchange at                                                 

above url

• NB Must first join the Exchange                                                          

and subscribe to FY Group                                             

(instructions at 

http://www.altcexchange.edu.au/articulating-transition-pedagogy-law-case-study-

ms-lisa-westcott-james-cook-university-australia

http://www.fyecd2009.qut.edu.au/resources/ )

http://www.altcexchange.edu.au/articulating-transition-pedagogy-law-case-study-ms-lisa-westcott-james-cook-university-australia
http://www.altcexchange.edu.au/articulating-transition-pedagogy-law-case-study-ms-lisa-westcott-james-cook-university-australia
http://www.altcexchange.edu.au/articulating-transition-pedagogy-law-case-study-ms-lisa-westcott-james-cook-university-australia
http://www.altcexchange.edu.au/articulating-transition-pedagogy-law-case-study-ms-lisa-westcott-james-cook-university-australia
http://www.altcexchange.edu.au/articulating-transition-pedagogy-law-case-study-ms-lisa-westcott-james-cook-university-australia
http://www.altcexchange.edu.au/articulating-transition-pedagogy-law-case-study-ms-lisa-westcott-james-cook-university-australia
http://www.altcexchange.edu.au/articulating-transition-pedagogy-law-case-study-ms-lisa-westcott-james-cook-university-australia
http://www.altcexchange.edu.au/articulating-transition-pedagogy-law-case-study-ms-lisa-westcott-james-cook-university-australia
http://www.altcexchange.edu.au/articulating-transition-pedagogy-law-case-study-ms-lisa-westcott-james-cook-university-australia
http://www.altcexchange.edu.au/articulating-transition-pedagogy-law-case-study-ms-lisa-westcott-james-cook-university-australia
http://www.altcexchange.edu.au/articulating-transition-pedagogy-law-case-study-ms-lisa-westcott-james-cook-university-australia
http://www.altcexchange.edu.au/articulating-transition-pedagogy-law-case-study-ms-lisa-westcott-james-cook-university-australia
http://www.altcexchange.edu.au/articulating-transition-pedagogy-law-case-study-ms-lisa-westcott-james-cook-university-australia
http://www.altcexchange.edu.au/articulating-transition-pedagogy-law-case-study-ms-lisa-westcott-james-cook-university-australia
http://www.altcexchange.edu.au/articulating-transition-pedagogy-law-case-study-ms-lisa-westcott-james-cook-university-australia
http://www.altcexchange.edu.au/articulating-transition-pedagogy-law-case-study-ms-lisa-westcott-james-cook-university-australia
http://www.altcexchange.edu.au/articulating-transition-pedagogy-law-case-study-ms-lisa-westcott-james-cook-university-australia
http://www.altcexchange.edu.au/articulating-transition-pedagogy-law-case-study-ms-lisa-westcott-james-cook-university-australia
http://www.altcexchange.edu.au/articulating-transition-pedagogy-law-case-study-ms-lisa-westcott-james-cook-university-australia
http://www.altcexchange.edu.au/articulating-transition-pedagogy-law-case-study-ms-lisa-westcott-james-cook-university-australia
http://www.altcexchange.edu.au/articulating-transition-pedagogy-law-case-study-ms-lisa-westcott-james-cook-university-australia
http://www.altcexchange.edu.au/articulating-transition-pedagogy-law-case-study-ms-lisa-westcott-james-cook-university-australia
http://www.altcexchange.edu.au/articulating-transition-pedagogy-law-case-study-ms-lisa-westcott-james-cook-university-australia
http://www.altcexchange.edu.au/articulating-transition-pedagogy-law-case-study-ms-lisa-westcott-james-cook-university-australia
http://www.altcexchange.edu.au/articulating-transition-pedagogy-law-case-study-ms-lisa-westcott-james-cook-university-australia
http://www.fyecd2009.qut.edu.au/resources/
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ALTC Law Case Study suggested (1) –

• Effectively delivering a fully integrated FY educational package
that implements (across all subjects) constructive alignment of 
learning outcomes, teaching settings and assessment practices;

• Implementing a whole of FY, student-centred approach to overcome 
the compartmentalisation of syllabus subject matter, learning 
and teaching settings, and assessment;

• Enabling a transformative, transitional experience that sets the 
foundations for students to become self reflexive, independent, 
responsible learners and ethical scholars; 

• Enhancing the development of FY students’ skills and capacities
to reverse unacceptable rates of attrition in first year and later years;

• Encouraging the development of broadly based legal, technological, 
critical and emotional literacy of students; and 

• Facilitating an ongoing team-based approach to staffing and 
teaching the FY program that is explicitly inclusive of sessional 
staff to ensure their identification with, and ownership of pedagogical 
aims of the program.
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ALTC Law Case Study suggested (2) –

• In addition… 

• ‘…design team also agreed on a set of key skills and 

attributes that were to be developed, including: 

– a capacity for self directed learning, 

– reading for comprehension, 

– written and oral communication skills, 

– interpersonal communication skills and teamwork, 

– legal research both in traditional hard copy and electronic form, 

– a capacity to identify legal issues and resolve legal problems, 

– legal method and reasoning, 

– critical analysis, 

– value clarification, and 

– ethical awareness.



C
R

IC
O

S
 N

o
.0

0
2

1
3

J

Getting the context right for staff to get the 

context right for students.

• What context is that?

• What (if any) policy work needs to be done? 

• What is the institutional vision?

• How will this work get done? 

• What else (ducks and carrots)? 

From theory, through policy, to action
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Of ducks and carrots 
Action

Data analysis

What is good 
teaching & 

support 

What is a good 
student exp

Leadership & 
governance 
across silos 

Area plans

Top level plan(s) 

Vision

Reward & recognition

Staff development 

Promotion criteria

Probation

KPIs

PP&R
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Evidence of institutional commitment to FYE 

• Evidences an ‘institutional commitment to first year 

student learning & engagement’ and focuses attention 

on (as per Yorke & Longden, 2008) –

– Proactive management of student transition;

– Curriculum (and co-curriculum);

– Emphasis & resourcing the FYE;

– Systematic monitoring & evaluation of student 

achievement, and acting on the evidence thereby 

collected;

– Academic leadership.
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Coherent institutional context to support FYE

• FYE Policy

EG at QUT, an agreed context for institutional action –

• ‘QUT will deliver a comprehensive, integrated and coordinated 

approach to the FYE…’ http://www.mopp.qut.edu.au/C/C_06_02.jsp

• Curriculum Design Policy http://www.mopp.qut.edu.au/C/C_04_02.jsp

Refers to: student diversity, engagement, role of FY curriculum in 

whole of program design, assessment, and ‘standardised monitoring 

and intervention processes for student engagement in the first year’.

• FYE perspective in T&L roles http://www.mopp.qut.edu.au/B/B_03_05.jsp

Supported by more detailed FYE protocols  

• Policy Protocols: FYE http://www.otq.qut.edu.au/guidelines/protocols_fye.pdf

• Policy Protocols: Orientation & Transition

http://www.otq.qut.edu.au/guidelines/protocols_orienttrans.pdf

• (Forthcoming) Assessment Policy and Assessment Protocols

http://www.mopp.qut.edu.au/C/C_06_02.jsp
http://www.mopp.qut.edu.au/C/C_04_02.jsp
http://www.mopp.qut.edu.au/B/B_03_05.jsp
http://www.otq.qut.edu.au/guidelines/protocols_fye.pdf
http://www.otq.qut.edu.au/guidelines/protocols_orienttrans.pdf
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QUT’s 

Assessment 

Protocols 

(April 2009)

(To accompany 

revised QUT 

Assessment 

Policy) Formative 

Assessment 

within first 

four weeks

Consistency 

in 

assessment 

to reduce FY 

confusion

Assessment 

to facilitate 

monitoring of  

student 

engagement

Attention 

directed to 

process skills 

required to 

complete 

assessment

http://www.otq.qut.edu.au/policy/guide/protocols_assessment_april09.pdf

http://www.otq.qut.edu.au/policy/guide/protocols_assessment_april09.pdf
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Six (6) Curriculum Principles 

• Transition

• Diversity

• Design

• Engagement

• Assessment 

• Evaluation and Monitoring 

[HE word bingo]

A curriculum that does serious transition and retention work!

[Concurrent with good teaching and good support] 
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A Worksheet

• To plan for enacting a transition pedagogy within 

the classroom and develop tools for strategising 

with teaching team leaders.

Worksheet – Principles into action for practice

Prompts:

– What’s my experience?

– What’s working now?

– What ideas do these statements trigger for me?

– What can I do?

– How important is this? 



C
R

IC
O

S
 N

o
.0

0
2

1
3

J

First Year Tertiary assessment literacies: e.g.

• Explanation and consistent use of assessment verbs; consistent 
naming of assessment tasks;

• Explicit clarification of assessment expectations: eg, how to write, 
research, orally present in different discipline genres;  

• Assist students to make use of examples & model answers;  

• Explicit & consistent advice & assistance with referencing & 
paraphrasing expectations; 

• Instruction & proactive support re group/team work; 

• Well written criterion referenced assessment (CRA) sheets AND
‘dialogue’ about way criteria and standards will be applied (ASKe, 
2008: http://www.brookes.ac.uk/aske/documents/ASKe%20Intervention.pdf );

• Assistance with ‘what feedback is’ & how to make the best use of it 
(Race, 2009: http://www.leedsmet.ac.uk/Feedback_Booklet_Phil_Race.pdf ).

http://www.brookes.ac.uk/aske/documents/ASKe Intervention.pdf
http://www.leedsmet.ac.uk/Feedback_Booklet_Phil_Race.pdf
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UK Open University: Am I ready to study in English?

http://openlearn.open.ac.uk/course

/view.php?id=3638&topic=all

http://openlearn.open.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=3638&topic=all
http://openlearn.open.ac.uk/course/view.php?id=3638&topic=all
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Open University: Self assessment exercises 

• Reading & understanding academic course books/materials

– to help you assess how easy you find it to understand course materials: to 

get the overall meaning and the key ideas. 

• Identifying (and making notes on) main points from written & spoken 

materials and expressing ideas in own words

• Express concepts & ideas in your own words; summarising

• Structuring & organising your writing so that the meaning of your 

argument or description is clear

• Using appropriate grammar, punctuation and spelling

• Self assessment grid – for each self-assessment tasks/exercises, select 

skills box A, B or C.

– Did task – a) easily, b) with some difficulty, or c)with great difficulty 

http://openlearn.open.ac.uk/mod/resource/view.php?id=302454&direct=1
http://openlearn.open.ac.uk/mod/resource/view.php?id=302468&direct=1
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Taylor (2008, 23) Strategies for assessment
http://ro.uow.edu.au/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1059&context=jutlp

http://ro.uow.edu.au/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1059&context=jutlp
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Early low stakes formative assessment egs (1)

• FY Maths (n=800): Wk 2, students reflect on previous maths 

experiences, confirm vital course information, & develop a        

study plan. Taylor (2008)

• FY Communication (n=500): Preliminary Essay Plan (10% Wk 3) 

linked to later essay (35%). Part A: essay plan with thesis, main 

points & supporting points. Part B: introduction, first body para    

and bibliography of at least 5 sources. Taylor (2008)

• FY Engineering & Surveying: Individual skills audit/ portfolio & 

team report (20% Wk 3). Team report re agreed team goal; code   

of conduct & responsibility; guidelines for peer assessment; team 

meeting plans. Prepares for later, higher %, individual & team tasks. 

Taylor (2008)
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Early low stakes formative assessment egs (2)

• FY Law (Uni of Melb): Two Wk 1 in-class tasks (returned Wk 2). 

(1) Class reading & discussion on bullying law: write an opinion. 

(2) Listen to short lecture on legal topic & write explanation of 

concept. Basis for development referral (Larcombe & Malkin, 2008)

• FY Computing (n=1000). Wk 3 assignment on bulletin board Qs:

– What operating system are you using? Comfortable with it? 

– What email/ web browser/ WP/ spreadsheet/ etc application?

– What do you expect to learn from this course?

– Look at Study Schedule and suggest course aspects likely to benefit 

you the most. 

Large nos, but allows students to reflect on course requirements, 

see other students’ experiences, and give tutors’ specific info if 

students later have technical difficulties (Taylor 2008)
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Early low stakes formative assessment egs (3)

• FY History (Uni of Sydney): large essay assignment is split into 

three stages: (1) students discuss essay question in groups in 

tutorials; (2) 10% for prep of draft essay plan & bibliography, with 

feedback from both tutors and peers; (3) 35% submit final essay. 

Multiple sources of feedback in time to incorporate into next stage

(McCreery, 2005)

• FY Education (QUT) Faculty has annotated assessment 

repository, available on Blackboard for students & staff (including 

sessional staff) to access examples of different assessment types 

of assessment and standards of work (i.e., poor, average, good). 

Links to relevant examples for individual subjects are embedded 

in subject VLE sites (Healy, 2008)



C
R

IC
O

S
 N

o
.0

0
2

1
3

J

A checklist
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Some ideas in closing …

• Much of what we know and practice for improving 

the experience of first year students is immediately 

transferable to later years and contexts. 

• Real impact requires institutional level commitment 

and institution-wide academic and professional 

partnerships.

• Good practice in the classroom will enhance the 

learning experience of all students.
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License

These PowerPoint slides are licensed under a 

Creative Commons license: 

Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-

Share Alike 2.5 Australia License

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.5/au/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.5/au/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.5/au/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.5/au/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.5/au/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.5/au/

