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Overview

ÅALTC Fellowship Research on first year curriculum design

ÅSome snapshots of the research and evidence base

ÅWhy a ótransition pedagogyô 

ïThe critical curriculum focus

ÅFrom theory to practice

ïPartnership model for institutional action

ï6 First Year Curriculum principles

Å6 meta observations consequent on                           

extensive Fellowship dissemination 

óBradley Reviewô of Higher Education (2008)

Transforming Australiaôs Higher Education System (2009)
http://www.deewr.gov.au/HigherEducation/Pages/TransformingAustraliasHESystem.a

spx

http://www.deewr.gov.au/HigherEducation/Pages/TransformingAustraliasHESystem.aspx
http://www.deewr.gov.au/HigherEducation/Pages/TransformingAustraliasHESystem.aspx
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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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What abouté..YOU??

ÅWhat do you remember about 
your first year experience?

ÅWhat (if anything) do you see as 
different about or in students 
today?

ÅWhat do you think are the major 
transition challenges they face? 
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http://www.projectu.com.au/

ñIn my first week I woke up late, missed the first bus, got across to the uni, wasnôt 

sure where my room was, opened the door and there was about 500 people in 

the roomò é Patrick

http://www.projectu.com.au/
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What Patrick (et al) saidé

Å Daunting 1st experience and 1st memory of uni

Å Mass experience ïnos (45-1300); cohort diversity positive

Å Social engagement important 

Å 13 contact hrs/wk week (Patrick)

Å Expecting career relevance 

Å Lots of group work

Å Needs self management & planning skills; stress 

Å Personal experience (rural & isolated; 1st in family; 10 person share 

house for friends)

Å Taking 2nd year subjects!

Å Support for someone ónot a uni personô

In transition to independent learning and independent living
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Technology

ORé to put it another way
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Australian research tells us:

Commencing students at university:

ÅAre more stressed & anxious about finances in 2006 than 2001
(AVCC, Student Finances, 2007) 

ïIn 2006, 70.6% (55% in 2004) working on average 14.8 hrs/wk

ÅOver last decade, spending reduced hours/wk in class & slightly 

fewer days on campus (CSHE, 2005);

ÅQuite motivated (CSHE, 2005) (re expectations & enthusiasm); 

ÅHigh income students 3 times more likely to go to uni than low 

income (Universities Aust, 2008);

ÅMay óparkô, óchurnô or ódriftô their way through FY;

ÅNot always interested in co-curricula not related to programs.
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Total Student Experienceé

Scott, G (2006) Accessing the Student Voice: Using CEQuery to identify what retains students 

and promotes engagement in productive learning in Australian higher education at vii 

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

dent_voice.htm

Studentsô total experience of university ï
not just what happens in the traditional 

classroom ïshapes their judgements of 
quality, promotes retention and engages 

them in productive learning

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 matters to retention 

Å Preparedness

Å Finances

Å Peers: learning óprofoundly 

a social experienceô; 

Å Expectations: mismatch;

óhow things work around 

hereô;

Å Student support: 

coordinated andójust-in-

timeô & ójust-for-meô; 

Å Program choice/ certainty

Å Staff: contact with staff & 

teaching quality 

Å Course design: Clear, 

coherent, responsive, flexible, 

relevant, engaging, 

achievable, & motivating; 

Å Assessment: relevant, 

consistent & integrated; 

Å Feedback: early, prompt & 

constructive.

(Eg: Krause et al, 2005; Scott, 2006; Yorke & Longden, 2008)
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Zepke, N et al (2005): Findings (1)
Improving tertiary student outcomes in the first year of study. 

Wellington: New Zealand Council for Educational Research. http://www.tlri.org.nz/publications/

ÅFindings mirrored overseas studies.

Å Non-institutional factors affect retention

ÅMany retention challenges same: esp, acad advice on entry; good 
TL&A practices; effective orientation; manageable workload. 

Å Institutions also face unique retention challenges 

ïneed own data, investigations & strategies. 

ÅAdaptation (with integration) approach

ïinstitutions adapt culture, processes and practices to support diversity.

ÅLearner-centred institutional cultures achieve better retention. 

ÅPositive relationships between students & significant people (eg 
peers, support staff, teachers) are important. 

http://www.tlri.org.nz/publications/
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Zepke, N et al (2005): Findings (2)

Improving tertiary student outcomes in the first year of study. 

Wellington: New Zealand Council for Educational Research. http://www.tlri.org.nz/publications/

Å Provision of suitable support structures & services key (for all, but 

esp at risk, students). 

ïStaff need to act as referral points

Å Operating an early warning departure system can mitigate attrition 

even re factors outside institutional control 

Å Teachers (supportive & learner-centred) do influence retention.

Å To work effectively with student diversity, teachers need professional 

development & manageable workloads.

Å Administrators play an important role in retaining students (esp re 

strong client service orientation, effective student support services, 

pastoral care, and adequate resources & facilities). 

http://www.tlri.org.nz/publications/
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Support is very important

Å2008 Australasian Survey of Student Engagement
(AUSSE) http://www.acer.edu.au/ausse/resources.html

ïBased on US National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE)

ïRe what engages students in productive learning 

ÅOne (of six) scales reported that:

ï64.2% of students felt institutions provide           
academic support óquite a bitô or óvery muchô 

BUT

ïOnly 18.2% said got non-academic support            

(44.4% very little; 37.5% some support);

ïOnly 25.7% said supported to socialise   

(31.8% very little; 42.5% some support).

http://www.acer.edu.au/ausse/resources.html
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Staff support & development  

http://www.uq.edu.au/teaching-learning/?page=25735&pid=0

http://www.usq.edu.au/resources/informationflyerwhatstudents

wantfinal.pdf

http://www.uq.edu.au/teaching-learning/?page=25735&pid=0
http://www.uq.edu.au/teaching-learning/?page=25735&pid=0
http://www.uq.edu.au/teaching-learning/?page=25735&pid=0
http://www.usq.edu.au/resources/informationflyerwhatstudentswantfinal.pdf
http://www.usq.edu.au/resources/informationflyerwhatstudentswantfinal.pdf
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Staff support & development  

JCU Staff 

Action Plan

http://www.jcu.edu.au/td/i

dc/groups/public/docume

nts/datasets/jcuprd_025

518.pdf

http://www.jcu.edu.au/td/idc/groups/public/documents/datasets/jcuprd_025518.pdf
http://www.jcu.edu.au/td/idc/groups/public/documents/datasets/jcuprd_025518.pdf
http://www.jcu.edu.au/td/idc/groups/public/documents/datasets/jcuprd_025518.pdf
http://www.jcu.edu.au/td/idc/groups/public/documents/datasets/jcuprd_025518.pdf
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Common FY Curriculum Complaints

Å Assessment and feedback

ïYorke & Longden (2008): 29% said feedback not prompt

ïKrause et al (CSHE, 2005): only 33% found feedback helpful

ïAUSSE (2009,22): only 38.6% FYs often/ very often received prompt 

feedback (cf 80.4% of staff thought feedback often/ very often prompt)

ïNSS (2008): satisfaction with assessment & feedback lowest

Å Lack of preparedness re tertiary literacies: e.g academic; information; IT; 

numeracy; visual; statistical; professional practices; cultural; + + + ???

Å Group workïesp group processes

Å Lack of clarity and consistency regarding expectations

Å Lack of coherence, achievability and relevance 
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Broad curriculum learnings from all of this? 

ÅManage transition proactively through curriculum 

Å Attend to program/career choice uncertainty

Å Take curriculum time to mediate preparedness diversity

Å Use peer-to-peer 

Å Consider how to support staff-student interactions

Å Harness & integrate support & service partnerships and resources  

Å Make no assumptions 

Å Be consistent & just-in-time (across university & its programs) 
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Life Cycle of a First Year Student 

http://www2.swinburne.edu.au/corporate/transitioni

n/life-cycle-of-a-first-year-student/
http://www2.swinburne.edu.au/corporate/tran

sitionin/course-uncertainty/

http://www2.swinburne.edu.au/corpor

ate/transitionin/career-uncertainty/

http://www2.swinburne.edu.au/corporate/transitionin/life-cycle-of-a-first-year-student/
http://www2.swinburne.edu.au/corporate/transitionin/life-cycle-of-a-first-year-student/
http://www2.swinburne.edu.au/corporate/transitionin/life-cycle-of-a-first-year-student/
http://www2.swinburne.edu.au/corporate/transitionin/life-cycle-of-a-first-year-student/
http://www2.swinburne.edu.au/corporate/transitionin/life-cycle-of-a-first-year-student/
http://www2.swinburne.edu.au/corporate/transitionin/life-cycle-of-a-first-year-student/
http://www2.swinburne.edu.au/corporate/transitionin/life-cycle-of-a-first-year-student/
http://www2.swinburne.edu.au/corporate/transitionin/life-cycle-of-a-first-year-student/
http://www2.swinburne.edu.au/corporate/transitionin/life-cycle-of-a-first-year-student/
http://www2.swinburne.edu.au/corporate/transitionin/life-cycle-of-a-first-year-student/
http://www2.swinburne.edu.au/corporate/transitionin/life-cycle-of-a-first-year-student/
http://www2.swinburne.edu.au/corporate/transitionin/life-cycle-of-a-first-year-student/
http://www2.swinburne.edu.au/corporate/transitionin/life-cycle-of-a-first-year-student/
http://www2.swinburne.edu.au/corporate/transitionin/life-cycle-of-a-first-year-student/
http://www2.swinburne.edu.au/corporate/transitionin/course-uncertainty/
http://www2.swinburne.edu.au/corporate/transitionin/course-uncertainty/
http://www2.swinburne.edu.au/corporate/transitionin/course-uncertainty/
http://www2.swinburne.edu.au/corporate/transitionin/course-uncertainty/
http://www2.swinburne.edu.au/corporate/transitionin/career-uncertainty/
http://www2.swinburne.edu.au/corporate/transitionin/career-uncertainty/
http://www2.swinburne.edu.au/corporate/transitionin/career-uncertainty/
http://www2.swinburne.edu.au/corporate/transitionin/career-uncertainty/
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Critical periods

http://www.ballarat.edu.au/aasp/student/sds/RUOK_web.pdf

http://www.studentsupport.qut.edu.au/services/orientation/askme.jsp

http://www.linkweek.uwa.edu.au/

Ballarat Uni

UWA

http://www.ballarat.edu.au/aasp/student/sds/RUOK_web.pdf
http://www.studentsupport.qut.edu.au/services/orientation/askme.jsp
http://www.linkweek.uwa.edu.au/
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Diversity in entering preparedness?

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0R84a7njTd0

How a lot of 

our first year 

student 

responses 

come across 

to us 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0R84a7njTd0
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Background to

A Transition Pedagogy

and

The First Year Curriculum
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FYE approaches

Å1st generation FYE
ïEssentially co-curricula ïon the curriculumôs periphery 

Å2nd generation FYE
ïCurriculum focus ïenhancing the student learning experience 

through pedagogy, curriculum design, and L&T practice 

Å3rd generation FYE
ï1st and 2nd generation delivered seamlessly across the institution, 

its disciplines, programs & services via academic & professional 
partnerships 

=  Transition pedagogy ï

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 comprehensive, integrated and coordinated 

approach to the FYE that: 

Å is mediated through intentionally designed curricula and co-

curricula 

Å is facilitated by a quality learning environment and good 

teaching and support 

Å fosters easy access to services & programs that aid 

academic & social orientation, integration, and support 

Å is appropriate to [insert institutionôs name here] culture and 

creates a sense of belonging 

Å is scholarly, evidence-based and enhanced by regular 

evaluationé. 

QUT FYE Policy & Guidelines 

http://www.otq.qut.edu.au/policy/guide/fye.jsp
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First Year Experience Strategies

Curriculum 
that engages 
all students in 
learning é

é and 
mediates 
access to 
support

Academic ï
professional 
partnerships

Support for 
First Year 
Educators

Nelson, 2009
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Some recent work re FY curriculum
Å STAR (Student Transition And 

Retention): Sub-project on Curriculum 
Development 
http://www.ulster.ac.uk/star/curriculum_dev
elopment/curriculum.htm

Å Harvey, Drew & Smith (2006) The 
first-year experience: a review of 
literature for the Higher Education 
Academy HEA 
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/assets/York/d
ocuments/ourwork/research/FYE/web0580
_the_first_year_experience_review_of_liter
ature_for_the_higher_education_academy.
pdf

Å Heagney & Ferrier (2008) Higher 
Education in Diverse Communities: 
Global Perspectives; Local Initiatives, 
EAN http://www.ean-
edu.org/upload_data/EAN%20BOOK/ean
%20book%20.pdf

Scottish Quality Assurance Agency 

FYE Enhancement Theme sub-

projects
http://www.enhancementthemes.ac.uk/documen

ts/firstyear/Curriculum_Design_final_report.pdf

http://www.ulster.ac.uk/star/curriculum_development/curriculum.htm
http://www.ulster.ac.uk/star/curriculum_development/curriculum.htm
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/assets/York/documents/ourwork/research/FYE/web0580_the_first_year_experience_review_of_literature_for_the_higher_education_academy.pdf
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/assets/York/documents/ourwork/research/FYE/web0580_the_first_year_experience_review_of_literature_for_the_higher_education_academy.pdf
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/assets/York/documents/ourwork/research/FYE/web0580_the_first_year_experience_review_of_literature_for_the_higher_education_academy.pdf
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/assets/York/documents/ourwork/research/FYE/web0580_the_first_year_experience_review_of_literature_for_the_higher_education_academy.pdf
http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/assets/York/documents/ourwork/research/FYE/web0580_the_first_year_experience_review_of_literature_for_the_higher_education_academy.pdf
http://www.ean-edu.org/upload_data/EAN BOOK/ean book .pdf
http://www.ean-edu.org/upload_data/EAN BOOK/ean book .pdf
http://www.ean-edu.org/upload_data/EAN BOOK/ean book .pdf
http://www.ean-edu.org/upload_data/EAN BOOK/ean book .pdf
http://www.enhancementthemes.ac.uk/documents/firstyear/Curriculum_Design_final_report.pdf
http://www.enhancementthemes.ac.uk/documents/firstyear/Curriculum_Design_final_report.pdf
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Why focus on curriculum?

(2nd generation FYE approach)

ÅBecause in all their diversity, with multiple identities    
and changing patterns of engagement, curriculum is
ïWhat students have in common 

ïWithin our institutional control 

ïThe place we have contact with all students

ÅBecause otherwise our interventions are not 

comprehensive and their effect is left to chance 

ïWill be bolt-on, piecemeal, and de-contextualised

ïMay lack integration across processes & organisational areas

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 principled approach 

Six First Year Curriculum Principles ï

ïGeneric curriculum principles that are supportive of                  

first year learning engagement, success and retention.

ïInterconnected organising principles that ï

ÅAre research-based (but move from theory to action); 

ÅCan help guide and inform holisitc FYE practice;

ÅAre supported by practical tips, checklists, examples & strategies    

for implementation (to move from principle to practice).

ïThat require cross-institutional partnerships to enact & enable.

ïHave been evaluated and are evidence-based (>100 Fellowship 

presentations to approx 6000 academic & professional staff).
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Six (6) Curriculum Principles 

ÅTransition

ÅDiversity

ÅDesign

ÅEngagement

ÅAssessment 

ÅEvaluation 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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Key Questions for FY Curriculum Design

Transition  Which groups entering this course may need particular attention 
during their orientation & transition to university life & procedures?

Diversity Is there a strategy in place for identifying (& communicating to FY 
teachers) the diversity characteristics of this cohort?

Engagement Are opportunities provided for students to make personal 
connections between their previous experiences, the program  
content and professional skills that are important to the discipline? 
Engagement with staff and peers designed in?

Evaluation Evidence-based approach to design and practice. 
Does the program / suite of FY units have affordances for 
ómonitoring engagementô and the support / resources available to 
make interventions where indicated?

Assessment Which FY units have an appropriate assessment item scheduled in 
the first four weeks of semester? Assessment literacies explicated?

Design Has the whole-of-program first year design been mapped?

Are knowledge, skills, attitudes & academic literacies required for 
later years in program well articulated, integrated and sequenced?
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FYECD Symposium 2009 

http://www.fyecd2009.qut.edu.au/index.jsp

http://www.fyecd2009.qut.edu.au/index.jsp
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An Extract

http://www.fyecd2009.qut.edu.au/resources/fyecd2009_movie.jsp

http://www.fyecd2009.qut.edu.au/resources/fyecd2009_movie.jsp
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EG, intentional whole-of-program design (1)

Å1st week of Sem takes up where orientation leaves off 

Å Opportunity to self-assess entering diversity of knowledge, skills 
& attitudes against discipline expectations (with development 
opportunities consequently provided)

Å Identify first year curriculum objectives 

Å Make explicit to students whole-of-program roadmap

Å Design-in discipline co-curricula and socialising activities 

Å Physical or virtual space available for social interaction

Å Evaluate whole-of-program, including orientation, especially for 
patterns of attrition amongst sub-cohorts.

ÅMonitor for current student (dis)engagement across program and 
support/ intervene with identified at-risk students
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EG, intentional whole-of-program design (2)

Intentional mapping & coherence across FY subjects: eg
ïAs much as possible, whole FY program is coherent & integrated

ïMake links/connections between subjects explicit

ïDiversity in T, L & A approaches across subjects

ïAssessment strategy coherent, integrated & manageable across 
subjects for students and staff

ïMake no assumptions about entering knowledge, skills & attitudes

Åmap subject responsibility for academic literacy development to 
assist transition to tertiary study, scaffold learning, and make 
explicit what is required for success (eg re academic writing, 
referencing, teamwork, etc).  

ïConsistency in communications of expectations/ responsibilities

ïConsistency in assessment (eg use of consistent marking criteria & 
standards, names of assessment tasks, use of assessment verbs, etc)
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From RMIT Study and Learning Centre 
http://www.dlsweb.rmit.edu.au/lsu/content/1_StudySkills/study_pdf/Blooms%20t

axonomy.pdf

http://www.dlsweb.rmit.edu.au/lsu/content/1_StudySkills/study_pdf/Blooms taxonomy.pdf
http://www.dlsweb.rmit.edu.au/lsu/content/1_StudySkills/study_pdf/Blooms taxonomy.pdf

