
The First Year Student Experiences and Beyond 

Opportunities and Challenges 

 
This information sheet was put together using examples from a brainstorming activity carried out as part of a 
forum organised by the Learning and Teaching Office at UNDA in June/July 2016. The examples cover both 
opportunities and challenges to embedding the six first year curriculum principles outlined in Kift’s (2009) 
Transition Pedagogy. The principles are: transition, diversity, design, engagement, assessment and evaluation, 
and monitoring. Through gaining an understanding of these principles it is hoped that academics and 
professional staff will work together to achieve a holistic first year experience for students. 
 

 Opportunities Challenges 

Transition 
Support students to build on 
past educational 
experiences to become 
independent, lifelong 
learners 

- Facilitate a pleasant, non-
intimidating classroom 
environment 

- Provide opportunities to engage in 
first year planning e.g. career 
planning 

- Set expectations and provide 
guidelines around academic skills. 
Consider methods to embed 
underlying skills when developing 
content 

- Provide a detailed orientation to 
help familiarise with staff, 
understand processes, covering 
what to expect, using technology 
and point out support services 

- Provide opportunities to develop 
social networks and their online 
identity 

- Connect first year students with 
current students e.g. buddy system 

- Direct students to the library 
support resources e.g. discovery 
tools to provide a rich experience 
for students – ‘value adding’ 

- Lack of consistency 
in orientation 
programs e.g. 
conflicting advice 
around time 
management 
between Schools 
and  Support 
Services 

- time to peer and 
self-evaluate when 
implementing new 
strategies 

- Staff Continuing 
Professional 
Learning  

- Encouragement of 
independence early 
on 

- Shift in learning 
culture from high 
school to university 

 

 Opportunities Challenges 

Diversity 
Recognise students are from 
a variety of backgrounds 
and experiences therefore 
may require different 
approaches to learning 

- Start with diversity as the core to 
learning and teaching 

- Ice breaker activity in week 1 e.g. 
my lame name game 

- Post a short bio and a photo in the 
LMS 

- Ask students to write a letter to 
the lecturer 

- Provide opportunity to engage in 
mentoring programs and provide 
training  

- Request relevant and permissible 
enrolment data from student 
administration 

- Economic 
rationalism e.g. staff 
to student ratio 

- Logistical issues 
when working in 
groups e.g. distance, 
transport 

- Assumption of 
student digital 
literacies 

- Knowledge of what 
is happening across 
the university 

- Training of tutors 

 



 Opportunities Challenges 

Design 
Formulate a teaching 
approach to support 
students to engage 
independently and actively 
in their learning 

- Map graduate attributes to the 
unit outline to define expectations 
at the end of their first year  

- Make sure the  environment is 
designed for learning 

- Present content using a variety of 
modes to facilitate ‘different 
learning styles’ 

- Incorporate tasks where students 
can design according to their own 
interests, goals, progress e.g. work 
integrated learning 

- Provide opportunities for constant 
peer and self-reflection  

- Enable students to think critically 
- Communication between staff and 

students to enable revision of 
content based on student feedback  

- ‘Keep it real’ – assist students to 
see the value of what they’re 
learning in their future professional 
lives 

- Getting students to 
understand the 
rigours of learning in 
higher education 

- Technology e.g. 
mobile phones 
prevent engagement 
in class 

- The fixed layout of 
classrooms not 
conducive to group 
work 

 

 Opportunities Challenges 

Assessment 
Develop strategies for 
formative feedback and 
include students in forming 
criteria and exemplars 

- Provide an explanation of required 
standards and expectations e.g. 
rubrics 

- Provide model answers using 
exemplars 

- Use a variety of assessment modes 
e.g.  self, peer and types e.g. 
presentation, reports 

- Provide scaffolding of tasks e.g. 
templates 

- Feed forward -provide channels for 
informal formative feedback 

- Conduct low stakes tasks early on 
- Allow opportunities to resubmit 

and/or set up practice tasks 
- Use adaptive learning  
- Build resilience as part of 

assessment 
 

- Gatekeeping vs ‘soft’ 
marking 

- Marker bias 
- Moderation 
- Benchmarking 
- Calibration  
-  Grade distribution 

policy 
- Reconciling 

formative learning 
with formal 
assessment 
schedules 

- Student reluctance 
to master 
procedural 
requirements of 
assessment – 
referencing, 
information literacy 

- Implementing a 
range of assessment 
modes  



 Opportunities Challenges 

Evaluation and Monitoring 
Identify students at risk and 
stage timely intervention 
including reviewing and 
revising classroom practice 

- Help students to manage workload 
- Provide feedback on ‘programs’ – 

what would you keep/change? 
- Conduct ‘pulse checks’ throughout 

the semester of how students are 
finding the learning and teaching; 
Develop a survey to check in with 
students e.g. how are things going? 

- Monitor/evaluate student progress 
– engagement and participation 
e.g. Use the LMS dashboard to 
monitor participation in the unit 

- Invite  students who aren’t passing 
tasks to meet with unit coordinator 

- Use a student ‘at risk’ form e.g. ‘at 
risk’ students must attend class to 
be able to submit 

- Self-evaluation – benchmarking 
with peers internally and externally 

- Contact hours – make available for 
discussion Q&A 

- Conduct TPE evaluations 

- Tasks considered to 
be ‘time consuming’, 
‘soft’ 

 

 Opportunities Challenges 

Engagement 
Create collaborative and 
creative learning strategies 
in and out of class 

- Post announcements via the LMS 
- Post an intro video to the unit 
- Make content interactive e.g. use 

flipped classroom, simulations to 
deliver content (labs, businesses 
etc) 

- Develop project type tasks that 
require group work 

- Use the open question e.g. Socratic 
circles 

- Provide opportunity for student led 
discussion 

- Incorporate student identity and 
passion when designing content 

- Facilitate not dictate 

- Getting air time with 
students 

- How to get students 
together virtually 

- Lack of free space 
for students 

- Competing with part 
time work 
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