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AUTHOR

o1. erri-Lee Krause, Griffith
Institute for Higher Education,
Griffith  University, Brisbane
(k. krause@griffith.edu.au).

02.  am currently Chair in Higher Education
and Director, Griffith Institute for Higher
Education, Griffith University, Queensland,
Australia. My research expertise and
experience spans broadly across higher
education policy areas. My particular
research focus is the student experience
in higher education and implications for
policy and practice. I have recently been an
adviser to the Scottish Quality Assurance
Agency on the first year experience and
the teaching-research nexus enhancement
themes. A significant part of my work
involves providing policy and practical
advice to wuniversity academics, policy
makers, administrators and support staff
to enhance the quality of policy and practice
in higher education settings.

... at the time of
writing, several major
developments are
taking place in the
Australian higher
education policy arena
that have a particular
pearing on the question
of who comes to
university, why do they
come and how do they
engage when they get
there.

THE FIRST YEAR
CURRICULUM
PERSPECTIVE

03. y brief was to examine the
case studies in the context
of ‘demographics of first year

students and ramifications of the changing

patterns of student engagement’.

FIRST YEAR CURRICULUM
IN THE CONTEXT OF
THE BROADER POLICY
ENVIRONMENT

04. In order to contextualise this discussion,
itisimportanttotakeaccountofthechanging
higher education policy environment,
both within Australia and internationally.
This environment is intimately shaped by
socio-political and socio-economic factors,
which, in turn, influence students’ study
and career aspirations, their lifestyle
choices and so on. This intricate ecosystem
of interdependencies has a significant
role to play in guiding any discussion of
approaches to first year curriculum and
reasons for the changing patterns of student
engagement. National and institutional
policies targeting widening participation
and access to higher education for
equity groups and the massification and
internationalisation of higher education
must all be taken into account when
interpreting the changing demographics of
first year students in higher education and
the implications for changing patterns of
student engagement.

05. While two of the case studies being
discussed are from Canada, the majority
are from Australian universities. It is worth
noting that, at the time of writing, several
major developments are taking place in
the Australian higher education policy
arena that have a particular bearing on
the question of who comes to university,
why do they come and how do they engage
when they get there. These developments
include:
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* The federal government’s renewed
focus on equity issues in higher
education, including the importance
of addressing the relatively low and
static participation rates of students
from low socio-economic backgrounds
in higher education.

* The Bradley Review of Higher
Education that, among other things,
has renewed the debate about what
defines a university — and, I would
argue, a university curriculum — and
what distinguishes a university and
its curricula from other forms of post-
secondary education.

* The recent decision by a Victorian
TAFE College to offer nursing degrees,
and the subsequent comment
by Marginson that the offering of
degrees can no longer be seen as the
distinguishing feature of a university.

os. These are just some of the most recent
developments that call into question
the age-old issues of what constitutes a
university, what are the distinguishing
characteristics of a university curriculum,
and what is the purpose and place of a
university undergraduate degree. These
questions are foundational to the present
discussion on how we support students
from diverse backgrounds and with diverse
patterns of engagement in making the
transition to first year university study and,
importantly, how we establish the patterns
of engagement that will assure persistence
and success.

07. These issues are by no means restricted
to Australian higher education, but in the
interests of brevity, comment is restricted
here to the Australian context.

UNDERSTANDING THE
FIRST YEAR CURRICULUM
AS A BATTLEGROUND

os. Having identified the fundamental
importance of taking account of the broader
policy environment, it is worth noting the
‘battleground’ status of the curriculum,
given the focus of the case studies and
ensuing discussion. The following quote
provides an instructive backdrop to

interpreting the case studies and what they
reveal about first year demographics and
changing patterns of student engagement:

The concept of the undergraduate
curriculum is fraught with ambiguity.
The curriculum is an intellectually rich
conceptthatmay beviewed and analysed
from many different vantage points.
One can look at purposes, experiences,
or outcomes of the curriculum. There is
the formal and the informal, or hidden,
curriculum. The political left and right
have made the curriculum a veritable
battleground ... There is the curriculum
offered by the university, taught by the
academics, and learned by the students.
Ideally, all these various views of the
curriculum would be similar, but, alas, it
is not necessarily so

(Gaff et al., 1996, p. 1)!

... ITIS important
to foreground
the discussion by
acknowledging that
curriculum itself is
contested and a
‘veritable battleground’.
It is experienced
and interpreted
differently by different
stakeholders according
to their respective
packgrounds, goals,
interests and agendas.

0o. The notion of ‘curriculum’is a contested
and problematic one. It is experienced
differently by different groups and is
influenced by such factors as:

1 Gaff, J. G., Ratcliff, J., & Associates. (1996). Handbook of the
undergraduate curriculum:Acomprehensive guide topurposes,
structures, practices, andchange.SanFrancisco: Jossey-Bass.
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* disciplinary frameworks and
paradigms

* students’ preferences, choices,
demands, expectations, priorities,

commitments, background knowledge
and experiences

° institutional policies and practices,
mission, values, resourcing and
location

° socio-cultural, political, historical

and economic influences

* the individual academic’s (or teaching
team’s) philosophy, preference and
power to effect change.

10. Analysis of the case studies reflects each
of these influences to varying degrees. As
we interpret the case studies and their
implications for shaping and re-shaping the
notion of a first year transition pedagogy, it
is important to foreground the discussion
by acknowledging that curriculum itself is
contested and a ‘veritable battleground’. It
is experienced and interpreted differently
by different stakeholders according to their
respective backgrounds, goals, interests
and agendas.

THE CASE STUDIES

REFLECTIONS
ON STUDENT
DEMOGRAPHICS

1. Each of the case studies included a
section on student demographics. Some
writers provided more detail than others,
but all in some way acknowledged the rich
variety of their student cohorts.

12. The case study authors identified a wide
range of sources of student diversity that
influenced their curriculum design and
practice. Key variables noted included:

* gender

° age

* entry score (for example, Overall
Position (OP) in  Queensland,

Equivalent National Tertiary Entrance
Rank (ENTER) in Victoria — typically
a proxy for ability)

* international background

* assumed knowledge or prerequisite
study

° prior credit (for example, students
transferring into wuniversity with
various credit arrangements,
including those from TAFE)

* indigeneity (Gleeson, Science (Biology)
Case Study)

* location (for example, remote or rural
area: Westcott, Law Case Study)

* first in family (a proxy for socio-
economic status — only Fee and
McCracken (TechOne Case Study)
noted this but they did not provide
statistical data).

13. Other sources of diversity mentioned
were:

* academic preparedness

* at-risk students (though there was
relatively little detail about who these
students were)

* students with disabilities
* students with diverse learning styles

¢ students with variable levels of

academic literacy.

14. These variables represent a mix of
demographic and background factors. Of
particular interest in this context is the
focus on demographic information about
students, particularly those from designated
equity groups in higher education. If we are
serious about designing inclusive curricula
and pedagogies that facilitate effective
transitions, I would argue that teachers
of first year students, in particular, need
to have some core information about
the demographic characteristics of their
student cohort. To my knowledge, it is not
typically the case in most universities for
teachers of first year classes to be provided
with detailed demographic data about their
student group, but perhaps we need to
rethink this practice in light of the many
issues raised in the case studies in this
regard.

15. A starting point for rethinking practice
might include consideration of the following
questions:
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* In facilitating a transition pedagogy,
how important is it for teachers/
teaching teams (including sessional
staff) to have knowledge of the
demographic subgroup characteristics
of students in their class?

* What might they do
information?

with this
* How might it influence their choice of

strategies to engage students (more on
this later)?

* What are the resource implications of
accessing and using these data; that
is, if we deem this an important part
of understanding and responding
appropriately to changing student
demographics, what resource support
do teachers of large first year classes
need from their universities?

16. Importantly, many of the case studies
identified several commendable strategies
for addressing these various sources of
difference and it is very rewarding to see
the principles of good practice being so
effectively embedded in curriculum.

REFLECTIONS ON
CHANGING PATTERNS OF
STUDENT ENGAGEMENT

17. Several of the Fellowship’s ‘expert
commentaries’ will no doubt include
discussion of student engagement issues,
indeed one commentary is specifically
directed to the topic of ‘engaging pedagogies’.
For this reason, I have chosen to take a
slightly different approach to the subject.
One of the things I did not see in any of
the case studies was a challenge to — or
at least a questioning of — the notion of
student engagement. [ realise this was
beyond the remit of the task, but I'd like to
raise a few challenges here, including:

* Are we sure that we know what we
mean by engagement?

* Is engagement a ‘one-size-fits-all’
notion, or does it vary, just as our
students vary?

* Shouldwetestsomeoftheassumptions
about what engages students to be
sure that strategies that work in one

Kift ALTC Senior Fellowship: Articulating a Transition Pedagogy

AUSTRALIAN A

LEARNING S\

STEACHING &
COUNCIL

university, one discipline, one year
level, apply equally in another?

* What do we know about the changing
patterns of engagement among our
local student body? This includes
engagement with:

— emerging technologies

— different disciplinary paradigms
and epistemologies

— peers of different cultures and
backgrounds

— different campus cultures and
environments  (particularly in
multi-campus settings)

— different types of learning and
assessment activities

— the notions of time and time
management.

* What do we know about how student
engagement patterns and preferences
change over time; that is, have
we traced individuals and groups
longitudinally to determine how and
why their engagement patterns evolve
and implications for curriculum
design and support?

18. I have written a great deal about the
subject of engagement and I do not
discount its importance as a construct
by any means. I do, however, think it is
important for us as a sector to stop from
time to time to take stock of how and why
we subscribe to such notions and what they
mean in the context of new generations of
first year students who come each year to
our university learning environments —
whether real or virtual — looking for some
direction as to what it means to ‘engage’
and ‘be a university student’.

19. The Australasian Survey of Student
Engagement (AUSSE) has  brought
into sharper focus the issue of student
engagement and how it might be measured
and enabled. The AUSSE adopts the widely
accepted definition of student engagement
as ‘students’ involvement in activities
and conditions that are linked with high
quality learning’. In the context of the
diversification of the sector and associated
engagement patterns, perhaps we should
be asking questions like:



Commentary on first year curriculum case studies: Demographics and patterns of engagement perspective

¢ Which students?
¢ What kind of involvement?

* What sorts of activities and conditions
— and might these vary according to
students’ demographic backgrounds
and experiences?

20. Iwas impressed by the range of strategies
for promoting engagement identified by the
case study authors. These included:

* project work
* authentic learning experiences

* peer-to-peer
learning

learning/peer-assisted

* group work

* strategies for identifying at-risk
students to avoid disengagement

° use of online technologies, such as
blogs and wikis

* assessment and feedback strategies

* choice and flexibility — for example,
in assessment

* emphasis on the cohort experience

° attention to pastoral care.

21. My challenge to all of us now is to
consider how these and various other
engagement strategies might be more
finely differentiated to reflect the diversity
of the students we teach in the first year.
‘Engagement’ tended to be used as a
‘catch-all’ phrase in the case studies and
I would like to know more about what
engagement means and how it might be
operationalised for students from different
demographic subgroups. Is it possible
that engagement strategies, themselves,
evolve to reflect the different developmental
stages that our students go through during
the first year, in particular? I suspect that
the answer is yes and that much of this
‘differential engagement’ is actually taking

... the challenge now is
to articulate a more
differentiated approach
To engagement to
reflect the diversity
that is so typical of our
student cohorts in the
first year.

place in the curricula described in the case
studies, though it has not necessarily been
documented.

22. In my view, the challenge now is to
articulate a more differentiated approach
to engagement to reflect the diversity that
is so typical of our student cohorts in the
first year.

23. We need an ‘engagement framework’
that respects and encompasses the
fact that international students might
engage differently to those who are first
in family to attend university, or to those
from Indigenous or rural or regional
backgrounds. Moreover, our engagement
framework needs to be sophisticated
enough to acknowledge that within-group
demographic differences might be as
significant as between-group differences.

24. These issues lie at the heart of the
critically important challenges that this
Fellowship is addressing; namely, framing
and problematising first year curricula
and articulating a transition pedagogy that
respects, celebrates, supports and makes
room for evolving patterns of student
engagement in the context of widely diverse
student cohorts.

Pedagogy, are available at

Support for this publication has been provided by the Australian Learning and Teaching
Council Ltd, an initiative of the Australian Government Department of Education,
Employment and Workplace Relations. The views expressed in this publication do not
necessarily reflect the views of the Australian Learning and Teaching Council.

Further resources developed under this ALTC Senior Fellowship, Articulating a Transition

http://www.altcexchange.edu.au/first-year-experience-and-curriculum-design
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