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Abstract
Institutions are extremely sensitive about the imperative to “deal with” student diversity in all of its diversity, whether that presents as student culture, background, preparedness for study, ability or expectations. In the meantime, research confirms our daily classroom experience – that students are working longer hours in paid employment, generally feel less committed to and engaged with their tertiary studies and find it increasingly difficult to motivate themselves. In the first university year, students say their transition is difficult and lonely; while reduced public funding and massification of the sector have exacerbated student disengagement through impersonal large classes and growing rates of academic casualisation.  Systemic factors such as increased flexibility in course delivery and diversity in program choice further destabilise the potential for a sense of student belonging in that students no longer “study and play” their way through university together as they once did. 

This presentation will discuss a “whole-of-course” response to the dynamics of the first year experience. A two-pronged approach will be suggested that embeds the basic skills-set necessary for tertiary success into core curriculum and then supports this in-class learning with a range of out-of-class strategies that emphasise retention and learning engagement. An analysis of student feedback on the transitional strategies will also be presented.
Introduction – A Challenge

Engagement occurs where students feel they are part of a group of students and academics committed to learning, where learning outside of the classroom is considered as important as the timetabled and structured experience, and where students actively connect to the subject matter.

Craig McInnis (2003: 9) 

The question that has fundamentally concerned me in the recent past, as a person who has policy (aka rhetoric?) responsibility and who can occasionally be influential in my own Faculty and institution though I have no direct staffing nor resourcing control, is – how can we assure that the First Year Experience (FYE) rhetoric will actually impact on transforming our diverse cohort’s first year experience? Is there any holistic framework that can be pragmatically and economically embedded that is “traction-guaranteed” for the seamless facilitation of first year engagement in students’ new tertiary learning environments. Randy L Swing, from the Policy Center on the First Year of College, Brevard College (one of last year’s keynote speakers: (Swing, 2003) and see also the evaluative and aspirational criteria identified for the first year in the College’s Foundations of Excellence™ statements: http://www.brevard.edu/fyc/) has cautioned us that embedded institutional change may take as long as ten years to effect. Other key researchers in the area have provided useful lists of indicia and benchmarks that might be met. But for the present-day teacher grappling with the dual challenges of first, increasing enrolments, reduced resources and an extremely diverse student body (in terms of both demographics and preparedness for tertiary study) and secondly, the changing nature of academic work in the twenty-first century, it seems to me that between the rhetoric and the reality, the student may not be an ultimate beneficiary, despite best intentions. The gap between the micro teacher impact and the macro Faculty/institutional intention as evidenced by the challenge redolent in day-to-day delivery is not insignificant. 

Coaldrake & Stedman (1999: 13-14) have conveniently summarised this complexity in the teaching arena, noting that, as we come to understand more about teaching and have shifted from teacher-centred teaching to student-centred, independent learning, the teacher’s role is ever-more specialised and demanding – 

Deeper understandings of the nature of student learning, and pressures to reposition the teaching and learning environment around learning outcomes, demand a more professional approach to university teaching. Academics are being asked to meet the needs of more diverse student groups, to teach at more flexible times and locations, to master the use of information technology in teaching, to design curricula around learning outcomes and across disciplines, to teach in teams, to subject their teaching to evaluation and develop and implement improvements, to monitor and respond to the evaluations made by students and graduates, to improve assessment and feedback, to meet employer needs, and to understand and use new theories of student learning
While a committed number of (usually more junior) academics at the teaching/learning interface have accepted that their academic work of teaching, research and service entails such specialisation and applied complexity in its teaching core, we have yet to reach the “tipping point” of major academic buy-in that is essential for these practices to be mainstreamed and systematized across whole Schools, Faculties and institutions. Further, commendable pockets of innovative teaching excellence (which may or may not be directed at the first year experience) will not solve the basic problem of how to ensure widespread teacher acknowledgment of the importance of student engagement, especially in the crucial first days, weeks and months of the first year, to a positive tertiary experience. As Tinto cautions (2002, 8): 
…universities must provide faculty with the pedagogical and assessment skills they need to establish conditions in their classrooms that promote student involvement, learning, and retention…[and] we must reward faculty for effective teaching and provide incentives for faculty to innovate in their teaching and work with students.

That the greater mass of tertiary teachers has not become an overnight champion of the FYE credo, as a naturally occurring phenomenon, while disappointing, is not all that inexplicable: many of the more engaged teachers are stretched and change-weary; while the balance remain, as they always were, change-adverse. Taken together, the tertiary sector and almost every discipline area of study have been subjected to a prolonged period of dynamic change from both internal and external forces. To focus even for a moment on the well-documented external drivers common to both the tertiary and the discipline sectors is to produce a long list of change imperatives: for example, the transformative influence of information and communications technology (Bell et al, 2002; Nelson, 2002: para [55]); renewed emphasis on quality and accountability; globalisation and internationalisation; commercialisation, competitiveness and competition reform; changing patterns of services delivery; diversification; conceptions of knowledge management; responsiveness to client/student demands; demands of lifelong learning; the generic skills of graduates and workers; and it so it goes on. It is further noted that the diversity and enormity of transition management still occurs in an environment where staff are only now coming to be rewarded for dedicating their time and effort to designing and implementing innovative approaches to learning, teaching and assessment environments.

A particular challenge is to obtain buy-in from academics who are experienced enough (and, consequently, sufficiently confident enough) to take the pedagogical risks necessary to pursue FYE objectives, and who are senior enough to invest the time necessary to work towards enhancing first year engagement.  Even if experienced staff can be persuaded to active FYE involvement from first year teaching ambivalence or other priorities, it is likely that, unless versed in the current scholarship of first year learning and teaching, by virtue of their experience and lengthy service, it is unlikely they will be able to recall relevantly what it is that the modern first year student is likely to be experiencing in their transition. 

This paper will explore briefly the complex interaction of factors that can militate against retention and success in the first year. It will then propose that the one thing that all students have in common in all their diversity is that they come to us to learn and it is as learners that students must be primarily engaged if they are to be have a successful FYE.  Some guiding principles to inform the development of strategies to impact positively on the quality of the first year cohort’s experience will then be suggested. How these can be operationalised will then be discussed, starting with the central tenet of the FYE, curriculum renewal – specifically, the development of a new customised first year. This will be followed by reference to some further exemplars of strategies for first year engagement. 

A long, long time ago…

If we could all get to that place, however long, long ago, when we were having one of our first year tertiary experiences – whether as an undergraduate, as a coursework postgraduate, as a postgraduate research student, as a student transferring between courses of study or whatever the context – then the mismatch between student and academic expectations, at least as between us and our students, might be less vast. I know the literature will tell you many of these things, but in best constructivist style, I suggest that most of us have the ability to contextualise the transitional issues for ourselves to some degree of detail; which makes it difficult to understand why teachers are not more empathetic with the student perspective. 

For my undergraduate self, that was indeed many years ago, but I can still quite clearly recall the early days/weeks of social and intellectual isolation, the constancy of intellectual self-doubt that pervaded everything I did and the massive ill-conceived problem-based-learning exercise my degree seemed to be. From my 16 year-old, first-generation-university-student perspective, I can still remember – 

· How I had no clear sense of overall direction or purpose;

· The lack of understanding about how anything (administratively or academically) all fitted together – everything from enrolment to teaching practices seemed to be specifically designed to obfuscate;

· The lack of study, and other necessary academic, skills – for example, it took me months to find my way around the law library;

· That I had no understanding whatsoever of the hierarchy of knowledge – if I knew and understood something, that was enough (I thought);

· That mature age students knew everything (it seemed), while I could barely pronounce the words in the textbook, especially ones that had been abbreviated;

· (What I understand now to be) a lack of notion of mastery;

· That I was scared witless by the fear of failure, though I was never quite sure what it was that I was required to do to ensure non-failure, let alone success. 

What salvaged my first tertiary experience (late 1970s/early 1980s) and kept me in my first year was a happenstance of circumstances that resonates with the engagement literature: throughout my degree my identity was that of “university student who happened to work” to support my studies; I lived in a residential college on campus in an educational community of peers and friends from many different disciplines; that there was a lack of diversity of cohort (in my degree course, we were almost all school-leavers around 16-18 years of age, with a very small minority of mature age students); and that, during this era, there was a generational cohesiveness of student poverty, which resulted in high levels of social, intellectual and study interaction. 

Contemporary diversity writ large

The features that redeemed my engagement with first tertiary experience are reasonably synonymous with the exact enablers that contemporary students lack. On the other side of the ledger however, the same barriers remain to militate against a sense of connectedness, with some additional, modern-day complicators (for example, information technology adds a further layer of engagement complexity for a large number of students). As McInnis has pointed out (2001: 9), the contemporary patterns of student engagement militate against students developing a sense of belonging or student identity “without intervention as might have been the case when small numbers of students studied and played their way through courses together”. Research into the changing patterns of student engagement makes clear that, today, students spend less physical time on campus and more time dealing with a diverse range of priorities (eg, paid employment, family, other extra-curricula activities: McInnis & Hartley, 2002) that compete with their development of a “student identity” (McInnis et al, 2000). 

Other factors, environmental, social and cognitive, also combine to affect students’ sense of first year belonging or connectedness in a complex interaction. These are well documented in both here and overseas (for example, Kuh & Vesper, 1997; McInnis, 2001) and include, for example, where:  
· Motivation to attend university is “external” (for example, parental wishes: see McInnis & James, 1995; Pargetter et al, 1999);
· Students have doubts about their choice of course (McInnis et al, 2000; James, 2002);
· Students are not in the course or institution of their first choice, including when they seek to improve their tertiary entrance score (McInnis et al, 2000);

· Advanced technology delivers flexible online learning and decreases time spent on campus and/or where students coming on campus solely for classes have greater difficulty forming peer and study groups; 

· Large classes, high staff-student ratios and increasing casualisation make informal interaction between staff and students more difficult (Clark & Ramsey, 1990; Kift, 2003); 

· Peer interaction in the learning community (in terms of both its nature (social and academic) and extent) is absent or minimal (Tinto, 1993; Krause et al, 2002)
· Where the quality of teaching staff in the first year, which is deemed critical to student engagement (Clark & Ramsey, 1990; McInnis & James, 1995), is not guaranteed; and

· Information overload during Orientation sessions increases the sense of disassociation and alienation.

If permitted to do so, any one of these hurdles can become a self-executing endpoint when the additional complication of diversity (commonly referring to age, gender, social and educational background, engagement in work, family status, ethnicity: McInnis & James, 1995; McInnis et al, 2000; McInnis (2001)) or equity group membership (James et al, 2004 re students from low socio-economic backgrounds; from rural or isolated areas, from a non-English speaking background; with a disability; women in non-traditional areas of study and high degrees; also Indigenous students) is thrown into the mix. Moreover, the nature of the diversity is continually changing: for example, Trudy Bers (2003) has now referred to “Generation 1.5” as a new NESB group. These students have come to our secondary schools at some stage, present as orally very fluent and quite acculturated to their new home country, but nevertheless have difficulties with formal and particularly written English, and may also be struggling because they do not have the “store of cultural and historical knowledge” that might reasonably be expected of them, because much of their culture and history was primarily learnt in another country. 
First year engagement of learners as learners.

In the face of this (still evolving) student diversity, dynamic sectoral change and the shifting patterns of student engagement, a critical challenge for both teachers and institutions is to manage the implications of these factors for first year curriculum design, classroom pedagogy, and formative and summative assessment, all of which need to take account of the new contextual features of the first year students. Unfortunately, most commentators have observed that, generally, modern curriculum reform has tended to be ad hoc and reactive (rather than reflective and proactive), producing curricula that are overloaded, fragmented and lacking in cohesion (McInnis, 2001). 
Universities need to carve out a new model for the undergraduate curriculum – conceived broadly so as to embrace what is taught, how it is taught, and how learning is assessed – based on sound educational principles and an understanding of the new realities of the social context for higher education. (James, 2002: 81).  

McInnis similarly suggests (2001: 9) that more sophisticated curriculum design and management is needed and that “defining the curriculum as an organising device is probably the key to universities shaping the future of the effective undergraduate experience”. An intentionally interventionist approach to engagement is now required given that students on the whole now spend far less time together in small learning groups (McInnis, 2001: 11): faculties and curricula actively need to encourage desirable interpersonal development that takes place in conjunction with students’ intellectual development. “Most students perceive in-class and out-of-class experience to be seamless” (Kul et al, 1991: 184): opportunities for out-of-class engagement need to be offered with that in mind.

These exhortations form the basis of a FYE philosophy that has been enacted at Queensland University of Technology (QUT) based on two beliefs (Kift et al, 2003): namely that –  

1. Students must be engaged primarily as learners if they are to have a successful university experience.  While the “informal curriculum” of social and community interactions, and external commitments such as work and family need to be acknowledged, incorporated and supported, it is within the formal or academic curriculum that students must find their places, be inspired and excited, and work towards mastery of their chosen area to the best of their ability. Tinto has said (2002: 4):

The more students learn, the more value they find in their learning, the more likely they are to stay and graduate. This is particularly true for more able and motivated students who seek out learning and are, in turn, more likely to respond to perceived shortcomings in the quality of learning they experience on campus. Least we forget the purpose of higher education is not merely that students are retained, but that they are educated. In the final analysis, student learning drives student retention. [Emphasis added]
2. Students in their first year have special learning needs arising from the social and academic transition they are experiencing.  From multiple starting points, all students are on a journey to becoming self-managing or self-directed learners and the first-year curriculum must help get them there.

There are many strategies that might profitably be employed to progress these principles at any of the institutional, faculty, school, unit or individual teacher level. Shortly, this paper will discuss exemplars in this regard. 
However, if we are to take the principle of engaging students primarily as learners seriously and move to tailoring the rest of their engagement around that ideal (given that, in all of their diversity, the most obvious thing all students have in common is that they come to us to learn), then curriculum renewal is the key, especially the reconceptualisation of a customized first year which is logical, sequenced and integrated in its own right and which also provides the necessary scaffolding, both in and outside the classroom, to assist first years to adjust to a more independent style of learning. This would seem to be the obvious way in which to inspire, excite and motivate new students: the first year curriculum will form (or not, as the case may be) the foundations for ongoing engagement which should be harnessed in the critical first days of the first weeks of the first year.
In designing for such holistic curriculum renewal with an eye to enhancing student engagement, there are certain broad principles which might be usefully articulated by way of guiding philosophy as follows – 

1. Take a longer term and agenda-setting (rather than ad hoc or consumerist reactive) view of constructive alignment of the curriculum for our students’ cumulative benefit, even though it may uncomfortably challenge students’ preconceptions of what it is they have undertaken. James (2002: 78-79) talks about the “overall coherence of the curriculum”. Myers et al (2004: 2) refer to the “cumulatively [development of] students’ higher-order thinking and academic skills necessary for understanding and later personal and professional lives” and a “careful sequencing of curriculum” to produce educationally valuable academic outcomes. 
2. Curriculum reform should be informed by contemporary realities, such as – 
· knowledge of who our students are (in both the academic preparedness/at risk sense and the demographic sense: see above);
· an understanding of students’ fears, preconceptions, and likely stressors (also referred to above);
· an acceptance (rather than disregard) of their multiple roles and quite reasonable desire for workplace preparedness (which correlate with employers’ expectations); and
· a tailoring of the curriculum around those matters first, to ease their transition to tertiary study and secondly, to support both their professional development and capacity for lifelong learning. In many ways, the content of these last two objectives (re transition and lifelong learning) are synonymous.  
3. The renewal focus should emphasise the creation of engaging learning environments that require students to make personal meaning of their learning context in the constructivist way. As Biggs (1998) emphasises: no learning occurs independently of a student’s prior educational experiences. Duffy & Cunningham (1996: 171 in Laurillard, 2002:67) recently reduced that current views of constructivism to two simple but common conceptions that are of use in focusing learning and teaching approaches: 
(1) learning is an active process of constructing rather than acquiring knowledge; and

(2) instruction is a process of supporting that construction rather than communicating knowledge   

4. Individual units should be designed to produce cumulative benefits in terms of skills or graduate capabilities development (more specifically on this below).
5. The curriculum, in both course and unit design, should deliver learning environments and other opportunities that emphasise the development of reflective, independent, lifelong and self-managing learners: learners should be routinely encouraged to reflect upon their personal and professional growth and transformation in terms of knowledge, skills and values acquired and refined, particularly on the basis on feedback received (the Student Portfolio project referred to below is an excellent example of this ideal).

6. Course delivery should be reconceptualised in terms of a holistic approach to fostering student engagement by bringing together the academic, administrative and other support programs available under the organising device of the curriculum.
It is these six broad principles that I have utilised across a broad spectrum of levels of influence (from institutional to individual teacher level) to implement strategies that can actually impact positively on the quality of the first year cohort’s experience. How this has been done will now be briefly discussed, starting with the central tenet of the FYE, curriculum renewal, specifically development of a new customised first year, followed by reference to some exemplars of other strategies for first year engagement. 
Curriculum renewal starting with a customised new first year.

An engaging first year curriculum should (obviously) embrace all the fundamentals of effective learning and teaching – focusing on “what is taught, how it is taught, and how learning is assessed” (James, 2002, 81) – and should make explicit the linkages in that design. As Principles 2 and 4 above suggest, the renewed curriculum should also be explicitly oriented around relevance to students’ future employment and their ability to acquire and then transfer generic employability skills from one context to another (skills such as “collecting, analysing and organising information; oral and written communication skills; organisational skills; ability to work in teams; literacy and numeracy skills; problem-solving; and skills in using technology (the Mayer Key competencies)”: Ryan & Wilson, 2003; see also EIP DETYA, 2000) and on managing their own learning appropriate to new tasks (Principle 5). 
These are aspects of facilitating a shift from passive to active (engaging, more time-on-task) learning, which also require the delivery of authentic learning environments, which are inherently more interesting (Principle 3) and also counter the mismatch between traditional graduate preparation and the demands of the modern, globalised workplace (Principle 2). Moreover still, this model of curriculum design acknowledges modern graduate reality: it is now accepted that, in any discipline students will go through several career changes in their working lives (Principles 2 and 5). (My discipline, law, is no exception (UK Centre for Legal Education, 1998; Bell & Johnstone, 1998): in law specifically research has consistently shown that only 50%-60% of law graduates will remain in longer term legal practice of greater than three years: Hong Kong Report, 2001; Karras & Roper, 2000).  
As regards skills acquisition in this context, it should be emphasised that, just as the placement and assessment of substantive content is carefully considered in line with unit, year and course objectives (Principle 1), so also is it necessary to be deliberately cautious about the placement and assessment of generic skills as a coherent “whole of course” exercise. The teaching team for each first (and later) year unit should nominate particular skills that might be appropriately matched to and practiced in the context of the substantiative content of that unit (by way of early year law examples: basic problem solving in first semester first year Legal Institutions and Methods, information literacy in Legal Research and Writing; ethics and social justice in Law, Society and Justice; client interviewing in Torts; negotiation in Contracts; advocacy in Criminal Law). In this way, the skills developed vary from unit to unit and from year to year; though the intent is to achieve both horizontal and vertical integration across any curriculum year and across the entire degree respectively (Principle 1).
The case for embedding skills acquisition into core first year curriculum (Principle 4) can thus be made at many levels –

· Explicit training, (reflective) practice and assessment in these skills (eg problem solving, information literacy, communication and writing skills at a beginning level of complexity) help scaffold early learners’ acquisition of desirable academic skills (Principles 2 and 5);

· These skills may be further developed in an incremental way for professional practice and when that authentic workplace link is made, early motivation is harnessed (Principles 1 and 3);

· Many of these skills are the basis for lifelong learning and knowledge-management (Principle 5);

· These are the skills that employers look for and that make our graduates desirable (most recently Ryan & Wilson, 2003) (Principle 2)
From a renewed and customised first year base, it is then possible to progress a coherent “whole of course” approach to curriculum redesign (Principle 1): one which can build incrementally on a stable, tailor-made first year platform of substantive content, theoretical and practical knowledge and the development of embedded generic skills. Most desirably, with careful planning, the FYE can occur in a scaffolded discipline context to a basic level of competency for all students, regardless of the diversity of their prior background and experience. The overall premise is that the revised first year program is inherently more engaging due to its explicitly drawn links to modern professional practice, while the careful combination of new learning objectives (and associated teaching and learning approaches with linked assessment tasks) also goes a significant way towards addressing various of the first year transitional issues that frequently impede students’ engagement with their early tertiary learning: for example, as per Tinto’s exhortation (Web: 9) for “intrusive monitoring and assessment of student academic progress that enable[s intervention] early, rather than later, in the student career…and [is] structured as so at provide feedback to students on a continuing basis early in the first year”. What cannot be achieved in the formal curriculum in aid of the FYE is sought to be addressed by the informal curriculum (discussed in sample strategies below (Principle 6)). For those interested, the detail of the integrationist reforms and revised teaching, learning and assessment objectives and methods that have been implemented are described in detail elsewhere (Christensen and Kift, 2000; Kift, 2002).  

Sample strategies in aid of an enhanced FYE.  
In conjunction with curriculum renewal, there are many strategies that might profitably be employed to progress the six guiding principles at any of the institutional, faculty, school, unit or individual teacher level. Exemplars in this regard will now be briefly discussed. 
Institutional strategies.
It must be said that institutional commitment to an engaging FYE is critical and to insist on stakeholder consensus as to the importance of this student engagement, equally so. McInnis has said recently (2003: 13) – 
This means bridging the gaps between academic, administrative and support programs – a substantial challenge for many universities…The first and most important task is to make engagement an explicit, measurable, achievable and rewarded goal. 

I have two sample strategies in aid of enhancing and engaging FYE at this level, drawn from my own institution:

· The QUT Learning & Teaching Development Grant Schemes which were introduced in 1992 to support the enhancement of learning and teaching. Since 1992, in excess of $8,000,000 has been invested in the Schemes, with an annual allocation of approximately $600,000 to the Large Grant Scheme and $75,000 to the Small Grant Scheme. Large Grant projects are funded normally to a maximum of $150,000 and Small Grant projects to $8000. Both Schemes are purposefully align to the institutional Learning & Teaching Plan to support nominated strategic priority areas, one of which is transition issues and the first year experience. This is a concrete expression of institutional commitment and a realistic way in which to support enduring FYE initiatives: the integrationist reforms regarding incremental skills development leading also to enhanced first year practice (as referred to above) were funded primarily under the Large Grant Scheme (leading to coherent curriculum reform: Principle 1).
· The QUT Student Portfolio (www.studentportfolio.qut.edu.au). The QUT Student Portfolio is an electronic tool that allows students to record, catalogue, refect on, retrieve and present activities and experiences (called “artefacts”) demonstrating their development of their graduate capabilities (skills) during their university life for ultimate release to potential employers. Students are informed that the “QUT Student Portfolio is organised around a set of ten skills areas that employers value highly. These follow closely the Employability Skills Framework published by the Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry (ACCI) and the Business Council of Australia (BCA) in 2002, as well as skill areas valued highly by employers of graduates in Canada, the USA and the UK. This skill set also reflects the student capabilities identified as important for QUT graduates” which have been translated and embedded in Faculty courses and units. Some courses (eg, in Creative Industries and in Nursing) 

The obvious and authentic workplace relationship that this tool promotes to students’ daily study and life can serve both to educate and to motivate students about the relevance of their modern curriculum (as discussed above in the skills context) from the very first day of their undergraduate experience (Principles 1, 2,4 and especially 5). Once students come to appreciate “what’s in it for them”, they become very motivated: for example –  
I am currently using the Student Portfolio to record the things that I do at work, uni and everyday life. It’s a great way to be able to consolidate all of your skills and experiences into one area. It is also good if you are looking for jobs and writing selection criteria because you have got everything you want in one area, you can send it off to employers as well. It’s easy to use and I would recommend it to anyone. 
Emma Kloda, Faculty of Business Student, 2004
It also doesn’t hurt to have employers’ endorsement (available for student’s to view on the website) –
Another major advantage of the Student Portfolio is that it provides students with a fantastic structure, upon which to build on. It talks through the, or it identifies ten key competencies that most employers would consider in selecting their candidates. And also provides the student with areas where they can put real life examples which ultimately will help them in the interview process.

Bill Cadzow, KPMG – Manager, Human Resources, 2004

From a recruiter’s perspective the Student Portfolio is a great innovation. It allows students to be able to present information from their studies and about themselves in a way that they have total control over. In the future I can see recruiters using the Student Portfolio as a way of understanding the person behind the resume: giving us more detail about who the person is; what they are looking for in their professional career.

Don Marshall, Elan - Business Manager, 2004
Faculty Strategies (Principles 2 and 6)
At the Faculty level, impact may be had on students’ FYE through embedded quality assurance processes and policy design and implementation. By way of example, as the Assistant Dean, Learning and Teaching in my Faculty:

· Quality Assurance I have the role of guiding and assuring the quality all new and existing Faculty course and unit approvals (which I do in accordance with the Principles);  

· Policy development As Chair of my Faculty Learning & Teaching Committee, I have the ability to “revise [and implement] policy to impact on engagement” (McInnis, 2003: 13). Two specific examples of this are as follows: 

· Training and support of casual/sessional teaching staff: Another strategy that the Faculty has adopted to enhance the first year experience of students is to embark on a dedicated program of casual staff training. The quality of the learning and teaching environments being delivered by an increasing number of casual academic staff has become a critical quality issue in the recent past, so much so that the AUTC commissioned a 2002 Project: Training, Support and Management of Sessional Teaching Staff (http://www.tedi.uq.edu.au/sessionalteaching/). McInnis et al (1995) had earlier found that there was significant criticism by students of small group teaching in the first year: less than half of all first year students thought their tutors were “good at explaining things” and only 53% thought academic staff were enthusiastic about what they were teaching:  

Tutorials and practical classes in first year subjects are frequently staffed by inexperienced part-time teachers with little preparation for their role – often working within a structure of minimal support. Students expressed concern with the variation in the quality and attitudes of their tutors. Some were very happy with their tutors and believed their tutorials to be useful, others were less happy, having a sense of injustice about the “lottery” of tutor quality.

The Faculty of Law has led in policy development in this area (the policy is on the AUTC 2002 Project website given above) and its training of casual law and justice academic staff: for example, all new casual academic staff in the Law Faculty (Law, Justice and Legal Practice) have for more than five years been required to attend a casual staff development training program (for which they get paid $110) and are also routinely encouraged to take part in formal evaluations of their teaching (Kift, 2003). From the Faculty’s perspective, the training is time and money well spent. Casual academics are now expected to teach to and assess for the attainment a range of content, skills and dispositions outside anything they themselves may have experienced in their undergraduate education. The increased expectations on them in this regard are onerous. If casual teachers are not acquainted with this new discourse of student engagement, there is the potential for them unwittingly to undermine course objectives and to send mixed (at best) or conflicting (at worst) messages about the aims and expected outcomes of students’ study. That these mixed messages might come in the first year of student experience of course content could prove fatal to the achievement of ultimate course objectives. Front-end training alleviates these concerns. 

Participants in the program have commented –
· “[I] left with a feeling of confidence and motivation”; “gave comfort/alleviated concerns”

· “It answered the many, many questions I had about tutoring law at QUT”; “[the] interactive, informal ‘advice” giving session - the practical pointers were great”
· “It was practical and [allowed] participation”; “excellent”; “open [and] flexible”; “tutorial strategies [what I liked most]”; 

· “the practical exercise – watching how to deal with problem students and teaching strategies [what I liked most]”

· “Overview session [what I liked most]”,  “Detailed information and handouts.”

· “Variance in presentation styles [what I liked most]”

· “Contact with other tutors. Workshop very good”; “Opportunities to ask questions and meet other staff”
· Policies to promote scholarly teaching and the scholarship of teaching. To some extent this has been achieved by replicating the University Scheme more modestly at a Faculty level by funding Small Faculty Learning & Teaching Grants targeted at similar strategic priority areas. A modst amount of funds is also available to fund both academic and professional staff to specific learning and teaching conference like this one. 
· Tailoring the O-Week Message. Given routine student complaint that they suffer from information overload in Orientation, to ensure that the learning and teaching aspect in the O-Week line-up of talking heads counted (especially with “Gen Y” students who are difficult to reach), a completely new approach to learning and teaching’s ten minutes in O-Week was adopted to grab students’ attention visually and to tell them what their peers last year (not academics) had said about transition and FYE. The ‘hit-the-wall” experience was thus normalised in advance and pre-emptive strategies were offered that students might find of assistance in managing their adjustment period. Samples of the staged PowerPoint presentation include: 
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While this worked satisfactorily for external and part-time students it did not seem optimal for the more mature student. A different strategy was trialled in 2004 with all groups (with slightly different emphasis); that of using keepad technology (ie, automatic personal response devices as on Who wants to be a Millionaire?). The emphasis in the larger full-time, mainly Generation Y, session was to break-up and relax that group, to get them talking to one another (to answer the questions posed), to start the “community of learners” ethos and to mix in some transition issues in the interactive presentation. With the other two groups, less questions were posed and the questions were used more as discussion starters after the group had registered their answers. The final evaluation of the full-time and external student sessions, as recorded on the keepad PowerPoints were as follows: 
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With the support of technology, it was possible by way of these strategies to create a greater sense of belonging and engagement on the very first day of the FYE.

School strategies (Principles 2 and 6)
Students have always sought personal interaction with their teachers and generally wish to be supported, encouraged and guided. To a certain extent this can be facilitated within the formal in-class time (eg, through routine use of ice-breakers; breaking students up into small groups in tutorials; embedding opportunities for cooperative group tasks early in the semester, etc) and by the placement of the best teachers in the first year, but the exhortations have been to work towards seamless in-class and out-of-class learning (Kul et al, 1991; McInnis, 2001). 

In an attempt to manage student connectedness with staff and other students along these lines, Schools might consider introducing a package of academic and other support strategies to enhance and scaffold the first year transition: for example, extra drop-in tutorials might be scheduled for all first year units, together with a general first year drop-in time; email aliases could be established for all first year units for general unit enquiries, together with a general first year email alias; and an academic first year advisor might be appointed as an initial liaison for all first year students. Certainly when all of these various points of contact were provided in the Law School, for example in 2003, they worked well for both students and staff: as one staff member noted, “Once the tedium of general queries is removed, it is easier and more rewarding to re-engage with the academic advising role.” 

Another very successful initiative, now in its second year, has been to send out a weekly email to all first year students in the School (based on the degree cohort) from the Assistant Dean, Learning and Teaching. Modelled on the staged delivery of information implemented by Deakin University’s “Infoflow Program” (Emmitt et al, 2002), for the whole of the first semester, students received a degree-tailored email dealing with issues such as: where to go and who to contact for Law School Information; getting connected to IT and Online facilities; employment opportunities; counselling services; plagiarism; Law Library and general study skills workshops; drop-in tutorial details; how to go about your tutorial presentation in (the first semester unit) Law Society and Justice; confirmation that it is normal to “hit-the-wall” in about weeks 5-7; a weekly study hint; advertising the Mature Students Study Group, etc. It was clear from feedback received that a proportion of the younger, Generation Y, students may not have initially found this strategy all that useful (approximately 35% of our intake), the mature age, part-time and external students responded extremely positively from early on in the semester. The emails were posted on the Faculty intranet for ease of student back-access, together with other survival and transition advice, including a webcam presentation of exam technique. An analysis of the feedback on the weekly emails identified common themes as follows (with examples that also demonstrate the diversity of cohort reached):

· That they were motivational – 
· thx heaps 4 ur motivation email ( Chih (Week 11 Sem 1, 2003)

· I just would like to say thank you for all those emails that you have been sending to us during the semester. They are very motivational, encouraging, funny and interesting. Being a mature age student and from a non-English speaking background I have experienced some moments when I thought that tic was too hard and impossible to continue my university studies. However, I am still here and looking forward to the end of semester. Once again, thank you very much. Your encouraging words really helped me a lot. Maryana [19/05/03]

· I am a first year law student and life at uni had been a little bit harsh for me.  I am struggling to finish all my reading and in the first week I must say that I thought of giving up no less than 50 times.  Your weekly e-mails had been a great support and I am gradually adapting to the way of life at uni.  I still can't finish all my work in one week and I am trying my best to finish as much as possible.  Thank you once again! Joyce [22/03/03]
· I found this last email [Week 11 Motivation] most inspiring (when I needed it the most) with the attendance school looming big on the horizon. As you said many of us are juggling lots of balls in the air and your emails provide the light at the end of the tunnel, especially being an external student. Motivation is not my problem, time is. Well done, for keeping us bubbling along. Many cheers Gail (05/04/03)

· Just a quick note to say thanks for taking the time out of your busy schedule to continue writing the emails to us. It’s appreciated!! Your last e-mail about stopping procrastination and motivation, finally made me realise that after 2 weeks of denying that uni had actually started and that I still had all the time in the world to watch all the Big Brother I wanted it needed to stop!! I reminded myself why with only 1 more year to go on my commerce degree I decided to of all things to embark on a dual degree and it worked...I am now in my study mode and I know it will be worth it! Thanks for the wake up call. Louisa (17/05/03)

· That they helped make explicit what is necessary for successful learning in the discipline – 

· I think [emailing] is a great idea it has been a help to know what is thought and expected by the faculty Ryan (Week 6, Sem 1, 2003)

· Thank you very much for your weekly emails. They have been very helpful (and entertaining) and it has been good having some guide on how to tackle university life! I am really looking forward to the holidays now but more importantly before then, your webcam presentation :-) Kelly (01/06/03)

· I have found [your emails] very interesting. This is my second year of uni but my first year in Law and your e-mails are still a great help.  Marcus [Sem 1, 2003]

· My name is Ros and this is just a quick email to show my appreciation at the constant stream of emails that you have provided the first year students with. They have all been extremely helpful and I’m grateful for the extra support it has given us in this often confusing and stressful first Semester. I hope it continues so that future students receive its’ benefits as well. Ros (1/06/03)

· That the emails were sensible and helped put things in perspective – 

· My name is Alanna and I am a first year law and business student straight from high school, so sometimes I feel a little overwhelmed with all the older intelligent people in my law classes! In fact, I am known as ‘the baby’ in some of my subjects! I just thought I’d let you know that I really love getting your emails. They contain really useful information and are very encouraging! Thank you! From Alanna (11/04/03)
· Thank you for all the emails throughout the semester, they definitely helped me get a good perspective on things. Thanks a lot, Christina [13/06/03]

· This is 'the ray of sunshine' from the Law School.  I'll try to drop in Friday week when I'm in Brisbane for external school during your drop-in time, so you can put a face to the email. .... I'm serious it is a ray of sunshine - you don't make demands!  I have my 6 yr old who is quite into torts...it is appealing to little boys! Yolanda (04/04/03 & 07/04/03)
· That they created a sense of belonging and showed that someone cared about student progress –

· While the email contains a lot of information on various services available at QUT and from the Law Faculty directly, it also serves (in my view anyway) as a motivational tool.  While you obviously do not know all students and all students do not know you, it does have an impact in so far as there is a display of effort on your part to ensure that there is a link between the faculty and the students, apart from the obvious lecture/tutorial link. Janelle [21/03/03]
· Thanks for the emails over the past 6 weeks. I’ve found the direction to the websites helpful and your keeping in touch (even though a huge number of us) adds a personal touch to what seems such an impersonal process. Speaking for myself I find them a bit of a pep talk Thanks Fiona (Week 6, Sem 1, 2003).
· My name is Mabel and I am a first year law student. As a first year, I really appreciate the helpful and friendly emails you give up your time on. They are wonderful – heaps of hints, reassuring and always full of assistance. And I think you’re a wonderful person to do this, so thank you. Anyway, have a good time for the remainder of this semester and thank you once again!   Mabel (11/05/03)
· It is comforting to know that someone is thinking positively on my behalf. I know you show care and concern for the students and I thank you for your e-mails that you have sent this semester to us students; personally I have found them and the links provided in them quite helpful Kindest regards Trevor [June, 2003]
·  That the sense of isolation was reduced

· Being external, I sometimes feel as though I’m doing the course on my own. I don’t find the tapes useful because I have great difficulty taking in audible information without visual contact. Thank you for your emails and your assistance. Andrew  (31/05/03)

· As an external ..you are an approachable lifeline to the University to those of us out here in the never never world of the External student. I really appreciate your contact. Jacqui (Week 7, Sem 1, 2003]
· Thanks for the emails throughout 1st Semester. Very helpful indeed. After completing a Business degree previously interstate, where we were treated as an amorphous mass of shuffling cattle, I felt somewhat relieved. Kind regards Simon (05/06/03)
· Gratitude that someone “high-up” in the Faculty took the time to care – 

· Thanks for your words of encouragement, advice and helpful tips.  It is very reassuring to know that someone much further up the hierarchy actually spends some time in efforts to communicate with us..As an external student I find that your email along with OLT and the discussion forums makes me feel part of the QUT culture and society. Further I find that it breaks that sense of isolation and alienation that I have at times felt.  This despite having completed external studies before. You are to be congratulated on this innovation as from experience with the other universities it really does help and creates a sense of belonging. Again thanks David [13/04/03]
· Thanks for all the time and effort you spend putting these together and sending them out. I’ve found some of the info very helpful - but mainly for me they have helped my confidence knowing I can get help from QUT resources (which I have done) and that the faculty exec are committed to providing support. Keith [11/04/03]
· That normalising the stressful experience was useful – 

· I think your emails are helpful because it’s easy to feel swamped and it’s good to know that it’s normal. Guadalupe [Sem 1, 2003]

· Your weekly e-mails are a great reminder about needing to keep everything in perspective and to remind me that I'm not alone when it comes to feeling swamped by all the work and thanks for the exam tips Louisa [05/04/03]

· Thanks for your email Sally.  It's (did I use the apostrophe correctly?) good to know that I'm not the only one suffering from lack of motivation (despite the upcoming exams).  It's a worry its only week 11 of a 5 year part-time degree and I've already run out of steam :/ Lupe [19/05/03]

· That it made them feel like “real students”.

· I’ve really appreciated your weekly emails, as I’m sure many others have. They have made me feel like a real student - in contact with Uni. Thank you for the motivation. Vivien [21/03/03]
· PS Thanks for your weekly e-mails; They have truly assisted in making one external student feel like a university student, and not cyberspace number. Cheers. Jade (16/06/03)
Unit strategies (Principles 1, 4 and 5)
While the pedagogical aspects of coherent and cumulative unit and course design have been discussed in some detail above, in many respects it is equally as important that the unit design, as communicated in the unit information to students, should also be as explicit and coherent as possible and be particularly concerned with clarifying what is required for success. The relevance of these matters is highlighted in the assessment context, which, as we know, is the primary motivator for student learning and provides a good exemplar for improving the FYE. 
Making assessment requirements clear, especially in the skills aspect(s). Of course, the role of any assessment task will depend on the learning objective(s) (content and skills) being pursued. At the fundamental level of unit design, the type of information that can facilitate the efficacy of assessment tasks and which should be communicated to students is suggested by the following headings, all of which are directed at the necessity to be explicit about the skills objectives in the unit assessment information (Principle 4): 

· Statement of which skills are to be explicitly and implicitly developed in the unit; 

· Why these skills have been chosen for this unit and how they ultimately relate to professional/workplace practice;

· What are the learning objectives in relation to the particular skills?;

· How will each of the skills be developed in the unit?; and

· How does this unit’s skills development relate to the year’s curriculum as a whole and then to the course as a whole? 

Equally as important as painting the big picture for students is the issue of explaining each piece of assessment to students in terms of, for example, 

· The skills objectives of this assessment task;

· How these skills objectives link with the unit’s learning objectives;

· How do the skills developed in this unit form linkages with skills developed in other units (both horizontally and vertically);

· What reference materials/resources are necessary to complete this assessment task;

· Specific assessment criteria and performance standards for this skills assessment task;

· The process for this skill’s development in this assessment task: explicit and precise details of the task to be undertaken together with details of the formative and summative assessment to be undertaken.
Individual teacher strategies

At an individual level, teachers might seek to make all transitional stages (to university, to new discipline, to next unit, to next level) easier. Our diverse student cohort can be impeded in many ways (as discussed above) from participating and succeeding to the best of their ability, despite hard work, and this is particularly so for equity group students. To overcome this, it is useful for individual teachers to work towards actively deconstructing barriers: humanising the learning experience makes all learning easier (Ramsden, 1992); there seems little point then in maintaining an aura of aloof, unapproachable expert in the face of express student need for personal interaction, support, encouragement and guidance.  

At another level of engagement, it is possible for the individual teacher to impact on the quality of the FYE by participation in professional activities (through sharing practice, modeling effective student engagement, becoming institutionally visible in the promotion of good practice, etc) and through publishing on the scholarship of teaching. In this way, individuals are capable of facilitating necessary culture shifts to valuing and promoting scholarly teaching in the first year: they might influence institutional – and even national and international – practice through their scholarship; may mentor other teaching colleagues who are willing but hesitant about traveling this path; and are open to collaborating with cross-disciplinary and support service partners.
So…has curriculum renewal (formal and informal) been effective for the FYE? 

In my Faculty, so far as the efficacy of reconceptualisation of the first year curriculum (as described above in very broad terms) was concerned, all first year students were surveyed for their views on the new integrated first year program following its inaugural offering in 2000. Consequential improvements were then made to the new individual units, specifically to further the objectives of enhancing the first year experience (and regular refinements continue to be made under the annual quality assurance cycle of unit evaluation and improvement.) By way of specific example, the principal first semester unit, Legal Institutions and Method (LIM), was modified for its second offering in response to student feedback and to conform with best first year practice (McInnis et al, 2000), by providing increased opportunities for detailed feedback on written assessment items earlier in the first semester to identify students experiencing difficulties. In LIM, despite the large enrolment (n>700), students receive written, individualised feedback from their tutor on three items of formative assessment, with the first feedback returned to students in week 3; peers review two items submitted in tutorials; while the opportunities for structured self-assessment have been enhanced – in particular, in Week 7, students self-assess their assessable tutorial participation against the criteria published in the unit Study Guide and receive feedback on that self assessment in the following week from their tutor. 

Overall, the reconceptualised first year program was considered by students to be reasonably successful in providing an integrated package for the development of knowledge, skills and attitudes. The mix of units and content was remarked on by students as providing an appropriate combination of academic, cultural and global issues, while also addressing the fundamental content knowledge and skills necessary for the balance of their courses. For example, one student commented (Report of Evaluation of First Year Law Curriculum, 2001, 19):

LWB 142 and 144 were really interesting and ‘good’ units. Both units helped me in my way of thinking in a cultural, academic, global intellectual manner. Of course the skills developed through LWB 141 and 143 were the fundamentals that assisted in my knowledge development.

The program has also been successful in enhancing the acquisition of generic and discipline specific skills by first year students. That students have been supportive of this aspect of the new curriculum is illustrated by the following sample student comments (Report of Evaluation of First Year Law Curriculum, 2001, 19-20):

· I think these units hold many benefits and give an effective overview of legal studies to first year students. I now feel more prepared to commence the specific legal units.

· Overall very happy. It definitely aimed to provide useful ‘foundation’ skills. My Bachelor of Business just left it all to us, so students could emerge after 3 years with pretty sketchy research skills. 

· Noteable improvement from the skills I started with (or lack of skills) in first semester. 

Following the trialling of the various other strategies by way of informal curriculum support for the FYE in 2003, a survey was conducted of all first year students at the conclusion of their first year (2003) to evaluate the effectiveness of the strategies on their learning and engagement. 
In responding to the overall question as to “how would you rate your first year experience in the Law School”, 449 first year law students responded as follows - 

1. Very Poor: 

2%
2. Poor:


7%
3. Satisfactory: 

35%
4. Good:
45%
5. Very Good:

11%
To the question “As a first year student in law, I can see the clear alignment between expected learning outcomes, what is taught and learnt, and the knowledge and skills that are assessed”, 449 students responded: 
1. Disagree Strongly: 
2%
2. Disagree:

6%
3. Neutral:

28%
4. Agree:


55%
5. Agree Strongly:

9%
To the question “As a first year student in law, I have found that the teaching, learning and assessment tasks that I have experienced this year have engaged/ interested me in my learning in law”, 445 students responded: 
1. Disagree Strongly: 
1%
2. Disagree:

8%

3. Neutral:

25%
4. Agree:


55%

5. Agree Strongly:

11%
To the question about use of services, “During the course of your first year experience in the Law School, did you access or use any of the following services?”, 432 responses were recorded: 
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The full survey and its results are available on request, but I think that even this brief snapshot of answers shows the value of an integrated formal and informal curriculum approach. 
Conclusion

McInnis has suggested (2001, 11) that – 

The curriculum is the glue that holds knowledge and the broader student experience together and enables the knowledge to be used effectively by the student

This paper has sought to demonstrate that it is possible to move to a new paradigm of curriculum design and management that can both engage first year students and ultimately produce a better quality graduate. In my Faculty this has been done by engaging in curriculum renewal based on sound pedagogical principles and a realistic appreciation of the contemporary discipline dynamic as set against the contemporary higher education context. What cannot be feasibly achieved in the formal curriculum is sought to be addressed through the informal curriculum; in and out-of-class contact that seeks to compensate for that which traditionally occurred between students and staff under now superseded patterns of engagement. As one student quoted above said – the latter is the “personal touch” that students still crave and will often make the critical difference between success and failure.  
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