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Abstract
This paper argues that the transition to first year in a diverse, multi-campus, 
multimodal university provides significant difficulty and disorientation for school 
leavers and mature age and international students. Consequently, curriculum design 
for first year students requires an awareness of the need to provide commencing 
students with a framework for meeting the requirements of the academic 
environment. This paper illustrates how the successful practice of teaching first year 
students addresses the learning issues and needs of first year university students 
through the use of scaffolding and developmental assessment.

The case study is from a first year Faculty of Business core course at the University 
of Southern Queensland in Australia. It provides a range of examples of successful 
pedagogical practices, including examples of scaffolding and developmental 
assessment embedded within the course materials to support and meet student needs. 
The strategies to embed these support mechanisms included spreading the assessment 
across the semester using two assignments and a final examination. In the second 
assignment of the course we utilise an incremental research and assignment process 
that includes an exercise to deconstruct the assignment question, a short annotated 
bibliography, the concept mapping of the assignment argument and the assessment of 
a supplied essay before the writing and submission of the student’s final essay. As a 
result of these curriculum changes, we argue that preliminary indications are an 
improvement in both student assignment performance and student retention.

Introduction
Australian higher education is operating within an environment of significant change 
and academics are challenged to cope with these changes as they design learning 
environments and experiences for first year students. This changing environment is 
the result of a number of influences: the application of technology; greater emphasis 
on lifelong learning; and a significant period of commercialisation and marketisation, 
particularly with regard to the provision of teaching to both domestic and international 
students (Marginson, 2006). University teachers face many challenges as they strive 
to make meaning of these transformations and adapt both pedagogy and practice to 
meet student learning needs.
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In this paper, we argue that to ensure student success in a diverse cohort, especially 
one encompassing adult learners and other time poor students, curriculum design 
should be informed by a developmental approach aimed at scaffolding student 
learning by building their independent learning. We begin the paper by discussing the 
transition to first year at the University of Southern Queensland (USQ), the features of 
a successful pedagogy to support first year transition in this context and a case study 
of the successful application of this pedagogical approach. 

First Year Transition at the University of Southern Queensland
First year educators are at the frontline of dealing with changing university teaching 
and learning and play a crucial role in the student’s successful transition to university 
study (Krause, Hartley, James & McInnis, 2005; McInnis & James, 1995; Pitkethley 
& Prosser, 2001). As a regional and flexible learning university, USQ provides 
education to a diverse student cohort. This includes the traditional undergraduate 
student population straight from secondary school, mature age students, who bring a 
complex range of learning and life experiences and who may be engaged in full-time 
employment and family commitments, and on-campus and external international 
students. Traditionally, the university system has catered for students of an elite 
‘academic bent’; however at USQ many students’ sociocultural, academic and 
linguistic backgrounds are not in tune with the traditional academic culture. USQ has 
a large international cohort and a high percentage of ‘first generation’ students. These 
‘first generation’ students are the first of their family to undertake university 
education, so knowledge of university systems cannot be presumed. University 
educators have to address the needs of this diverse cohort, while meeting employer
expectations that students will graduate into a knowledge society with more than a 
bundle of soon to be outdated ‘discipline specific’ information. This has led to an 
increased focus on generic graduate attributes such as communication and 
interpersonal skills and critical thinking. 

Discussions with Faculty of Business first year course leaders have identified 
concerns about establishing the expectations of how both teachers and students are to 
behave when undertaking academic study at USQ. McInnis (2000) found that some 
academics believed that the calibre of students had declined and that “too many 
students” with “too wide a range of abilities” presented problems. These issues are 
addressed by Biggs (1999), who argues that academics need to address the needs of 
all students, not just the traditional ‘academic elite’ who would probably succeed at 
university with little academic support. This means that teachers of first year courses 
need to implement innovative learning strategies that meet the needs of a diverse 
learner cohort and foster the development of academic competencies. To deal with 
these demands and meet the needs of first year students, a number of pedagogical 
practices are recommended. 

Features of Successful Pedagogy in a First Year Context 
These pedagogical design features are based on the recognition that the first year 
experience can be difficult for many students as they encounter the peculiar 
characteristics of ‘academic learning’ when they commence university. While there is 
an expectation by academics that students will exhibit independent learning skills, 
information literacy and the ability to engage in critical academic discourse, many 
students are ill prepared to undertake the rigours of academic study. Students may 
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enter university with the traditional view of learning as a process of transmitting 
information from the teacher (expert) to a passive learner (novice). Increasing 
application of the constructivist pedagogy requires learners to play a central role in 
constructing their own knowledge, while the teacher facilitates, but is not central to, 
student learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Vygotsky, 1978). The focus for course 
leaders moves away from the teacher presentation of content, where “most of the 
work seems to be done by the teacher, wrapping and unwrapping the subject like a 
present” (Mayes, 2007, n.p.). Learners become more active in organising their 
learning and in seeking, rather than receiving, knowledge. While acknowledging that 
constructivism provides a theory that is broadly based and empirically sound, learners 
and teachers naturally draw on their preferred learning approach, so other educational 
pedagogies such as behavioural and cognitive approaches may be useful in some 
contexts (McDonald, 2007). Whatever theory informs pedagogical practice, the case 
study evidence presented in this paper demonstrates the benefits of embedding 
teaching and learning strategies within first year courses.

The constructivist approach is based on the concepts of learning and learner-centred
activities and social learning theory (Lave & Wenger, 1997; Vygotsky, 1978), and the 
situated construction of knowledge that relates to authentic or practice-based 
situations (Karagiorgi & Symeou, 2005). Constructivism recognises the dual nature of 
learning based on the learner constructing knowledge through individual reflection 
and through social interaction. This approach challenges the traditional institutional 
teacher-centred, transmissive pedagogy and has seen a radical transformation of the 
expected roles of learners and teachers. 

This shift of emphasis is a key transformation in the roles of both learners and 
teachers and needs to be communicated to, and scaffolded for, students. The idea of 
scaffolding is that the learning and teaching activities are designed to allow learners to 
develop knowledge and skills, starting with their existing knowledge and building 
new knowledge with support and feedback from teachers and peers. Scaffolding must
begin from what is near to students’ experience and build to what is further from their 
experience. Likewise, at the beginning of a new task, the scaffolding should be 
concrete, external and visible (Wilhem, Baker & Dube, 2001). One way of directly 
scaffolding student learning using developmental assessment is outlined in the case 
study below. Students develop their ability to write an academic assignment as the 
lecturer leads them through structured assessment activities. The aim is to model the 
steps of the academic assessment process to allow the students incrementally to build 
their skills and confidence, and then provide feedback at key stages of the process. 
Vygotsky (1978) stressed that students need to engage in challenging tasks (such as 
assessment) that they can successfully complete with appropriate structure and 
support. 

There is significant debate about how to embed scaffolding into the curriculum for 
students. The three important points of difference in relation to this are: should the 
content be taught on a stand alone basis or be integrated into other courses; should the 
skills development be assessed or not; and, if taught on a stand alone basis, should the 
course be for credit or not for credit? The debate about whether skills should be taught 
in the context of disciplinary knowledge or in stand alone courses is in part related to 
the question about who should teach skills. Responses are shaped and impacted upon 
by the attitudes of disciplinary experts (Brancolini & Heyns, 1998). However, it is 
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also the extension of a larger debate questioning whether students can be taught all the 
‘study skills’ that they need, such as referencing, in isolation from their disciplinary 
studies (for example, see Barnett, 1994; Rowley et al., 2002; Zenios et al., 2004). 
This has been widely criticised by other authors for failing to realise that student 
knowledge about academic skills is developmental (Rosen & Castro, 2002; Smith & 
Oliver, 2005) and thus develops over time, with different skills required at different 
stages, and in the context of practice within their discipline. Stand alone courses also 
have the tendency to teach skills in a generic way without recognition that there are 
subtle differences in the use of academic skills and conventions among disciplines. 
But within the literature there remains a steadfast divide between those who believe 
that information literacy should be integrated with disciplinary courses (Hepworth, 
2000; MacDonald & Saarti, 2003) and those who believe that stand alone courses are 
most appropriate (Brancolini & Heyns, 1998; Johnston & Webber, 2003; Smith & 
Oliver, 2005). 

Biggs (2003) suggests that constructivist “learning is the result of students’ learning-
focused activities which are engaged in by students as a result both of their own 
perceptions and inputs, and of the total teaching context” (p. 20). There are two parts 
of the constructive alignment approach. Students construct meaning from what they 
do to learn. “Learning is constructed as a result of the learner’s activities” (Biggs, 
2003, p. 11). So there is also a need for the teacher to align the planned learning 
activities with the learning outcomes to ensure the success of such an approach. This 
is important because “[p]oor teaching and assessment result in a surface approach (to 
learning) where students use inappropriate or low-order learning activities” (Biggs, 
2003, p. 11). Teachers support rather than control learning, with the focus on the 
student learning activities. When learning contexts are designed, objectives and 
desired kinds of understanding are identified, and the kinds of learning and teaching 
activities required to teach these understandings are created and implemented. Biggs 
identifies this process as “constructive alignment”, which is based on the premise that 
within a constructivist approach the alignment of objectives, learning and teaching 
activities and assessment will lead to deep learning (Marton & Saljo, 1976) by the 
students. Biggs (2003, p. 27) suggests that “constructive alignment makes the students 
do the real work; the teacher simply acts as broker between the student and a learning 
environment that supports the appropriate learning activities”.

The constructivist principles of active learning, participant interaction and the joint 
construction of knowledge related to authentic contexts provide a theoretical 
framework for the discussion of the following case study; where the pedagogical 
process of aligning curriculum design with a philosophy of supporting first year 
students in transition to higher education is outlined. 

Redesigning for Developmental Scaffolding: POL1000 at USQ 
In this case study, evaluation of past course offers showed that students were 
struggling to come to terms with academic expectations in their first year of university 
study. This section focuses on efforts to align a USQ first year course’s curriculum 
design with a philosophy of supporting first year students in transition to higher 
education. In particular, it charts a careful process of course revision, which 
emphasises constructive alignment (Biggs, 2003) of course assessment with stated 
learning objectives, as well as the extensive use of scaffolding within learning 
materials and assessment, designed to meet the needs of students in their transition 
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into the university learning environment. This approach is designed to provide a high 
level of support to students experiencing significant social, cultural and cognitive 
dissonance as they relearn how to learn, and become acquainted with the norms and 
expectations of academic culture.

POL1000 is a core or alternative core course within all degree programs across the 
Faculty of Business, but it is also undertaken by students from other faculties and 
degree programs. The course is delivered to up to 750 students, both on campus and 
external to the university, across three semesters of the year. The previous course 
design was content heavy, characterised as high challenge, low support (Hammond & 
Gibbons, 2001), without any direct connection to the needs and aspirations of 
students. Given the diverse educational backgrounds of the students, this presented a 
substantial pedagogical problem to be solved. The consequent redesign of POL1000 
in 2006 was approached with a number of priorities in mind. The initial set of 
priorities for redeveloping the course was in line with current Faculty of Business and 
USQ concerns about the overall student learning journey – increasing student 
performance, increasing retention of students in the course and reducing the 
significant instances of plagiarism detected in the course (for example, see USQ,
2005). Beyond these priorities was the concern that the course should encourage a 
deep engagement with the course material to stimulate critical thinking and to develop 
student learning. The other important consideration was ensuring that the course 
structure and assessment meet the goal of embedding the USQ graduate attributes and 
ensuring that students develop these skills and competencies during their time at 
USQ.

We argue that in this context successful pedagogy to facilitate first year transition 
includes a key focus on: constructive alignment (Biggs, 2003); formative and 
developmental assessment (Boston, 2002; Harlen & James, 1997; Klenowski, 2002; 
Rawson, 2000); proactive and extensive scaffolding of student learning (Biggs, 1999; 
Cartwright et al., 2000; Fischer, 1998; Oliver et al., 1998); and the central role of an 
active online learning community within the course (Gilbert & Driscoll, 2001; 
Jonassen, 1995; Slavin, 1996). Therefore the approach taken in rewriting this course 
was to focus strategically on course materials in three areas: learning activities; the 
assessment structure; and embedding graduate attributes. The rationale for these foci 
is a strategic one: the largest proportion of students, both internal and external, can be 
engaged through the course materials package rather than through on-campus 
lectures, tutorials or the WebCT learning environment alone, thus recognising the 
blended delivery nature of the course. Specifically, an assessment structure was 
developed which is aligned clearly with these goals, using the concept of constructive 
alignment (see Biggs, 1999, 2003). 

The focus of student effort was another key reason behind the use of the assessment 
structure as a driver of change. Even if full-time, our students balance multiple 
commitments, and are largely identified as strategic learners (Curtis & Shami, 2002; 
Paton-Salzberg & Lindsay, 1993) – they focus on what counts in terms of marks. This 
has been referred to as the hidden curriculum (Snyder, 1971) – there is the curriculum 
that we set, and the curriculum that indicates what is important through assessment. 
Studies show that students allocate the majority of their study time outside class to 
assessment tasks rather than any other sort of task (see Angelo & Cross, 1993; Innis, 
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1996; Vos, 1991). Thus assessment reform is a key tool in changing student 
engagement within a course.

Figure 1: Elements of assessment design in POL1000

Assessment in the social sciences and humanities places a high emphasis on research, 
analysis, critique and written communication. Learners need to be guided and 
supported by someone more knowledgeable through the learning process that 
provides a scaffold for their learning. Vygotsky defined scaffolding instruction as the 
“role of teachers and others in supporting the learner’s development and providing 
support structures to get to that next stage or level” (Raymond, 2000, p. 176). If we 
want students truly to embrace the multiple steps or phases involved in academic 
research and writing, then we actually have to outline the steps for them. We have to 
demonstrate them – providing examples, models, guidance, commenting and 
reinforcement – but more than that we have to assess each step if we want students to 
embrace the full cycle of academic research and writing. Through the course redesign, 
this has been achieved.

Constructive alignment places the responsibility on teaching staff to craft their 
approach carefully and to define the learning environment clearly for students. The 
premise is that learning tasks and assessment requirements are consistent with 
learning objectives; when all elements are aligned, students will experience deep 
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learning and construct meaning in their activities. To achieve this in POL1000, the 
assessment is accompanied by scaffolding whereby students are provided not just 
with information about particular steps but also with explicit guidelines and 
instructions, examples and models that demonstrate what is required, and additional 
supporting resources. A significant bank of resources, including assessment templates 
and models, has been developed specifically for the course to ensure appropriateness 
for the cohort and the course’s assessment items. An example of the scaffolding 
developed for Assignment 2, Part B, the annotated bibliography, is outlined below in 
Figure 2.

Figure 2: Elements of assessment scaffolding through resources in POL1000

Therefore, to achieve the aim of developing graduate attributes in the students, and in 
particular academic writing, we have placed the achievement of those goals at the 
heart of the learning objectives for the course and especially the key assessment piece, 
a major research project. This approach signals to students the importance of 
practising academic writing in this course, and in their university education, alongside 
the acquisition of content or disciplinary knowledge. The structure of the assessment 
task, characterised by a series of smaller formative steps that finally lead to the 
outcome of a written essay, is also informed by a developmental approach to 
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recognise the differing skill levels, education and cultural backgrounds in a large first 
year cohort. In the new assessment structure, there is a significant emphasis on the 
process of writing an essay from task deconstruction to research process to the task of 
building an argument outline and finally to producing the written essay. We argue that 
this is central to reducing plagiarism rates as it makes very clear academic norms and
staff expectations and reduces student anxiety about assessment (Cartwright et al., 
2000).

In addition to the assessment structure and the print-based course materials, a range of 
dynamic, rather than static, resources and technology are utilised within the course. 
These resources focus on the building, support and sustainability of an interactive 
online learning community through the semester. These techniques include the use of 
WebCT peer groups, discussion forums and an online section for Frequently Asked 
Questions. The online environment is a key element of the course, building the 
learning community, rather than acting as an adjunct to the teaching materials. All 
these techniques and technologies contribute towards the building of a strong student 
learning community within the course. 

The USQ StudyDesk, as well as a range of other digital delivery technologies 
(Breeze, the use of MSN for external consultation and podcasting), is aligned with the 
new course objectives. In particular, emphasis is placed in the course on building a 
learning community among the students, through the structured use of learning 
activities based around discussion questions on the StudyDesk, and links to online 
discussions within the course materials. A learning community is “a bounded group of 
students involved in cooperative learning online” (Misanchuk & Anderson, 2001, p. 
2). A learning community can provide students with peer support (Citera, 1988; Rose 
& McClafferty, 2001), learning support (Palloff & Pratt, 1999; Van de Vusse & 
Hansen 2000), course engagement (Beaudin, 1999; Flottemesch, 2000) and superior 
learning outcomes (Gilbert & Driscoll, 2001; Jonassen, 1995, Slavin, 1996).

In this section we have argued that a successful pedagogy for first year transition 
includes the central elements of constructive alignment, formative and developmental 
assessment, proactive and extensive scaffolding of student learning, and a central role 
for an active online community. In the next section we explore the student learning 
outcomes associated with the case study course POL1000 Government, Business and 
Society.

Analysis of Student Learning Outcomes 
POL1000 Government, Business and Society is currently undergoing systematic 
evaluation to ensure that future course redevelopment meets the critical aims of 
facilitating student induction to academic culture, building a supportive learning 
community and scaffolding the transition towards independent learning. Continued 
evaluation and review are important because effective course redevelopment is 
iterative. This evaluation is being conducted across the three semesters of 2007 via 
independent peer review, student course evaluation data, online surveys, telephone 
interviews and focus groups. Evaluation was also undertaken in Semester 3 2006, 
before the course redevelopment was rolled out to students.
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While data are still being collected about the impacts on student performance, there is 
improvement already on a number of fronts, including academic misconduct and 
assignment results. In comparison with earlier offerings of the course, the reduction in 
academic misconduct cases is substantial:

Table 1: Cases of academic misconduct in POL1000 in 2006 and 2007
Semester Assignments 1 & 2 Totals*

Warning/Failure 
to cite

Penalty Total academic 
misconduct

%

S1 2006 25 16 41 42.7%
S2 2006 61 23 84 47.4%
S3 2006 19 2 21 30.8%
S1 2007 8 0 8 10.6%
*Note: Some students may have been cited more than once.

This is an excellent result for a course that has had a significant academic misconduct 
problem in the past. Part of the aim of the redesign has been to introduce students to 
the norms and expectations of academic culture, including issues around academic 
misconduct. We argue that there is a significant role for scaffolding and support in 
reducing student anxiety and thus plagiarism. Through our taking a proactive, and 
plagiarism prevention focused, approach through careful assessment design and the 
use of the MyDropBox plagiarism detection system to allow students to self-assess 
their work before final submission, excellent results have been achieved. 

A significant improvement in first assignment performance compared with previous 
semesters can also be observed. These changes can be seen not only in a reduction in 
the fail rate but also in the improvement in the percentage of students receiving High 
Distinctions (HDs) and As (the equivalent of Distinctions). The reductions in fail rates 
are of particular importance, especially given the faculty and the university focus on 
improving rates of retention and progression. 

Table 2: Assignment 1 results in POL1000 in 2006 and 2007
Semester Number of Students (%)

HD A B C F
S1 2006 1 10 15 29 45
S2 2006 3.2 12.3 23.1 25.2 36.0
S3 2006 1.3 2.7 25.6 29.7 40.5
S1 2007 4.1 22.2 25.6 25.6 20.8

Table 3: Assignment 2 results in POL1000 in 2006 and 2007
Semester Number of Students (%)

HD A B C F
S1 2006 3.1 9.3 20.8 40.6 26.04
S2 2006 0 0 3.9 43.5 52.5
S3 2006 0 0 1.4 39.7 58.8
S1 2007 5.8 19.6 27.4 11.7 25.4
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Students have been overwhelmingly positive about their course experiences, with 
comments focused particularly on the support provided in terms of scaffolding and 
their learning through the research process in the written assessment. Examples of 
these comments are:

This assignment has been a steep learning curve in essay-writing, and 
assignment construction, and I have greatly appreciated your willingness 
to share resources (Student A, 2007).

I am really enjoying this subject…Thank you for giving me the 
opportunity of opening my eyes to issues I had previously not taken any 
interest in (Student B, 2007).

The fact that the assignment had different componenents and it was 
broken down in pieces and had to be completed on different dates made it 
a lot easier for me. I didn’t have much interest in this subject, but it 
definetly did ok if natural spteach me a lot ... (Student C, unedited text, 
2007).

I have really enjoyed this course, have had quite a few interesting debates 
with friends (boy were they surprised!), good job (Student D, 2007).

While we aim for further improvements, these preliminary improvements strongly 
support a pedagogical approach that encapsulates the elements of constructive 
alignment, formative or developmental assessment, extensive and proactive 
scaffolding of assessment and the centrality of an online learning environment for first 
year students as they transition into academic culture and university norms and 
expectations. These results are especially gratifying given the special challenges 
associated with first year core courses and the diverse student cohort at USQ.

Conclusion
In this paper, we have outlined a successful pedagogy for supporting students through 
their transition to academic culture and university life. The key elements of this 
pedagogy are constructive alignment, formative and developmental assessment, 
proactive and extensive scaffolding for student learning and a central role for an 
active online community. In the paper, we demonstrated the success of this approach 
through the case study of POL1000 Government, Business and Society, a first year 
course at USQ. POL1000 was redeveloped using the key pedagogical elements 
outlined above, and has led to improved student outcomes and retention. A decrease 
in academic misconduct, accompanied by an increase in student pass rates and overall 
academic achievement, highlights the strength of the pedagogical approach in 
supporting the student transition in this context.
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