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This handbook has been developed to assist 
academics teaching students who are new to university 
learning. It is part of a range of resources and activities 
that support ongoing, contract and sessional academics 
to develop, evaluate and strengthen the quality of 
the first year experience. The handbook provides 
information, advice, guidelines and examples, as 
well as links to additional information, resources and 
activities to support the evaluation and development of 
current practice. 

The contents of this handbook as well as the 
accompanying workshops, resources and activities, 
have been developed with great consideration of the 
field of scholarship around the first year experience, 
which has emerged over the past 20 years in Australia 
and throughout the world. 

The Centre for Teaching and Learning encourages 
a wider view of the first year experience beyond that 
of students entering university after completing high 
school. This material is widely applicable to anyone 
teaching students in their first year of a degree 
program, as well as enabling programs, and students 
arriving via TAFE and professional pathways. 

Students entering university for the first time, 
regardless of their background, share many common 
characteristics. Students who are new to the university 
require targeted support in making adjustments relating 
to social, academic and emotional aspects of university 
study because they:
• have not yet experienced the rigours of university 

study, including self-regulation and independent 
learning skills and habits.

• arrive with varying levels of background knowledge 
and academic skills.

• have little or no experience in using a virtual 
learning environment.

• have not yet developed knowledge of and skills in 
negotiating university systems and processes.

• may not have social contacts at university, and may 
be the first in their family to attend university.

The suggestions and guidelines in this handbook 
are aimed at developing a first year curriculum that 
takes these points into account, employing what is 
known as transition pedagogy for improving chances 
of engagement and therefore success in students’ 
transition and beyond.

Introduction
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This handbook covers four main topics: first 
year curriculum design, first year course 
design, teaching and learning activities 
for first year students, and strategies for 
supporting first year students’ learning.



First Year  
Curriculum Design
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The first year curriculum is central to the transition 
to university of all students, regardless of their 
background. A good first year curriculum caters for a 
diverse range of students. This is especially applicable 
given the changes in enrolment patterns over the past 
decades that have seen widening participation in higher 
education.

Key features of sound curriculum design include an 
explicit focus on the way students develop as learners, 
allowing for a sequence of learning and assessment 
experiences that start with what students already know, 
and develops complexity throughout the semester.

A first year curriculum is an enabling curriculum that 
incorporates academic, social and cultural transition in 
a holistic way. The way students develop a wide variety 
of academic literacy skills is an integral part of the 
curriculum; not adjunct to the curriculum.

Our three main areas for evaluating and improving first 
year curriculum design are 
• assessment practices, 
• the development of academic skills, and 
• ensuring that there is explicit and meaningful 

connection between the content of related courses. 

Collaboration between those who are delivering the 
curriculum will ensure the student learning experience 
is coherent and consistent. It will also serve to create 
complementary learning outcomes for students and 
develop positive relationships between colleagues.

Key Principles and Ideas



First Year  
Course Design
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Outcomes

Course learning outcomes should define the knowledge 
and skills students will achieve and be able to 
demonstrate by the end of your course. It begins with 
a stem (“By the end of the course, students will be 
able to…”), and includes an action that addresses the 
content or skills that students learn. Courses should 
contain three to six outcomes in total.

Note: At the University of Newcastle, ‘course learning 
outcomes’ has replaced ‘course objectives’ to reflect a 
student-centred approach.

Good learning outcomes are:

The most important consideration for first year courses 
is the level of expectation. Within a given program, first 
year courses are largely introductory, or foundational, 
and skills and knowledge are expected to be built upon 
in later years. 

We recommend that outcomes for first year courses 
include explicit inclusion of the academic skills needed 
for success. In a well-aligned course, this includes more 
formal assessment of academic skills, giving students 
the chance to focus on developing those skills, and to 
receive constructive feedback.  

The following are examples of learning outcomes that 
specifically relate to students’ academic skills and are 
highly suitable for first year and Enabling courses: 

At the end of the course, students will be able to
• communicate effectively using appropriate 

disciplinary conventions.
• independently gather relevant information using 

basic research skills.
• use technology appropriately to present 

information. 

Student centred Learning outcomes express what 
students will be able to do at the 
end of a learning session/course/
program.

Demonstrable Students must have an 
opportunity to show you that they 
have achieved this outcome by 
doing something. Careful use of 
verbs is important.

Measurable Students’ work needs to be 
measured in order to assess their 
learning against the outcome.

Achievable Students must be able to achieve 
the outcome in the given time-
frame and context of the course. 
You may need to revise and/or 
qualify the level of achievement.

Clear Provide clarity for students by 
being clear, without being overly 
specific.

Relevant If an outcome does not build 
to those at a higher level (e.g. 
course, program, discipline area), 
it is not relevant.

Key Principles and Ideas
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To students, assessments are the most important 
component of a course – they are the determinants of 
success and the area to which students pay the most 
attention. For students who are new to the university, 
there is a great deal of fear around assessment. 
Completing cover sheets, submitting work through 
Turnitin, understanding academic integrity, and having a 
good knowledge of policies relating to assessment can 
all be anxiety triggers for new students. 

How often should I discuss assessment?

Discuss assessments early and often. Build these 
discussions into teaching and learning activities. 
Remember that information given at the start of the 
course may be crowded out by other information, so it 
is important to use a just-in-time approach to discuss 
assessment information strategically, and in different 
formats. Make sure students are supported through the 
process of commencing, completing and submitting a 
task.

How should I discuss assessment?

Provide students with clear, concise information about 
what good work looks like for EVERY task. This may 
involve deconstructing marking rubrics and their 
purpose in depth, as well as including ‘how to’ sheets or 
booklets for each assessment. It is essential to unpack 

the wording of marking criteria. This will bridge the 
gap between what you know is good work and what 
students think is good work. Provide annotated work 
samples where possible. Have a conversation with 
students to clarify what it is you want from them.

It is also helpful to ensure students have a forum where 
they can ask questions about a given task (this may be 
a Q&A session at the end of a lecture, or a Frequently 
Asked Question (FAQ) discussion forum in your 
Blackboard environment). 

What kinds of assessment?

It is recommended that the first year curriculum offers 
a variety of assessment types. This not only caters 
for the diversity in students’ prior experiences, but 
exposes them to tasks and skills they will encounter 
(or require) later in their degree program. Consult the 
graduate attributes relevant to your course and program 
to determine which types of tasks are suitable for your 
students.

How do I begin?

Incorporate early, low-risk assessments (graded or 
informal) as an introduction to university assessment. 
Throwing new students into the deep end can have 
lasting negative effects on student learning and 

Assessment in the First Year Curriculum
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retention. It is best to begin with small, less complex 
tasks that reflect students’ starting point in a course and 
program. Low-stakes tasks can help students to adjust 
to assessment processes at university without too much 
risk of early failure, a common reason why students 
drop out. 

Supporting Academic Integrity

Many academics use Turnitin as a tool to ensure the 
integrity of their students’ work.  Students can also 
use Turnitin as a way to receive feedback on their 
referencing skills and address any potential academic 
integrity issues early. New students will not have 
used this tool before and may need additional support 
understanding how (and why) to use it.  Be sure to 
encourage students to submit drafts of their work to 
Turnitin and review the originality report provided. 
Discuss the Turnitin originality report in class or in 
your Blackboard environment when you address the 
assessment.

How does feedback play into assessment?

Scheduling a task early in the teaching term means 
first year students can get crucial early feedback, and 
you can start to address their learning needs early. 
Obtaining timely information can allow for adjustments 
in course structure, including your teaching and 
learning activities. Make sure tasks are scheduled so 
that feedback for one task can be used for the next. 

Between tasks, schedule an in-class or online activity 
that encourages students to revisit their feedback 
and apply it in order to improve their work. There are 
significant benefits for students to examine their own 
and their peers’ work.

Explicitly label feedback as such. Students have 
indicated that they do not always see comments on 
assessments or discussions about quality of work 
in class as feedback. Use the word explicitly and 
repeatedly with students to ensure they understand that 
you are providing them with feedback.

Additional strategies for providing feedback as well as 
assisting students to use it effectively can be found in 
the next section.
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Assessment strategies for First Year Students
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How to give feedback

Every student deserves the personal attention of 
individual feedback, yet this needn’t be so extensive 
that time efficiencies are lost. Many areas for improving 
student work are applicable across a cohort. Giving 
feedback to the whole group is not only efficient, it 
is highly suitable for first year students as individual 
students’ sensitivities are allayed, and the opportunity 
for them to learn from one another is increased.

The words you use can be powerful motivators.  Giving 
positive feedback is important! Explicitly tell students 
about the things you like about their work. It is important 
to focus comments on the work itself, not on the 
student.

Rubrics

Using well-constructed rubrics will cut down the amount 
of feedback you need to write when marking. Moreover, 
if the rubric is explicitly “unpacked” with students before 
the task is due, students are more likely to produce 
higher quality work. 

Turnitin provides access to an online marking tool 
‘GradeMark’ which features an electronic rubric. 
Electronic rubrics are ideal because they can make 
compiling and giving feedback quick and easy. 

Feeding forward

In addition to justifying a grade, feedback can also 
improve students’ subsequent work. When providing 
feedback, make sure that it provides students with 
guidance about how to go about things in the future. 
This is particularly important for formative assessments, 
especially if the work is scaffolded. For the next 

assessment task, or for a task like the one they have 
just completed, what exactly can the students do to 
improve their work? And what will you as their teacher 
do to help?

What will students do with the feedback?

Telling a student to improve their work is not the same 
as letting them know how they can improve their work. 
Good feedback will do the latter. On the next page, 
you will find activities that are designed to help new 
students use feedback to improve their work.

What is the right amount of feedback?

Providing too much feedback can be overwhelming 
and counterproductive for new students, and so 
can providing falsely positive feedback. Keep your 
comments to a small number of points, and provide 
clear strategies about how to go about improving the 
work. Be strategic and selective about the feedback 
you give to students, and realistic about what you can 
expect them to improve.

Use feedback for course improvement

Always collate and keep the feedback you give to your 
students. Next time the course is offered, you can use 
it to:

• improve the assessment tasks;
• improve the marking rubrics that provide students 

with guidelines about expectations;
• inform planned learning activities; and,
• create a list of FAQs to decrease the number of 

misuderstandings and student questions next time.

For more on good feedback practice, see Nicol and 
Macfarlane-Dick (2006).

Feedback and First Year Students
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These activities will help your students apply the 
feedback you have given them. If they are carried out 
regularly, and if the purpose of feedback is discussed 
explicitly, the skills and habits students learn by 
engaging in these activities will support their learning 
well beyond their first year. If you would like assistance 
with developing specific lesson plans for these 
activities, please contact CTL.

1.  Feedback chat

Students prepare by reading through the feedback 
thoroughly and pick one point that they would like 
to focus on. Students then form pairs, and each pair 
discusses their points. Use questions to guide the 
discussion: What is the point? Why did I get that 
feedback? What do I need to do next time? How will 
I make sure that I can do that? Students can learn 
together, and from one another, about how to use their 
feedback.  A class discussion should follow the activity 
with some of the key lessons drawn out. It is likely 
that pairs have discussed many of the same points, 
so this discussion will extend and deepen students’ 
understanding.

2.  Personal reflections on feedback

Many teachers successfully engage their students 
in reflecting on their feedback by asking students to 
write up to 200 words on how they used the feedback 
from the previous assessment to improve their work. 
Alternatively, students could be asked to submit a 
feedback checklist, though this is not as effective as a 
written reflection. A small portion of the grade should be 
allocated to this task to ensure that it is completed. 

3.  Feedback Jig-saw

For any given task, choose the top five or six feedback 
points you gave to students. Divide students into 
groups, so that each group will focus on one point only, 
working their way through a variation of the questions 
posed in the Feedback chat option above. Students 
then re-group so one person from each original group 
is in the new group (see the diagram below). Each 
student has the role of teaching the others about the 
strategies for addressing their feedback point. The class 
finishes with a teacher-led discussion within which each 
of the strategies is evaluated and collated for sharing as 
a resource with the group.

Three Feedback Activities for Your Students



14  |  First Year Curriculum Handbook

Early activities should orient students to learning, as 
well as other processes at university. Typically, lecturers 
focus on policies, procedures and protocols in the first 
class. To avoid making students feel overwhelmed 
- and to orient them to the core business of learning 
at university - keep these instructions to a minimum. 
Instead provide resources that can be accessed by the 
students at any time. Consider how your Blackboard 
environment is set up to facilitate linkages between 
content. Aim to address information when it is needed. 
For example, don’t spend time demonstrating the 
adverse circumstances system or the details of the final 
examination in the first week.

Identify students’ existing background knowledge and 
build upon this to increase difficulty and complexity 
as the teaching term progresses. “Scaffolding” is 
the term used to describe the process of developing 
students’ learning by providing support structures that 
are gradually removed as skills and knowledge are 
acquired. This applies to learning skills, as well as 
knowledge and understanding of course content.

The activities themselves need to suit new university 
learners. For example, it would be overly ambitious to 
have students working effectively in groups at the very 
start of the semester, especially if they do not know 
anyone, and/or have not worked in groups before. 
This is especially difficult for courses offered only in 

distance or online formats. Introduce group work a 
few weeks into the course when you and the students 
know each other better. Make sure that the group work 
activities are clearly structured and supervised. For 
more on group work, see CTL’s Guide and Tip Sheets 
online.

When sequencing learning activities, include 
mechanisms that enable you to assess students’ 
progress, and gather information for your course 
evaluation. See the next page for more information.

Lastly, appropriate sequencing of learning activities 
is integral and can be identified through the mapping 
process (see the First Year Curriculum design section). 
This does not have to be done with others teaching new 
students, although this is strongly recommended. The 
mapping process highlights when key assessments are 
due, what skills need to be developed and by when. 
Working backwards from the due dates will help you 
schedule appropriate teaching and learning activities.

Sequencing Your Course
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Five things to remember
It’s not all about the content!
Sequencing activities should be driven by student 
learning needs.

Alignment and suitability of learning activities
Ensure that all learning activities are directly linked to, 
and are suitable for, the development of course 
learning outcomes. 

Developing students’ academic skills 
Schedule just-in-time academic skills lessons. Leverage 
online resources in Blackboard to evaluate your 
students’ skills and look for opportunities to further 
develop or support individuals as required.

Learning also takes place outside of class time: 
take control of this opportunity
It is easy to focus on activities that are direct student-
teacher or student-student interactions when planning. 
New students need guidance about how to regulate 
their learning when you’re not around. Consider how 
your Blackboard environment is set up to facilitate 
learning and interaction between students, you and the 
content. For advice on maximising the potential of your 
virtual learning environment, contact UoNline Support 
or BOLD. 

Examples can be found in the Teaching and Learning 
Activities section.

1

2

4

5

Develop learning outcomes for each week, or 
section of the course 
Break the course down into smaller learning outcomes. 
These outcomes, when linked together, work towards 
the attainment of the overall course learning outcomes. 
Ensure outcomes are clearly listed in lecture slides, 
assessment descriptions and Blackboard discussion 
forums..

3
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Literature relating to students’ first year experience 
at university strongly recommends that formal and 
informal monitoring processes be put in place (see Kift, 
2008). Such processes are designed to gauge students’ 
engagement and to provide timely advice about support 
and interventions to reduce the risk of students being 
unsuccessful. 

Timely monitoring throughout the teaching term allows 
course coordinators to:

• get to know students and their needs
• provide early intervention and support where 

required
• highlight aspects of course design and delivery that 

need adjustment
• determine where additional support services and 

resourcing are required.

Key Strategies

• Always provide one-on-one assistance to students 
who have failed a task 

• Follow up with students who have missed several 
classes 

• Look for patterns of strengths and weaknesses in 
student work

• Look for patterns in the Adverse Circumstances 
system 

• Regularly consult with your teaching team, and 
other colleagues who teach the same students 

• Keep in touch with support services to find out what 
sorts of issues your students may be encountering 
(at particular times of the year) 

• Be strategic and deliberate in gathering information 
(for example, draw up a timeline indicating the sort 
of information you need, and when it should be 
collected 

• Use the UoNline  Evaluation tools such as  Early 
Warning System and Performance Dashboard 
to monitor students’ progress and determine the 
frequency of access and usage of your Blackboard 
resources. Blackboard Analytics will provide even 
richer data about students’ use of Blackboard, 
and students can be encouraged to review their 
own analytics report. Echo analytics can similarly 
be used to determine how many students review 
lectures and where they rewind and stop watching.

Monitoring Students’ Progress



Teaching and Learning 
Activities for  

New Students
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General Strategies
Face-to-face activities

Think-pair-share 
This simple strategy allows students to develop their 
own ideas, and then share them with a peer before 
having to share them with a larger group, or the rest of 
the class. 

It is particularly effective for first year students because 
it fosters peer interaction without creating anxiety about 
sharing with the whole class. 

Class debate
Debates are especially good in subjects where a 
controversial topic is being addressed. Debates help 
develop open-mindedness, communication skills, 
teamwork skills, and analytical skills. If combined 
with other approaches, reading comprehension and 
problem-solving skills may also be enhanced. 

Clickers and audience response systems
Clickers allow students to use technology in the 
classroom to interact with you and each other in a 
low-risk fashion. Teachers can pose questions and 
run polls in class, gathering anonymous data that can 
be used to facilitate discussion and assess students’ 
understanding.

Key Principles and Ideas
According to Pascarella & Terenzini (2005, cited in Kift, 2008), “innovative, active, collaborative, and constructivist 
instructional approaches shape learning more powerfully” (p. 17).  FIrst year students should be engaged in 
authentic, interactive and relevant learning activities from the very start of their university careers.  These activities 
should be characterised by an explicit emphasis on learning academic skills, including thinking processes required 
for learning in the discipline.

If you would like to learn more, contact  
Academic Development on 49215350.
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Online strategies
Week 0 Blackboard Tour
Before the teaching term begins, or in the first 
week, have students take a tour around the course 
Blackboard site. Prepare a set of questions that 
requires them to navigate their way around, locating 
key information and trialling features they will use in the 
course. This is important for introducing new students 
to the virtual learning environment.

Discussion forums
Discussion forums can create a sense of community 
for students between face-to-face interactions. They 
also provide a space for students to pose questions 
or access the FAQs section. Like other Blackboard 
tools, content can be graded. A new feature will not 
allow students to see other comments until they have 
submitted their own, encouraging interaction between 
students.

Use adaptive release options in Blackboard to scaffold 
students’ learning
Use the features available within Blackboard to 
sequence activities and the release of content with 
learning modules, date availability, review, membership 
or grade rules. These strategies can be used to scaffold 
students through content at specific points of the course 
and can include quizzes for informal or formal grading 
purposes.  

Moreover, they can explicitly model the thinking 
processes required for learning various aspects of your 
course, giving students valuable skills they can use 
throughout their program.

Blackboard quizzes
Develop formative quizzes in Blackboard using the tests 
and surveys tools that allow students to test themselves 
at key points throughout the teaching term. Students 
can use their results to pinpoint areas of further study 
and ask questions. Access to the information can be 
used to develop targeted, just-in-time teaching and 
learning activities based on student responses. 

Using UoNline for interaction
There is a range of ways for students to interact with 
each other in UoNline. Apart from discussion forums 
and blogs, Blackboard also allows for web conferencing 
via Collaborate and instant messaging. Consider using 
these tools to enhance students’ interaction with you 
and with each other. 

If you would like to learn more, contact  
the UoNline Support team on 49217101.
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Initial worries checklist
The class is provided with a list of “worries” that are 
common to first year students. In pairs, students 
introduce themselves and compare checklists. In a 
larger group of two or three pairs, each individual 
introduces their partner. As a larger group, worries are 
compared and questions and solutions are developed. 
The teacher then answers any remaining questions.

Rationale
The worries are already named by the teacher, and are 
thus ‘normalised’ right from the start. The ‘think-pair-
share’ activity allows shy students to participate in a 
low-risk fashion.  Developing questions and solutions 
together similarly allows for ‘safety’ in raising and 
addressing concerns.

Online variation
Group students and provide them with their own forum 
to discuss over a longer period of time, perhaps one 
day. Ensure groups finish the activity by preparing a list 
of questions and solutions that are submitted to you or 
posted in a forum accessible to everyone.

Have less time? Limit the activity to pairs, or have 
students respond individually using clickers.

How do I learn?
Individually, students think of something they are good 
at (this can be academic, sport, hobby, etc). Students 
write down three things they did to learn this skill. They 
then write down how they found out they were good 
at this (again, three things). In small groups, students 
compare their responses, but they do not tell the others 
what it is that they are talking about. The group collates 
the responses and reports back to the class, setting up 
a class discussion.

Rationale
This activity gives students an early focus on learning, 
and in particular, their own learning. By allowing 
students to focus on something that is potentially 
unrelated to university or academic work, the learning 
process is ‘normalised’ and has a positive focus on 
achievement. Students can see that no matter what 
they were focusing on, the learning process for many is 
the same (like practice, perseverance, etc.)

Online variation
Students use break-out rooms in Blackboard 
Collaborate to discuss and then report back to the main 
room, or post in a forum accessible to everyone.

Orienting Students’ to Learning at University
These activities can be used to orient students to university learning, as well as to break the ice in the classroom and 
allay inevitable anxieties. They can be used in face-to-face teaching situations or varied for online interaction.  
These activities have been adapted from Cottrell (2001) and Bradbeer (1999).
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There are no ‘right’ answers
The teacher develops a list of controversial issues 
that are relevant to the course. Individually, students 
consider where they stand on each issue, and into 
which category their stance falls for each issue. In 
small groups students discuss their stance to the issue 
and why. A class discussion addresses the broader 
sentiments of students in noting the similarities and 
differences between individuals in groups.

Rationale
This activity asks students to explicitly consider the fact 
that there are not always ‘right’ answers, and creates a 
space for a discussion about critical thinking.

Introductory surveys and quizzes
Using the (anonymous) Survey tool in Blackboard, 
construct a brief quiz (no more than 5-10 questions) 
that will help students identify what they already know 
about your course content and/or their study skills. 
Assessments can increase student anxiety so be sure 
to reassure students that it is not a graded component 
of the course and that it is intended solely to help 
them (and you) prepare for the work ahead. Be sure 
to discuss the results generally – either online (via an 
announcement, or in a section with guides for study 
skills) or in class. 

Note: If you wish to address individual concerns, you 
should create a test (not a de-identified survey) as this 
will allow you to identify students and their responses.

Face-to-face variation
Have students complete the survey or quiz in class. 
Content can then be self-graded or, if students are 
comfortable, graded by a peer.

Have less time? Consider using clickers in class  
– this will allow students to see the results immediately. 



Supporting  
New Students
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Assessment Guides

Guides provide students with the necessary information 
about completing and submitting assessment items. 
These can be general and shared between coordinators 
of courses, or they can be written as specific guidelines 
for completing a given task. They should be kept brief 
so that students are not overwhelmed and potentially 
confused, and should always be discussed in class.  
See Cottrell (2001, pp. 61-2).

Providing links on Blackboard to support students

Be strategic about providing external links on the 
course Blackboard site. These should be low in number, 
but high in quality. Check them carefully to ensure that 
they are suitable for your students, and that they are 
not broken.

Diagnostic and practice quizzes

Consider a brief diagnostic quiz to gauge students’ 
background knowledge of a given subject. You can 
use the results to adjust your teaching and learning 
activities as required. Practice quizzes are also a good 
idea for students to test their own knowledge and 
skills. These should be carefully constructed to provide 
feedback to students on how they can improve their 
learning.

‘How to’ and Tip Sheets

One-page ‘How to’ and Tip sheets are brief and 
accessible. You can access ready-made tip sheets 
for students on university systems and processes, 
and provide links on your course Blackboard site 
(see left hand side) or make your own for any course 
specific systems or tasks. Contact CTL or individual 
university services to find out which tip sheets are 
already available for your students, or to get help with 
developing your own.

Glossaries

Help students learn the language of the discipline 
by providing them with, or helping them develop, a 
glossary of key words. An easy to use glossary tool is 
available in Blackboard. 

Templates and models

If a submission is required in a given format, provide a 
template to make it easier for students and the marker. 
Provide models of good work so that students can 
see what you are looking for.  If you have a variety of 
models from a range of grades you can have students 
dissect and discuss why some are of better quality than 
others. 

Use models (and rubrics) to show students how to 
evaluate their own work, and set them on the path to 
success throughout their program. 

Developing resources for students
First year university students may require additional resources to support their learning. There is already a wide range 
of resources available that you can adapt for your students. Before you spend time developing new ones, it is worth 
investigating several places including the CTL web page, the ‘Help for Students’ tab in UoNline (for help using the 
various technologies in UoNline), the Learning Development Blackboard site (all staff and students have access to 
this), and the Internet more generally. Take care to adapt the materials to your students’ needs. 
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First year courses are often large. This can result in an 
overwhelming amount of communication from new 
students. Set up communication protocols early, ensure 
that these are clearly conveyed to your students, and 
make sure you stick to them!

Establish guidelines

In the first few classes, take 15-30 minutes to compile 
a list of students’ expectations of themselves and 
of you. This can take the form of an agreement or 
contract (students can even sign it) and can be 
referred to throughout the course as required. Potential 
subjects that can guide student responses may 
include: attendance in class (where applicable); online 
presence; preparedness for class; group-work; and the 
submission of work/grades.

Be available for students

This does not mean you have to be contactable 24 
hours a day, but it does mean that students can expect 
to have access to you on a regular basis and especially 
at times of need (for example, before an assessment 
item is due). 

Have regular face-to-face or online office hours via 
Blackboard IM so students can ask questions or 
discuss their grades. Advertise these times and be 

prepared to change them or be flexible if students 
cannot attend. Similarly, let students know how 
frequently you will answer their emails.

Be approachable

First year students’ success can depend on how willing 
and comfortable they are to ask questions. If they 
don’t see you as approachable, they may miss vital 
information and misunderstandings may arise.

Provide a frequently asked questions forum

In order to avoid responding to the same questions 
repeatedly, create a FAQ forum in Blackboard. You 
can compile a list of common questions to start with 
and add to the list as students inquire about other 
subjects. Students should be encouraged to visit the 
FAQ forum before submitting a question to you or 
the tutors. You might like to provide several forums 
on a range of topics, and give students instructions 
about thread titles for ease of navigation. This will also 
encourage students to be more responsible for seeking 
information.

Effective Communication



First Year Curriculum Handbook  |  25

Streamline your course Blackboard site

Take care to organise your course Blackboard site so 
that students do not feel overwhelmed by all of the 
information and resources. Avoid using Blackboard as a 
place to ‘dump’ or ‘store’ information. Be selective about 
what you include in content areas, and how you name 
them. Adaptive release settings can be used to reveal 
information to students as they need it. Contact the 
UoNline Support Team or BOLD for advice on how to 
best to structure your Blackboard environment.

Be explicit, clear and transparent

Communication needs to be clear and explicit. Never 
make assumptions about what first year students know 
and understand. What we know as ‘normal’ is often a 
mystery to new students, including effective academic 
learning habits, and institutional jargon, processes and 
systems. 

In addition, be transparent about your choices by 
regularly explaining to students the purpose of activities 
and assessment tasks and how they contribute to the 
learning outcomes. Provide instructions and rubrics that 
are clear and concise, and written in a language that is 
easy for students to understand. 
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