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Student success (at university) is largely 
determined by student experiences in the first 
year. 

Upcraft et al. (2005)

Excellence in Teaching First Year Students



• Lack of academic support is rated as an important issue for students who 
leave university after the first semester May & Bousted (2004)

• Improved retention and completion in first year has been observed in courses 
with an emphasis on formative assessment Yorke & Thomas (2003) 

• Introduction of continuous assessment and feedback have long been 
recognised as the most powerful single influence that makes a difference to 
student achievement J.A. Hattie (1987)

• Relationship between student’s acknowledging their  personal responsibility 
for education and formative assessment  leads to the greatest educational 
achievements Brown & Hirschfeld (2008), Black & Wiliam (1998a)
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Teaching Philosophy

“It is within the first year curriculum that 
commencing students must be ENGAGED, 
SUPPORTED, and REALISE THEIR SENSE OF 
BELONGING”

Kift 2009



Difficulties Specific to First Year Teaching
(95 Biomedical Science students) 

Staff view

Traditional Taught Module

• Didactic, remote teaching 

• Low retention rates

• High failure rates 

• Low average pass mark

• Low attendance

Student view 

Not adequately prepared for 
University life

• Leaving home

• Passive learning 

• Overwhelmed by class sizes

• Unfamiliar examinations

• Too much information

• Personal significance (is this the 
right course for me?)



Supporting First Year: 
Action Plan

I: Review Curricular Content 

II: Introduce Task Based Tutorials

III: Review Assessment

IV: Practice Exam Technique

V: Introduce Innovative Technology (Rising Star Award)



How we support Students (I):
Reviewed Curricular Content (increasing 
interaction)

Year Lectures Practicals Tutorials Exam

Written Practical CA

04/05 82 23 3   -

07/08 70 27 9   -

09/10 70 27 14  - 



How we support our students (II):
Tutorials 

Question (15 mins): 
Using the diagram below as a guide, describe the normal 
sequence of events that occur during synaptic transmission.



How we support our students (III):
Continuous Assessment & Feedback (weekly practical)

“Compare and contrast the key histological differences between the SPLEEN and 
the THYMUS. Use diagrams to illustrate your answers”



IMPACT: Continuous Assessment
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How we support our students (IV):
Practicing Exam Technique



How we support our students (IV):
Technology

video clips, animations, podcasting, personal response systems (PRS)





Total Impact
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Dealing with the transition 

What was wrong 

• High failure rate

• Low average passing mark

• Final end of semester 
assessment

What we did

• Reviewed curriculum and 
assessment

• Restructure of final exam 
format 

• Attendance

• Lack of interaction between 
staff and student

• No feedback!

• Personal connection with the 
degree

• Introduction of task based 
tutorial (feedback)

• Introduction of continuous 
assessment (feedback)

• Open Book Exam (feedback)

• Class tests (feedback)



Issues

• 70 lectures 

• Staff Commitment 
• Weekly individual marking and feedback for 95 

students

• Four class tests as part of in course assessment 

• Monitoring student attendance



Future developments

SHORT TERM GOALS
• Reviewing module feedback 
• Open Day Biomedical & Biological Science  

MID TERM GOALS 
• E – learning (Questionmark)
• Virtual histology (supplement to assessment) 
• Introduction of integrated, case based tutorials 

LONG TERM GOALS
• Horizontal integration with School of Biology 
• Vertical integration with levels 2 & 3
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Thank you for your time 

Questions?



Retention rates

• The rates in QUB generally and for Biomedical 
Sciences in particular show a similar trend;

• 2005-06, 3.4% of students did not return to 
the second year of Biomedical Science 

• 9.1% in 2007-08


