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ABSTRACT 

This paper expands on and contributes to work in the field of transition in higher education, specific 

to the First Year Seminar (FYS). Although several studies have examined the efficacy of FYS 

programmes in supporting students’ transition into university, there is not much literature with a 

clear focus on the planning, execution, and evaluation of these programmes, particularly in the 

South African context. As such, the aim of this study is to use an evidence-based approach to 

design and evaluate an FYS. The research methodology draws on the constructive paradigm and 

makes use of a non-experimental, qualitative research design by employing a document analysis. 

Curriculum documents from the FYS at the University of the Free State (UFS) are analysed to 

answer the research question, “how can evidence-based FYS programmes be designed?” The 

study draws on Transition Pedagogy as the conceptual framework, specifically focusing on its First 

Year Curriculum Principles for design. Key findings indicate that the nature of the FYS at the UFS 

– a hybrid seminar integrated into the curriculum across all faculties – does meet the criteria for 

evaluating FYCPs. However, this investigation was also useful in determining ways to improve the 

design of this FYS to better support students’ transition into university. The implications of these 

findings are promising for the development of well-designed and evidence-based FYS 

programmes as core contributors to supporting first-year students’ transition into university.  

Keywords: First Year Curriculum Principles, First Year Seminar, first-year students, evidence-

based approach to design, evaluation of a First Year Seminar 

 

 

INTRODUCTION  
This paper investigates the design and evaluation of First Year Seminar (FYS) programmes in 

South Africa. These programmes fall under the umbrella of First Year Experiences (FYEs) but 

have a specific format based on their categorisation as seminars. There are five categories of 

FYS programmes: extended orientation, academic seminars, preprofessional and discipline-
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linked seminars, basic study skills seminars, and hybrid seminars (Barefoot, 1992; Greenfield, 

Keup, and Gardner, 2015). There are a number of FYS programmes that run at South African 

universities, such as the extended orientation at North West University (NWU), the academic 

seminar at the University of Johannesburg (UJ), the preprofessional and discipline-linked 

seminars at UJ and the University of the Free State (UFS), the basic study skills seminar at the 

UFS, and the hybrid seminar at the UFS (Combrink and Oosthuizen, 2020; Jacobs and 

Pretorius, 2016; Jama, 2018; Oosthuizen, Malan, and Combrink, 2017; NWU, n.d.; UJ, 2023). 

Typically, the purpose of FYS programmes is to foster connections between students and their 

studies, other students, staff, and the institution. Additionally, FYS programmes support student 

transition by requiring students to spend time and effort on educationally meaningful tasks 

(Kuh, 2008). Although FYS programmes exist in several South African higher education 

institutions, there is a lack of academic investigation into the planning, execution, and 

evaluation of these programmes, as evidenced by the scarcity of local literature on the subject. 

Some of the only South African publications on evidence-based approaches to designing and 

evaluating FYS programmes are Jacobs and Pretorius (2016) on the preprofessional 

mathematics FYS at UJ, Combrink and Oosthuizen (2020) on the hybrid FYS at the UFS, and 

Jama (2018) on the preprofessional health sciences FYS at the UFS.  

Many studies suggest that a limited comprehension of FYS programmes results in the 

squandering of resources, potential, and capacity, which further results in the failure of these 

programmes to adequately meet students’ transition needs (Lewin and Mawoyo, 2014; Scott, 

2008; Thurber and Walton, 2012; van Zyl, Dampier, and Ngwenya, 2020). In a national survey 

on FYS programmes in the US, Padgett and Keup (2011) found that just over half (53%) of 

these programmes were formally evaluated. Despite the low evaluation rate, American 

practitioners publish prolifically, so there is a rich literature base on the efficacy of their FYS 

programmes. Also, they have created a strong case for the value of an evidence-based or data-

informed approach to designing FYS programmes to address the outcomes of retention and 

persistence of first-year students (Goldberg, Zou, and Sriram, 2019; Pascarella and Terenzini, 

2005; Parsh et al., 2021; Pittendrigh et al., 2016; Peuler and Coltrain, 2020). Scholarly inputs 

like these enhance the calibre and efficiency of the planning, design, implementation, and 

evaluation of FYS programmes and thus also support students’ successful transition into and 

through their first year of university. However, even with such scholarly contributions, there is 

still a lack of literature with a clear focus on the planning, execution, and evaluation of these 

programmes, particularly in the South African context. 
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This paper is thus an important contribution to the expansion of the literature base on FYS 

programmes in South Africa and the optimisation of FYS programmes. The paper’s 

contribution lies in its investigation into how an evidence-based approach to design can support 

students’ transition needs in their first year of study. This paper starts by discussing some of the 

key literature on the impact of designing and evaluating an FYS programme and using the First 

Year Curriculum Principles from Nelson (2014). Evidence of the impact of such design 

principles comes from a case study, the FYS at the UFS, which supports the argument for 

evidence-based design of FYS programmes.  

 

LITERATURE REVIEW  
The first-year landscape in South Africa and the need for context-specific 
student support 
To understand the role of intentional design, implementation, and evaluation of an FYS 

programme, it is necessary to first consider the characteristics of the first-year student cohort 

so that appropriate design decisions can be taken that speak to students’ needs. It is imperative 

to note that taking a deficit view of students when considering the planning of support initiatives 

is socially unjust. The approach of this research is data-informed to address the challenges many 

South African students face and to mitigate the risk of student dropout in the first year.  

Although South Africa has made significant strides in widening access to higher 

education, only 55 per cent of students who enrolled for a degree in 2014 managed to graduate 

by 2019 (Council on Higher Education 2021). This statistic underscores a crucial point 

repeatedly emphasised in recent higher education literature: access without success does not 

truly offer genuine opportunity (Council on Higher Education, 2013; Department of Higher 

Education and Training, 2020; Engstrom and Tinto, 2008; Scott, 2018, 2017; Tinto, 2014).  The 

core argument is that simply gaining entry to higher education without achieving success in the 

form of a degree holds little value for both students and the economy. Without adequate support 

structures in place, access does not mean much more than simply getting a foot in the door. 

Young (2016) and Barefoot (2004) describe this as a revolving door, which occurs when 

students either drop out or remain in the system without completing their studies. Therefore, 

the low throughput rates in South Africa's higher education system are likely to persist unless 

there is a deliberate focus on enhancing student success and aligning with institutional 

strategies.  
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Why is it important to design and evaluate a FYS programme? 
All first-year university students, regardless of their educational background, encounter various 

challenges upon entering university. These challenges arise because they are new to the 

university and unfamiliar with the increased volume, complexity, and variation of academic 

tasks (Cottrell, 2013; Lillis and Turner, 2001; Lewin and Mawoyo, 2014; Ramzan, Khan, and 

Bibi, 2018). Although these challenges are widespread globally, they are particularly notable 

within the South African education system and directly or indirectly stem from various factors. 

The first are socioeconomic factors, such as the need for financial assistance, food insecurity, 

or students being the first in their family to attend university (Cohen, 2019; Centre for Teaching 

and Learning, 2023a, 2023b; Hamshire et al., 2021; Henrichsen and Keenan, 2023; Lewin and 

Mawoyo, 2014; Mlambo, Masuku, and Ndebele, 2022; Pike and Kuh, 2005; Thobejane and 

Fatoki, 2017). Various shortcomings in the basic education system also pose challenges, 

including limited or no access to technology, students lacking proficiency in English and/or 

academic literacy, inadequate preparation for higher education, and uncertainty among students 

regarding the relationship between their degree and future career prospects. Lastly, the lingering 

effects of apartheid in South Africa, such as the need for social inclusion and adjustment to 

diverse racial and cultural backgrounds, still pose challenges (Chetty and Pather, 2015; Thurber 

and Walton, 2012). Failure to address these challenges thus amplifies the risk of students 

dropping out. Providing adequate support during the first year of study is essential for 

mitigating this risk. 

While institutions may not be able to directly tackle broader systemic issues beyond the 

scope of higher education, they can provide FYS programmes to enhance students’ access to 

university. For an institution to adequately support students, it is imperative that student support 

practitioners understand the challenges their first-year cohort faces, as well as what FYS 

programme(s) would best address those challenges. To further support the argument made in 

this article, the FYS programme must be thoughtfully designed, executed, and evaluated to 

determine its impact on student transition into and through students’ first year. 

 

First Year Curriculum Principles 
The FYCPs underpin Transition Pedagogy – an institution-wide conceptual framework aimed 

at  supporting the FYE (Kift, Nelson, and Clarke, 2010). In this paper, the FYS at the UFS will 

be used as a case study of how the FYCPs can be applied to an FYS. The premise upon which 

Transition Pedagogy is based is that all students have the curriculum in common – their degree 

programme is the reason they came to university. Therefore, support initiatives based outside 
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the curriculum, such as co-curricular support initiatives run out of various student support 

divisions, are often not able to produce impact at scale. Additionally, if student success and the 

approach to attain it are not integrated into university policy and strategic objectives, then the 

incentive to move the needle is not visceral or part of the institutional culture. In other words, 

it is often an unattainable goal. Transition Pedagogy posits that the curriculum, co-curricular 

support initiatives, and university policy should all align to support students’ transition into 

university, with the curriculum being the central focus of the FYE (Kift 2010 ). There are six 

FYCPs which guide the design of FYE programmes, namely transition, design, diversity, 

engagement, assessment, and evaluation and monitoring (Nelson et al., 2014).  

The FYCPs have been used in different contexts and at different levels. Nelson et al. 

(2014) provide a range of practical ways to use this framework at a modular-, degree 

programme-, and institutional-level. Use of this framework, however, is often only applied to 

the curriculum of the degree programme, focusing on how academic staff use these principles 

in their teaching of first-year students and in their design and implementation of their courses. 

Academic staff are also expected to collaborate with co-curricular support programmes to 

provide holistic support to students in their first year and thus enhance retention. At some 

institutions, the FYCPs are applied in only one or two programmes and not across the first year 

curriculum, as evidenced by the many case studies listed on the Transition Pedagogy website 

(Kift, 2008). Due to the nature of the FYS at the UFS, an institution-wide hybrid seminar that 

is a compulsory part of the curriculum of the degree programme, exploring the application of 

the FYCPs and use of an evidence-based approach to designing and implementing an FYS 

seemed a valuable contribution to the field. Thus, the paper does not present an academic 

curriculum making use of the FYCPs in the conventional application of Transition Pedagogy in 

an FYE, but it rather presents a new take on using these principles to underpin the design of an 

FYS.  

Table 1 provides a summary of how these FYCPs can be used to design and evaluate an 

FYS. The six principles are listed in the first column, the definitions of each principle are listed 

in the second column, and the criteria for how each principle can be applied in practice is listed 

in the third column. 
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Table 1: Definitions of the FYCPs and how they can be used to design and evaluate a First Year Seminar 
FYCP Definition How this principle can be used to design and evaluate an FYS 

Transition The FYS should be designed and executed to support students’ transition 

into university, and this should be a programme that takes place over time 

to allow for the various adjustments students go through throughout their 

first year. 

This principle can be used to design and evaluate if: 

1. students learn about university systems and processes;  

2. students learn about academic processes; 

3. students interact with other students and staff; and  

4. engagement and interaction are considered in the execution of the FYS 

to ensure that students have indeed comprehended and learned the 

information.   

Diversity The design of the FYS must consider the diversity of the student cohort 

in terms of equity, changes in the cohort from year to year, students’ prior 

knowledge and skills, and the different times at which different groups of 

students may start the year (this may differ by degree programme where 

selection courses may start earlier than other courses; in some 

programmes students may be able to start in the second semester 

instead of the first; the registration period should also be considered in 

terms of timing, specific to students who register late due to funding 

delays).  

This principle can be used to design and evaluate if:  

1. the design team has collected demographic data on the student cohort 

to assess for diversity; 

2. students receive opportunities to engage with diverse others in the FYS; 

and  

3. there are strategies in place to manage the differences in students’ prior 

knowledge and skills.  

Design The design of the FYS should be student-centred, relevant, relatable, 

explicit, and visible to students in terms of its aim to support students 

develop the skills they need to be successful. Therefore, the knowledge, 

skills, and attitudes required for student development should be an 

intentional part of the curriculum design.  

This principle can be used to design and evaluate if: 

1. the knowledge and skills required for student development and transition 

are explicit and visible in the learning outcomes; 

2. a road map or syllabus of the FYS is provided to students so that they 

are aware of the knowledge and skills they will be gaining; and 

3. the values and attitudes that a student requires to be a successful first-

year student are clearly articulated.  

Engagement The curriculum design of the FYS, which includes how students will learn, 

be taught, and assessed, should include student engagement indicators 

This principle can be used to design and evaluate if:  

1. the implementation of the FYS includes opportunities for engagement 

with peers through informal and formal group work activities; 

https://dx.doi.org/10.20853/39-5-6591
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in the design. These indicators are active and collaborative learning, peer 

interaction, and student-staff interaction.  

2. the assessment requires students to engage with the content (i.e., does 

the assessment provide evidence that students are engaging with the 

skills required to successfully transition into university?);  

3. opportunities are provided (whether through teaching activities or 

assessments) to help students make links between their personal lives 

and the knowledge and skills covered in the FYS; and 

4. opportunities are provided for students to discuss their assessment 

feedback with staff.  

Assessment The design of the FYS should teach students how to transition from high 

school-level assessments to university-level assessments. Regular and 

timely feedback should be provided so that assessment is used as a tool 

for learning (for students to comprehend the requirements and meet 

them, and for staff to monitor performance and accordingly adjust their 

teaching where necessary).  

This principle can be used to design and evaluate if: 

1. the FYS teaches students about the different types of assessments they 

can expect at university and how to tackle these assessments; 

2. the FYS teaches students about the kinds of assessment feedback they 

can expect at university and how to respond to  that feedback; 

3. the FYS teaches students about the skills required to successfully 

complete assessments at university; 

4. the FYS teaches students how to manage their time to attend to all their 

assessment activities; and 

5. the FYS consistently provides clear feedback to students on 

assessments (within the FYS). 

Evaluation and 

Monitoring 

The design of the FYS must be evidence-based. Thus, it must be 

regularly evaluated and adapted to meet the needs of the students. An 

action-research approach can also be taken to ensure timely intervention 

if the students are not responsive to the curriculum design and are thus 

at risk of failure. 

This principle can be used to design and evaluate if: 

1. data gathered at admission (such as biographical data, AP scores, 

school quintile) and any other relevant sources inform the design of the 

FYS; and 

2. data is collected to evaluate the FYS and inform changes in the 

curriculum design and execution.  

 
Adapted from Nelson et al. (2014: 17–18)
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METHODOLOGY 
Research context 
There are approximately 40, 000 students enrolled at the UFS across three campuses (two in 

Bloemfontein in the Central Free State and one in Phuthaditjhaba in the Eastern Free State). 

The majority of these students are undergraduate students who come from rural contexts, 

attended under-resourced high schools (quintile one to three), and did not receive a proficient 

score for the National Benchmark Test (a pre-university readiness test). Therefore, it can be 

concluded that the majority of first-year students entering the UFS are underprepared for 

university. At the UFS, as part of the social justice imperative to ensure all students receive 

equitable opportunities to be successful and persist through their first year, the FYS is 

mandatory and credit-bearing. This programme has been in place since 2012. The FYS is a 

hybrid seminar presented as a module that is part of the academic curriculum. The module is 

now titled UFSS (University of the Free State Skills) and was previously known as UFS101. 

More than 8, 000 students across seven faculties enrol in the FYS each year. The custodian of 

the FYS is the Centre for Teaching and Learning (CTL), and it is one of many student success 

initiatives driven by this student and staff support centre. 

 

Research aim and design 
To explore how evidence-based FYS programmes can be designed to optimise transitional first-

year student support, a curriculum document analysis of study guides, syllabi, teaching assistant 

training content, lesson plans, student communication, and module evaluation reports was 

conducted. The research drew on the constructivist paradigm and made use of a qualitative, 

non-experimental design (Creswell and Creswell, 2018; Mogashoa, 2014). The curriculum 

documents, consisting of multiple documents as sources, were explored to investigate how the 

FYCPs manifest in the FYS at the UFS.  

 

Data analysis 
The curriculum documents included 10 study guides, five syllabi, material from 10 teaching 

assistant training sessions, lesson plans for each of the units presented in the study guides, 

student communication spanning five years, and three module evaluation reports between the 

years 2017 and 2021. To evaluate the design of the FYS, the researcher thoroughly read through 

these documents and conducted a content analysis comparing them to each of the FYCP criteria.  

 

https://dx.doi.org/10.20853/39-5-6591
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FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION  

Using the six FYCPs as an evaluative framework for the analysis, this paper now turns to a 

discussion of the extent to which each of the principles is present in the design of the FYS at 

UFS. Evidence will be provided through excerpts from the FYS curriculum documents. For 

ease of reading, the principles are numbered from one to six, and the design and evaluation 

criteria for each principle are italicised in the findings.  

 

Principle 1: Transition  
The curriculum documents were analysed against the four FYCP design and evaluation criteria 

for transition, as indicated in Table 1. In the FYS at the UFS, “students learn about university 

systems and processes in the first class”, as can be seen in the excerpts from the study guide 

(Figures 1), as well as the excerpt from the lesson plan (Figure 2). The circled text in Figures 1 

and 2 provide examples of how students are guided through accessing the university systems, 

such as Blackboard (the Learning Management System), the UFS website, and student email. 

This information is provided to students in writing in the study guide (Figures 1). In class, 

Teaching Assistants (TAs – senior students who are appointed as contract staff) demonstrate 

where to find information (Figure 2) and check in with students through polls and discussions 

to see if students understand the university processes. 

Figure 1: Learning about university systems from the study guide.               
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Figure 2: Demonstration of teaching university systems and processes from the lesson plan 

 

It is important to note the focus on computer literacy skills in this FYS. Due to the systemic 

challenges and range of socio-economic disparities in the basic education space (mentioned 

earlier), many students are unprepared for the level of computer literacy required to be a 

successful student at university. Thus, in the UFS context, the FYS content must first address 

the computer literacy needs of the students before it can address university systems and 

processes.  

The excerpt from the syllabus (Figure 3), provides an example of how “students learn 

about academic processes”. The text in Figure 3 shows that students learn about various 

academic processes, including modular-level communication expectations, the requirements to 

pass the module, assessment submission expectations (including the format of submissions), 

the consequences of late submissions, the consequences of plagiarism, and the query period and 

appeals process. The syllabus in Figure 3 is explained in detail to students, as indicated in the 
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lesson plan in Figure 2, where TAs  work through the syllabus. Students are also introduced to 

the notion that similar rules apply to the rest of their degree programmes/curricula. 

 

 
Figure 3: Learning about academic processes from the syllabus 

 

The third criterion of transition is that “students should interact with other students and staff”. 

In the excerpt from the syllabus in Figure 4, students are expected to engage in classes through 

active participation. Students are also required to focus in class and help their classmates do the 

same. This implies that students should interact with other students.  
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Figure 4: Expectations of active participation from the syllabus 

 

In the excerpt from Class 5 of the lesson plan (Figure 5), students are given a group activity 

(breakout room) to discuss the topic with other students.  

 
Figure 5: Group activity from the lesson plan 

 

“Engagement and interaction should be considered in the execution of the FYS to ensure that 

students have indeed comprehended and learned the information”. The expectations of 

engagement are made clear to students in the syllabus, as seen in Figure 6. The circled text 

highlight key learning expectations: that students apply the skills they learn in the FYS, that 
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they understand its value and relevance to their student experience, and that the learning is 

meaningful and lasts beyond the assessment.  

 

 
Figure 6: Expectations of engagement from the syllabus 

 

This is only possible if students engage with the learning management system and the classes 

and online activities, as well as actively participate in class. Additionally, at the end of each 

class, students are asked to reflect on what they have learned to ensure that they have 

comprehended the content (Figure 7).  

 
Figure 7: Reflection on learning from the study guide 
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It is important to be flexible with the format of the FYS to support students’ transition. TAs 

were assigned the role of success coaches who would reach out to students who had been 

flagged as requiring additional support. The TA/success coaches would also respond to students 

who asked for help. This support was specific to the period of emergency remote teaching 

during COVID. Thereafter, once the university moved back to in-person contact, the TA role 

reverted to its previous focus on class facilitation and marking. Success coaches were provided 

with scripts that they would use to communicate with students via Blackboard, as seen in Figure 

8. This is evidence of how students were encouraged to engage with staff, with specific attention 

being paid to their comprehension and application of the skills learned in the FYS, supporting 

their transition into their first year. 

        

 
Figure 8: Excerpt from success coaching script 

 

The document analysis shows that all the FYCP criteria are included in the design of the FYS 

at the UFS. Additional criteria that could be incorporated in the design and evaluation of an 

FYS in a similar context will be provided in the conclusion.  

 

Principle 2: Diversity 

The curriculum documents and student feedback were analysed against the three design and 

evaluation criteria for diversity, as indicated in Table 1.  

In Figure 10, evidence of the “design team collecting demographic information to assess 

for diversity” is provided. Information about students’ faculty distribution and degree 

programmes, as well as race, gender, and whether or not they are repeating the module, is 

collected. This gives the design team an indication of the diversity of the cohort.  
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Figure 9: Demographic data from module evaluation report 

 

In the FYS at the UFS, “students receive opportunities to engage with diverse others”  by virtue 

of the format in which classes are scheduled. Students do not attend classes specific to the 

faculty in which they are enrolled but are assigned classes based on their registration data and 

timetable availability. This means that students engage with diverse others as they interact with 

students from different disciplinary backgrounds.  

In Figures 10 and 11, evidence is provided of the”strategies in place to manage the 

differences in students’ prior knowledge and skills”. Content is scaffolded on Blackboard and 

in the study guide so that students who need more information have access to it, and students 

who are already competent in that specific content area may access additional resources to 

enrich their learning.  

  
Figure 10: Additional resources for learning enrichment on Blackboard 
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Figure 11: Example of scaffolding the materials from the study guide 

 

While the evaluation provides evidence of designing for diversity, this principle and its value 

proposition can be made clearer to students. It is thus important to explicitly share key 

information with students in their orientation class and make this information visible in the FYS 

materials. Key information includes the advantages of engaging with diverse others to develop 

as well-rounded students and citizens, and the curriculum’s consideration of the differences in 

students’ prior knowledge and skill.  

 

Principle 3: Design 
The curriculum documents were also analysed against the three design and evaluation criteria 

for design, as indicated in Table 1. 

Figure 12 shows how “the knowledge and skills required for student development and 

transition are explicit and visible in the learning outcomes”. As per the outcomes, students learn 

about the skills they need to successfully transition into university, such as computer literacy, 

study skills, time management, progress tracking, financial literacy, the ability to search for 

academic resources, written and oral communication, growth mindset, and leadership identity 

as part of student development.  

 

 
Figure 12: FYS learning outcomes 
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Figure 13 illustrates the ”road map or syllabus of the FYS, which is provided to students so that 

they are aware of the knowledge and skills they will be gaining”.  The syllabus details the 

module description, what is expected of students, the course schedule, what they will learn, and 

how and when they will be assessed.  

 

 
Figure 13: Excerpts from syllabus as a road map for students 

 

In accordance with the final design criterion, “the values and attitudes needed by first-year 

students to be successful are clearly articulated”. Examples of what it takes to be a successful 

student, such as focusing in class, being open to new ideas, engaging in different modes of 

delivery, planning for success, reaching out for help, and developing the habits of highly 

effective people, are provided in the curriculum documents (as seen in Figure 14). However, 

this could be more clearly stated and provided as a consolidated list of core values and attitudes 

to be successful. Additionally, the examples are disparate pieces of advice or expectations 

placed throughout the materials. Their presentation could be improved by making the 

advice/examples available to students as an infographic that they could save on their devices or 

print to put up on a bedroom wall.  
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Figure 14: Values and attitudes to be successful from the syllabus and study guide 

 

For the principle of design, then, this paper has provided examples of how the first two criteria 

are met by the curriculum of the FYS at the UFS. However, there is room for improvement in 

the design of the materials related to the values and attitudes students require to be successful 

at university. 

 

Principle 4: Engagement 
After analysing the curriculum documents in light of the principle of design, they were then 

analysed against the four design and evaluation criteria for engagement, as indicated in Table 

1. The first criterion for engagement is that “implementing the FYS includes opportunities for 

engagement with peers through informal and formal group work activities”. In the case of the 

FYS at the UFS, there are opportunities for informal group work, as seen in Figure 15. Because 

the cohort is so large (8, 000+ students), formal group work is challenging to manage and so 

does not form part of the design of this FYS. However, there is information provided to students 

about how to navigate formal group work (see Figure 16), albeit without providing students the 

opportunity to apply it within the FYS. It is, therefore, critical that this skill is reinforced within 

the rest of the degree programme.   
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Figure 15: Informal group work illustrated in a lesson plan  

 

 
Figure 16: Information on how to work in a group 

 

The second criterion of engagement is that “assessments require students to engage with the 

content, i.e., does the assessment provide the team with evidence of students’ engagement with 

successful transition skills?” The FYS at the UFS makes use of integrated design as its 

curriculum design approach (Fink, 2003, 2011). This approach requires clear alignment 

between outcomes (what students need to be able to do) and assessments (evidence that students 

have achieved the outcomes). The approach to curriculum design in the FYS at the UFS aligns 

well with the second criterion of engagement. In Figure 17, a few examples of assessment 

questions are provided to demonstrate how students provide evidence of their learning of the 

following transition skills: how to communicate effectively via email with a lecturer, how to 

manage their time, how to study effectively at university, and how to recognise the link between 

their academic programme and their future career. The outcomes of the FYS are aligned with 

students’ transition needs, and the assessments provide the design team with evidence that 

students are achieving the outcomes and thus also learning the skills required to transition into 

university. 
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Figure 17: Example from assessment of students being required to engage with content 

 

Figure 18 is an example of an excerpt from an assessment, which illustrates how “opportunities 

are provided (whether through teaching activities or assessments) to help students make links 

between their personal lives and the knowledge and skills covered in the FYS”.  The 

assessments are set up as reflections with the intention of having students apply the FYS content 

to their own lives.  

 

 
Figure 18: Excerpt from an assessment 

 

The final criterion of engagement requires that “opportunities are provided for students to 

discuss their feedback on assessments with staff”. In Figure 19, an example of a student 

assessment query reminder is provided. However, while students are encouraged to visit the 

FYS offices during consultation hours or send emails when they have questions, the opportunity 

for students to discuss their feedback on assessments with staff is not explicit in any of the 

curriculum documents. This means students may not know that they can discuss assessments 

with staff, and so might not reach out to do so.  

 

Figure 19: Excerpt from Blackboard related to assessment queries 
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The above analysis provides evidence of the following aspects that are clearly present in the 

FYS curriculum: engagement with peers through informal group work, assessments that require 

students to engage with content that addresses transition needs, opportunities for students to 

make links between the transition content and their personal lives, and opportunities for students 

to query assessment marks. However, formal group work is only addressed through teaching 

students about the principles of group work engagement rather than through active student 

participation in formal group work in the FYS. Furthermore, the opportunity to discuss 

assessment feedback with staff can be addressed more explicitly in the syllabus and via the FYS 

programme’s communication channels.  

 

Principle 5: Assessment 
Next, the curriculum documents were analysed against the five design and evaluation criteria 

for assessment, as indicated in Table 1. 

In the FYS at the UFS, “students are taught the skills they require to successfully 

complete assessments at university”. Figure 20 shows an excerpt from the materials shared in 

class as an example of study- and test-taking tips that are useful for all university assessments.  

 

 
Figure 20: Excerpt of study- and test-taking tips to be successful at assessments from class material 

Another criterion for assessment incorporated into the FYS materials is teaching students “how 

to manage their time in order to attend to all their assessment activities”. In the example 

provided (see Figure 21), time management is one of the outcomes of the FYS at the UFS, and 

so this is explicitly taught in class. Students are taught how to create a daily schedule, 

incorporating time for academic activities, time for necessary tasks such as sleeping and eating, 

and time for rest in the form of hobbies or socialising. Students are also taught about why they 

might procrastinate, as well as how to address it.  
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Figure 21: Excerpt of lesson about time management from the study guide 

 

The final criterion of the assessment FYCP is that “the FYS consistently provides clear 

feedback to students on their FYS assessments”. Figure 22 highlights examples of feedback 

that TAs provide to students on their assessments (the students’ responses are greyed out). Their 

feedback includes areas for improvement, as well as comments about the student’s 

performance. The TAs receive detailed training before each marking period to standardise their 

marking as much as possible. TAs are provided with assessments to mark together as a group 

and are also moderated during the marking period to ensure students receive well-rounded 

feedback. An example of feedback guidelines is provided in Figure 23.  

 

 
Figure 22: Examples of feedback provided on assessments 
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Figure 23: Feedback guidelines provided to TAs as part of their training 

The first two criteria, which require the FYS to teach students about how to tackle different 

types of assessments and how to respond to different kinds of assessment feedback, are not 

addressed in the FYS at the UFS. That is certainly a gap in the design of the FYS, and clear 

expectations from different disciplines with regard to discipline-specific assessments and 

feedback would need to be investigated before it can be adequately covered in the FYS. A 

thorough investigation is necessary since the FYS is centralised and run as one seminar for all 

first-year students. The evidence above shows that the other FYCP assessment criteria are 

sufficiently addressed through the FYS outcomes of time management and study skills, as well 

as through the processes in place to ensure clear feedback is provided on assessments.  

 

Principle 6: Evaluation and Monitoring 
Finally, the curriculum documents were analysed against the two design and evaluation criteria 

for evaluation and monitoring, as indicated in Table 1. 

The first criterion of this FYCP requires that “data gathered at admission (such as 

biographical data, AP scores, and school quintile) and any other relevant sources inform the 

design of the FYS”. As the FYS at the UFS is but one of many initiatives run out of the CTL to 

support student success, its design is informed by data gathered at admission and through the 

student engagement surveys conducted by CTL. In Figure 24, some examples of this data, such 

as first-generation status, AP score, and school quintile, are depicted.  
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Figure 24: Biographical and cohort data that informs the design of the FYS 

 

The second criterion of evaluation and monitoring looks at “how data is collected to evaluate 

the FYS and inform changes in the curriculum design and execution”. In the FYS at the UFS, 

students are encouraged to complete a module evaluation at the end of each semester, and they 

are also invited to participate in focus groups. In Figure 25, an example is provided of such an 

invitation posted as an announcement on Blackboard. In addition, TAs provide feedback on 

their experience of facilitating classes, and they, too, are evaluated on their facilitation of the 

content and receive reports. Furthermore, the moderation of assessments provides valuable data 

on how students are engaging with the skills taught in the FYS. Finally, trends in queries and 

students’ communicated experiences via email and consultations result in quick responses and 

edits to the materials if necessary. This data is collected as part of an action learning and action 

research cycle (ALAR) to continuously inform and improve the design of the FYS (Zuber-

Skerritt and Wood, 2019). The ALAR cycle allows for a pragmatic approach to evaluation and 

monitoring to attend to project needs, i.e., problems are identified, solutions are generated and 

implemented, and this is followed by evidence-based reflection and the modification of 

planning and/or practices.  

 

 
Figure 25: Blackboard announcement inviting students to participate in the module evaluation 

 

The FYCP of evaluation and monitoring is an intentional part of the design of this FYS and is 

well-implemented. Both evaluation and monitoring criteria, i.e., the type of data collected and 

how it is used to inform the design of the FYS, are therefore met.  
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CONCLUSION  

This paper considered the impact of designing and evaluating a student transition FYS 

programme. If students are optimally supported in their first year to cope with the changes they 

experience at university, then their chances of retention are higher. Thus, the role that student 

support plays is important, and ultimately, retention in the first year has a domino effect on 

graduation and students’ future social mobility. The impetus, then, to design student success 

support programmes and to do so from an evidence-based approach cannot be further 

emphasised. In this paper, the FYS at the UFS was a case study of how the FYCPs could be 

used to evaluate the design of an FYS. However, the principles used here and the overarching 

narrative of optimising design to pro-actively support student transition and success are also 

valid when looking at an institutional-level design of first-year support. In addition to making 

the case for using the FYCPs as a framework to inform the design and evaluation of FYS 

programmes, this paper also contributes to the FYE literature base and to first-year student 

support in South Africa and in other institutions with similar contexts.  

 The findings of this study suggest that there are additional design and evaluation criteria 

for the FYCPs that may be considered in the South African context and in contexts with similar 

challenges. These additional design and evaluation criteria are: 

• students must acquire the digital skills necessary to successfully engage with 

materials, staff, and peers (under the transition principle); 

• the design of content about academic processes should be responsive to students’ 

prior knowledge (under the transition principle); and 

• students should learn about the advantages of diverse perspectives, backgrounds, 

worldviews, and skills by engaging in group work (under the diversity principle). 

Furthermore, while this study investigated all the FYCPs in one FYS programme, based on its 

hybrid nature, its integration into the curriculum of degree programmes, as well as its impact at 

scale, it is possible that these principles could be mapped across all first-year support initiatives 

in an institution. The intention of such an approach would be to remove duplication, strengthen 

reinforcement, and identify gaps that could be addressed. Such an approach could also be used 

to identify which spaces are best-suited to address any gaps in the student support curriculum. 

Additionally, publications of such work would allow for comparisons of different 

implementation approaches. The critical success factors of this approach would be institution-

wide collaboration, consultation, and engagement, with a focus on the students’ experience of 

first-year support and its resulting impact on retention and success.  
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