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Abstract 
For most students assessment guides their study and learning practice. Yet in the 
literature associated with the first year of study at university, few have mobilised 
the power of assessment to develop and engage first year undergraduate students. 
This paper presents a model of assessment for first year students which separates 
the semester into three overlapping assessment phases: assessment for transition, 
assessment for development and assessment for achievement. The 
implementation and usefulness of the model is supported by examples from 
mathematics, engineering, computing, communication and nursing studies at the 
University of Southern Queensland (USQ). Particular attention is paid to 
assessments for transition which occur early in the semester and are linked more 
closely with processes than specific content. Evidence is collated on the success of 
assessments in improving the participation of students, especially distance 
education students. 
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Introduction 

Adjusting to studying at university can be a challenge for students whether they are studying 
on-campus or by distance education (Lawrence, 2005, McInnis, 2001; Byrne & Flood, 2005); 
in Australia one in four commencing undergraduate students will not persist with their studies 
(Krause, Hartley, James & McInnis, 2005).  The attrition of students studying at a distance 
can be even higher, with Simpson (2004) reporting in a UK university that 38% of distance 
students had withdrawn before submitting their first assignment. 

The factors contributing to such figures are complex and revolve around personal and 
contextual factors (see review by Pascarella and Terenzini, 2005).  Lawrence (2002, 2005) in 
her framework for successful transition to university believes that three major groups of 
factors are pivotal to success in the first year of undergraduate studies: 

• Socio-cultural competencies, such us seeking help, participating in a team, making 
social contact, seeking and giving feedback.  

• University based literacies such as academic literacy and numeracy, information 
literacies, administrative, library and research literacies. 

• Self-management literacies including time and stress management. 

Lawrence’s views are supported by the work of Clegg, Bradley and Smith (2006) on help 
seeking behaviours; and Wingate (2006) on learning and study skills.  

Universities address these issues of transition in various ways, but most commonly through 
orientation programs which incorporate learning skill development. But is this enough? 
Hattie, Briggs and Purdie (1996) assert that the evidence suggests that learning skills are 
most effectively developed within a specific context rather than as generic initiatives. Wingate 
(2006) further argues that ‘bolt-on’ practices for study skills are ‘remedial, not inclusive and 
divorced from subject knowledge’. In response to this research, many universities are now 
turning to embedding transition skills in curriculum design (Cluett and Skene, 2006).  The 
question is what role should assessment play to support transition to first year? 

It is generally believed and widely stated that assessment drives the student academic 
experience and hence student learning: 

For most students, assessment requirement literally defines the curriculum. 
Assessment is a potent strategic tool for educators with which to spell out the 
learning that will be rewarded and to guide students into effective approaches to 
study. (James, McInnis & Devlin, 2002, p 7). 
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The central location of assessment within students’ perceptions of learning and studying 
means that it is a powerful tool that can assist their transition to university studies and thence 
their performance and willingness to persist. The core of any assessment plan involves three 
principles: one associated with development and learning; one associated with measurement 
of outcomes (validity and reliability); and one associated with academic standards (James, 
McInnis & Devlin, 2002).  Yet today issues associated with measurement and standards are 
more commonly addressed at the expense of the need to develop and engage student 
learning (Gibbs, 2003).  Yorke (2003) is concerned about the proliferation of end-of-unit 
summative assessments and argues that the theory and practice of formative assessment 
are poorly understood in higher education. In 2002 Yorke reported a move by some 
universities to redesign their first year of study to include only formative assessment. 
However, this does not match the above suggestion that assessment drives student learning. 
Unsworth & Kauter (2008) in a trial of a formative early bird scheme, found that although it 
was seen by students to be useful, few took it up. Trotter (2006) found that students welcome 
summative assessment as an incentive and motivator to study and with Roberts found that 
courses with higher retention rates had utilised formative assessment that also counted 
towards a final grade (Trotter & Roberts, 2006). So although formative assessment is well 
supported in principle as good practice (Nicol & Macfarlane-Dick, 2006), students will not 
necessarily value and thence undertake it unless it is worth something more concrete in their 
eyes. The issue of balance between formative and summative assessment has been taken 
up by Hounsell, Xu & Tai (2007) in the suite of resources associated with integrative 
assessment. The authors indicate that striking a balance between assessment of learning 
(summative) and assessment ’for learning’ is ‘especially tricky because what aids the former 
may be deleterious to the latter, and vice versa’ (p.1.). 

To add to the complexity are the tensions between desired assessment practice, university 
policies for assessment, and cost and time effectiveness. In some institutions course 
designers are rigidly tied to a few summative assessments or are using multiple-choice 
assessments to save time and money (Nicol, 2007). In times of increasing student numbers 
and diversity in first year courses, reduction in the number of assessment pieces or marking 
times are seen as ways to cut workload and costs.  

Within this climate this paper proposes a model for effective assessment in first year 
university, positioned within research findings on assessment in higher education and 
transition to university. The model has been synthesised from a range of effective practices 
offered in diverse first year courses offered at the University of Southern Queensland, a 
regional multi-modal Australian university, in which eighty two percent of its 26 000 students 
study by distance education. 
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Model of assessment for students in the first year of 
studies 

The literature reviewed above underpins the development of the model and has lead to the 
consideration of six notions that should be considered when designing assessment in first 
year undergraduate courses. These include: 

• Assessments must be both formative and summative1 in order to simultaneous give 
value to the student and be valued by them. 

• Assessments have a role to play in assisting students to negotiate and access the 
university culture of knowledge and learning.  

• Timing of assessments must be directed by student needs rather than administrative 
or financial efficiencies. 

• Early assessments are important for novice students to ensure that engagement is 
encouraged and feedback provided early. Early assessments are especially important 
to distance students who have reduced opportunities for interaction with staff, are 
more isolated than on-campus students and who are more prone to delays caused by 
external factors. 

• Assessments can assist in the development of self-regulatory behaviours in students. 

• Assessment schemes must not suggest unreasonable workloads for students, 
teaching staff or departmental budgets, especially in large courses. 

The model (Figure 1) has been synthesised from the practice of the author in a large first 
year mathematics course and from colleagues within engineering, surveying, nursing, 
communication and computing. All courses are core courses within their relevant programs 
of study, are offered in the first semester of first year and enrol large numbers of students, 
usually by both distance and on-campus education. 

The model for assessment proposed divides the semester into three overlapping assessment 
phases.  

• Assessment for transition provides opportunities to engage the students in study 
and to kick start their activity in the course. It is characterised by low contribution to 
final grades and relatively low to zero marking times. 

• Assessment for development is the heart of the course’s assessment scheme and 
can feed forward into assessment for achievement. These assessments allow for 

                                                 

1 Formative assessment is defined here as one that provides feedback to the students on their 
learning and usually does not contribute to their final grade. Summative assessment is one that 
contributes towards the final grade for the course. 
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significant feedback and low to middle contributions to the final grade. Marking times 
would be relatively high. 

• Assessment for achievement includes final assessments such as essays, portfolios 
and examinations. Feedback and thence marking times may be relatively lower than 
the ‘Assessment for development’, but contribution to final grade would be relatively 
higher. 

The model also allows for continuous assessment to regularly engage students and/or allow 
them to monitor their understanding and progress.  

Figure 1: Strategies for assessment  

Assessments for transition 

First year undergraduate students are novices to university study. To successfully negotiate 
their first semester they need to encompass a wide range of literacies and competencies, but 
the first task is for them to engage with the course and thence manage themselves 
throughout its progress. Traditionally, on-campus students can be engaged easily through 
classes, but for the growing numbers of students who no longer attend lectures (Dolnicar, 
2005) and for distance students, engagement can be slow. These early assessments can 
take a number of forms, however to be valued by the student they should contribute a small 
percentage to the final grade. In this sense they are both summative and formative. 

Assessments for transition invariably encourage students to look both backwards and 
forwards, by reflecting on past performance or behaviours, or by preparing a study plan for 



Assessment in  First  Year Univers i ty:  A Model  to  Manage Transi t ion 

J a n e t  T a y lo r  

Journal of University Teaching and Learning Practice – Vol 5/1, 2008 24 

the semester. Often they will involve a pre-test or self-audit to refresh prerequisite skills, or a 
survey to assist students in understanding their learning skills. In some instances, they could 
be contracts to awaken students to specific needs of a course e.g. regular internet access, 
compulsory online discussions or to question students’ understanding of what is required to 
complete a course.  

The early assessment should require very little marking time, but allow the staff to identify 
students who are uncertain or have poor skills or attitudes to learning. More importantly it 
allows the tutor to commence a working relationship with the student which encourages 
students to ask for help when needed. 

1. Mathematics 

Foundation Mathematics (MAT1100) is a large first year service mathematics course which 
enrols 800 students (500 distance) studying science, engineering, surveying, and computing. 
The students in the course demonstrate a huge diversity of mathematical backgrounds and 
attitudes to studying mathematics. The first assignment asks students to reflect on their past 
mathematical experiences, to confirm vital information about how the course operates and to 
develop a study plan for the course. It is compulsory and is completed in week two, with a 
flexible submission time to allow for late enrolments. This assignment ensures that students 
do not procrastinate, while answers to reflective questions confirm (or otherwise) to the tutors 
that students have the skills and knowledge necessary for transition to the course, and 
allows for follow-up of students with concerns.  

In a course evaluation students had mixed feelings about this assessment and were often 
surprised by its reflective and discursive nature, especially in a mathematics subject. Yet 8 
weeks into the semester, 69% of students indicated they were using their study plan to assist 
with their study requirements. One student indicated: 

Making us do a study plan. I thought it a bit stupid and irrelevant at first but [it] was 
in fact the most useful and helpful thing for maintaining the workload evenly 
throughout the semester 

The year in which this assignment was introduced saw an increase in students’ completion of 
the next assessment activity and an increase of 10% in the overall pass rate for the course. 

2. Communication 

Communication and Scholarship (CMS1000) is offered on-campus, externally and 
internationally to over 500 students. The course aims for its students to engage, master and 
demonstrate key literacies, including students’ learning and critical capabilities, academic 
and tertiary discourses, oral presentation skills, information literacies, research 
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methodologies, communication and cultural awareness literacies. The assessment scheme 
is detailed by Kiernan, Lawrence and Sankey (2006). 

The early assessment is the Preliminary Essay Plan (PEP) is completed in week three. The 
assignment appears simple but is underpinned by important academic skills (planning, 
developing arguments, structure, referencing, and tone of writing). The weighting of the 
assignment is low (10%) but its importance is highlighted because of its link with a later 
essay (35%). There are two parts to the assignment: 

• Part A asks students to write a plan with thesis, main points and supporting points for 
the whole essay.  

• Part B students write their introduction, first body paragraph and a bibliography of at 
least five sources.  

Evaluations undertaken by Kiernan, Lawrence and Sankey (2006) indicate that this 
assignment has achieved change within their course. The authors argue: 

The PEP is a non-threatening assignment, because of the low weighting, but it has 
significance because of its application to a major assignment and because it 
reduces students’ anxiety and provides them with an early gauge of their progress. 
At the same time it equips them with the skills and literacies they need to persist at 
university. 

3. Engineering and Surveying  

Problem Solving 1 (ENG1101) is studied by all engineering and spatial science students and 
is the first of a suite of problem solving courses students undertake. In the course all 
students (both on campus and distance) work in teams of eight and prepare nine 
assessment tasks (reports, portfolio and online postings) with group and individual 
components (Gibbings & Brodie, 2006a). The first suite of assessments, due in week 3, 
builds individual portfolio and team report writing skills. In the portfolio component students 
complete a skills audit (Gibbings & Brodie, 2006b), tasks associated with professional 
attributes and characteristics of teamwork. The report component asks student teams to 
formulate a team goal; a code of conduct and responsibility; guidelines for peer assessment; 
team meeting plans. 

These early assessments (20% of final grade) are set within the context of an engineering 
problem and aim to  

• identify the requirements for leadership in a successful team;  

• apply an understanding of group dynamics by negotiating, establishing and 
documenting roles and timelines for a given task;  
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• seek and evaluate the input of other team members;  

• apply prior knowledge and experience to assist in solving a problem as part of a 
team,  

• communicate results in a professional manner.  

Considerable feedback is provided by team facilitators before and after these first tasks, in 
preparation for later more heavily weighted individual and team assessments.  

Gibbings and Brodie (2006a) report that grades and participation have improved with the 
introduction of the assessment scheme with its early assessments. One student says:  

“The goals I have set for myself are more than just something to make the 
facilitators happy, they are not just to be seen to be making an effort. Instead I see 
them as ongoing and applicable outside the realm of this subject and extending 
even beyond the completion of it…..They have been designed to challenge me in 
areas I perceive as personal weaknesses or lacking in applied experience.” – 
Gibbings and Brodie (2006) 

4. Computing 

Foundation Computing (CSC1402) enrols 1000 students (650 distance) from diverse 
disciplines. Students submit eight assignments, seven of which are peer reviewed (de Raadt, 
Toleman & Watson, 2005). The first assignment is submitted week three and is the only 
assignment which is not peer reviewed. This assignment focuses on students’ computer 
software, previous computing experiences and expectations of the course. They are asked to 
answer a series of questions on a bulletin board and in an email attachment. Questions 
include:  

• What operating system are you using? Are you comfortable with this system? 

• What email client (or web browser, word processor, spreadsheet and presentation 
application) are you using?  

• What do you expect to learn in this course?  

• Inspect the Study Schedule and suggest the parts of the course you think will benefit 
you most. 

CSC1402 Course Home Page (2007) 

Although the large number of students in the course precludes tutors answering questions 
directly, the assignment allows students to reflect on what is required for the course and to 
see other students’ experiences. By giving tutors specific knowledge of students’ computing 
systems and software it speeds tutors’ responses when students have technical difficulties.  
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Assessments for development 

Assignments in this group are the core of any first year course. Once engagement is 
established by the early assessments, the task of the middle assessments is to maintain the 
engagement and develop and confirm students’ skills and knowledge. These assignments 
aim to develop skills necessary for later success and have strong links with assignments 
designated ‘assessment for achievement’; feeding forward into these assignments. To 
achieve this, these assignments should have significant marking time dedicated to provision 
of timely feedback. The closer to the commencement of the semester these assignments 
occur then the lower their contribution to the final grade. But in all cases the resources 
allocated to marking should be relatively high. The assignment(s) could take variety of forms: 
a draft for a later assignment, a reflective reading log, components of a portfolio, laboratory 
reports or online discussion group submissions.  

1. Mathematics 

In Foundation Mathematics, an assignment is submitted around week seven and assesses 
problem solving and mathematical communication skills. It is a mathematically simple 
assignment containing at most three mathematical concepts. Prior to this assignment 
students have practiced these skills in compulsory online discussions and on-campus 
workshops (Taylor & McDonald, 2007). At this stage students are also asked to reflect on the 
current progress and performance, linking this assignment with self-regularity behaviours set 
up in the early transitional assignment. This assignment (10%) prepares students for a later 
problem solving assignment in which more complex mathematical concepts are examined 
(20%). Tutors are allocated a large proportion of their making time to grade this assignment 
and participate in pre-marking workshops to ensure that useful and consistent feedback is 
provided to all students. 

2. Communication 

Within the Communication and Scholarship course, the Preliminary Essay Plan (PEP) 
described previously not only serves as an assignment for transition but also allows 
significant feedback to be given on course content and processes leading to assignment 3 
(35% of final grade). To help students understand these concepts the course designers 
supplemented the item with a number of formative multimedia activities that provide key 
information in a variety of modes – textual (written), visual and aural (auditory). Students 
have responded to this multimodal approach in a very positive way (Sankey & Kiernan 2006). 
Overall this assignment in combination with the multimedia formative activities is said to have  

• provided them with more confidence as they approached Assignment 3,  

• helped their planning for the essay, knowing what they had done was relevant, 
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• improved their time management, as it got them started on Assignment 3 earlier,  

• helped them in relation to engagement with the course materials early in the semester, and 

• helped them gauge how well they were coping with university study, by receiving some early 
feedback, particularly in relation to academic writing and referencing.  

(Sankey & Kiernan, 2006) 

3. Nursing 

Communication Concepts in Nursing (CMS1007) is a first year on-campus course that 
operates in collaboration with two partner courses (Psychosocial Foundations of Nursing and 
Introductory Nursing). This assignment, conducted around week three, asks students to 
select a research article, based on research topic in partner courses, and using library data 
bases; summarise and critically evaluate it. It includes a reflection on their own learning 
practices. Significant feedback both in writing and in person is given to students. Lawrence 
(2006) reports comments from a variety of students indicating the success of this assignment 
in preparing them for the assessments in their partner courses as well as for the later essay 
in the parent course.  

Assessments for achievement 

This type of assessment is best known in higher education. They include examinations, as 
well as major essays, final portfolios, reports or projects. In most instances, this type of 
assessment occurs towards the end of the course, usually with a relatively high weighting. 
Examinations provide very few opportunities for developmental feedback, with students only 
receiving feedback in terms of their final mark. The marking time of examinations will thus be 
relatively smaller than assignments which require extensive feedback. The assumption 
behind major assessments other than examinations is that they will however include 
significant feedback. But in reality the lateness of these assignments in a semester usually 
precludes the receipt of any feedback that could be meaningful within the course. For 
distance education courses operating through mail system the return of such assignments 
will usually occur after the end of the semester. It is essential then for specific links to be 
made between assessments for development and assessments for achievement, so that 
students have already received feedback, often called ‘feed forward’, on their skills and 
knowledge prior to attempting the final assessment tasks.  

Continuous self-assessment 

In most courses it is assumed that students will perform better if they engage and then 
maintain their engagement by regularly completing course activities. It is also desirable that 
students are given the tools to enable them to monitor the quality of their own work. Of 
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course it would not be possible for tutors to be directly involved in such assessments, 
especially in large first year courses. With the advent of new technologies the implementation 
and maintenance of useful continuous assessments which includes timely feedback are now 
possible. Such assessments could be either formative alone, or simultaneously formative 
and summative. In the latter case depending of the objectives of the assessment the 
percentage contributed to the final grade may be very small. 

1. Mathematics 

In Foundation Mathematics to ensure that students continuously participate in a course, 
computer managed quizzes are incorporated in the course from week four. Students have a 
series of short quizzes associated with each mathematics module. They have up to four 
alternative quizzes to choose from, and can repeat quizzes if their performance is not 
considered high enough. These quizzes contribute 6% to the final grade. Feedback is 
provided instantly. This mastery approach allows students to achieve 100% on all quizzes if 
they so choose. Students, especially distance education students appreciate this type of quiz 
in which feedback is instant. 

2. Computing 

In Foundation Computing, de Raadt, Toleman and Watson (2005) have revolutionised 
assignment submission and marking procedures to transfer time away from marking to 
teaching. All assignments are submitted online with seven of them marked using a peer 
marking system with instructor moderation. These assignments are simultaneously 
developmental and summative and contribute 56% of the final grade. The authors indicate 
that with electronic peer-reviewed feedback is almost instantaneous and has changed the 
course participation levels with students benefiting by: 

• receiving rapid feedback from multiple sources, 

• being free to work ahead and still receiving timely feedback, 

• practicing skills relevant to them personally, 

• evaluating other students' work and reflecting on their own work thus achieving higher order 
thinking , 

• learning how to share documents, 

• gaining experience in using online computerised facilities, and 

• perhaps most importantly, becoming more involved in the course, feeling less isolated and 
potentially further encouraging higher order thinking. 

de Raadt, Toleman & Watson (2005) 
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Conclusions 

The increasing prevalence of assessment practices in which the number and nature of 
assessment pieces are restricted or regulated is a disturbing trend. It may be particularly 
detrimental to first year undergraduate students battling with a new culture of learning and 
studying. The model presented here is a way forward for designers of first year courses. Its 
three assessment overlapping phases: assessment for transition, assessment for 
development and assessment for achievement, encompass six notions about first year 
assessment gleaned from the literature and clearly addresses the needs of first year 
students as they adjust to new teaching methods, independent learning and the vagaries of 
managing study, work and life. It presents a way that is pedagogically sound focusing 
strongly on the importance of transition and development to first year learners. The potential 
for the 'assessments for achievement' to dominate is addressed by the strong linkages 
between assessments for development and those for achievement, which occur late in the 
course. Simultaneously it moves away from practices in which resources and marking times 
are distributed evenly between assessments to one which front loads resources to the first 
half of the semester to allow for increased feedback at times when it will be most effective.  

First Year courses are often characterised by large numbers of students. On-campus these 
students are more likely to be young or straight from school, while distance education 
students are more likely to be mature and involved in significant amounts of paid work. In 
both cases they have difficulty managing their time and commencing their studies. On-
campus students have the advantage of regular engagement through classes, but for 
distance education students this early engagement is more elusive and often only 
commences when an assessment task is due. In most of the examples provided from USQ, 
the needs of distance education students have driven the redesign of assessment schemes 
in which a priority is placed on an early assessment in an attempt to reduce high levels of 
drop out (Simpson, 2004). Some may argue that such assessments do not recognize 
students’ maturity and learning skills. Yet as universities are challenged by increasing 
diversity of students, many of whom claim to be unprepared for university study (Krause, 
Hartley, James & McInnis, 2005), new strategies must be explored. This model presents 
such a strategy incorporating issues Lawrence (2002, 2005) raised in her model of transition 
to university alongside Gibbs (2003) steps of effective assessment practice.  

The pressure of resources, fears associated with quality and fears induced by plagiarism 
have meant that assessment change as a strategy to improve first year experience has been 
largely unexplored. This paper commences the exploration. 
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