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Abstract 
This paper presents and discusses a student-focussed, small group learning 
and teaching, and school-wide initiative designed for first year undergraduate 
students in support of their transition into higher education. The details of the 
underlying pedagogic strategy, as well as the organisation (small group teach-
ing environment), the content of applied learning and teaching approaches 
(including assignment and assessment), and the outcomes of the initiative 
evaluation (including required human resources) based on data collected from 
five consecutive academic years are presented. This paper aims to serve as an 
example of a pedagogic approach that facilitates student transition into 
Higher Education aimed at practitioners, especially those involved in delivery 
and/or those who are engaged or responsible for undergraduate curricula de-
velopment. The findings are discussed in terms of implications for curricular 
changes to support students’ engagement at this early stage of their university 
career. 
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1. Introduction 

First-year undergraduate students face challenging times during their first few 
months at university owing to the rapid and radical lifestyle changes as well as 
new academic demands. Many students experience problems adapting to their 
new environment, which, in turn and in agreement with Maslow’s hierarchy of 
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needs [1], affects their wellbeing and sometimes their health and more often 
than not reduces their learning ability; consequently they fall short of their aca-
demic expectations. The collective pressure of arriving into a new social envi-
ronment and academic demands results in students leaving their courses within 
a few weeks of registration, which in turn negatively affects the host institution. 
In the UK the importance of supporting students during the transition period 
i.e. within first few months of the registration onto their chosen undergraduate 
degree programme, has been on the agenda of individual Higher Education In-
stitutions (HEI’s) for over a decade now e.g. University of Wolverhampton [2], 
University of Derby [3], University of Abertay [4], University of Glasgow [5] as 
well as the focus of nation-wide initiatives e.g. Student Transition and Retention 
Project, funded by the Higher Education Funding Council for England [HEFCE] 
and Department for Higher and further Education, Training and Employment 
under the Fund for the Development of teaching and Learning, Northern Ire-
land. The aforementioned project has led to a number of initiatives aimed pri-
marily at improving student retention e.g. via extended induction for at risk 
students at Edinburgh Napier University [6], a series of lunchtime workshops 
for mature students at University of Sheffield [7] or non-subject specific study 
skills sessions offered to first year undergraduates at Ulster University [8], to 
name but a few.  

At Ulster (formally University of Ulster and currently Ulster University) these 
initiatives led to the development of skills tutorials to support first year under-
graduate students during their transition into university [9] and involved tu-
tor-led tutorials focusing on non-subject specific material which were offered to 
undergraduate students in semester 1 of their programmes of study. These ses-
sions were organised outside of the curricula of the courses studied by students. 
However, after the first year of delivery it was realised that both the students as 
well as the academic staff would benefit from a more organised approach in 
terms of both physical and human resources to support these sessions. Such an 
institutional approach in support of first year student transition into university 
has since been recognised and recommended by teaching practitioners across 
the world. For example, the importance of first year curriculum design has been 
highlighted e.g. Kift et al. [10] indicated that first year curricula that includes 
pedagogic strategies (allowing for peer-engagement, engagement with staff, early 
identification of students’ needs and prompt provision of both academic and 
non-academic support to students) have a direct impact on first year students 
experience. Moreover, current examples include work by Sharp and colleagues 
[11] who have presented a holistic institutional model of a course designed spe-
cifically aiming to support first year undergraduate students during the transi-
tion period. 

In our school, the structure and the content of the aforementioned skills tuto-
rials have, since been revised to include bioscience related material. The incor-
poration of subject specific content and academic skills (e.g. scientific report 
writing, academic poster preparation and presentation and exercises in refer-
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encing scientific literature) into the curricula of the degree programmes in the 
format of regular tutorial sessions has allowed for both early support of students’ 
future careers, the early development of transferable, academic skills and the de-
velopment of the cohorts i.e. programme-specific identities [9] [12].  

Incorporation of the skills tutorials into the curricula of the degree pro-
grammes has also facilitated the allocation of both physical and human resources 
in support of tutorial delivery. This consequently allowed for a choice of teach-
ing and assessment strategies that provided not only academic benefits to learn-
ers but has also allowed direct support of students’ social needs at the time of the 
transition to the university.  

This paper presents the details of the pedagogic strategy, as well as the or-
ganisation, the content, including assignments and assessment methods that 
have been developed and applied into the first semester of the first year of a 
number of undergraduate courses in our School. The paper is structured as fol-
lows: 

2. Learning and Teaching Strategy, including the following aspects 
2.1. Background to the First Year Curricula and the Selection of a Pedagogic 

Strategy to Support Students’ Transition 
2.2. SSP Organisation of Formal Learning Groups vs. Teaching Plan (includ-

ing the topics of weekly activities) 
2.3. Organisation of the Formal Learning Groups vs. Group Assignment 
2.4. Evaluation of the SSP 
3. Retrospective Overview of the SSP 
3.1. Students and Staff Involved in the SSP 
3.2. Students’ Participation in the Formal Learning Groups 
3.3. The Outcomes of SSP Evaluations by Students 
4. Discussion (of the pedagogic approach used and the outcomes of SSP 

evaluation) 
5. Conclusion 
This paper aims to serve as an example of a pedagogic approach that facilitates 

student transition into university. It is aimed at practitioners, especially those 
involved in the delivery of first year curricula but also those who are engaged or 
responsible for undergraduate curricula development. 

2. Learning and Teaching Strategy  
2.1. Background to the First Year Curricula and the Selection  

of a Pedagogic Strategy to Support Students’ Transition 

Every year, a high number of first year undergraduate students from different 
educational backgrounds enrol on a number of undergraduate programmes in 
the School of Biomedical Sciences at Ulster. The entry requirements to these 
programmes range from 240 UCAS tariff scores (a points system used by the 
Universities and Colleges Admission Services in UK to report educational 
achievements for entry into higher education) and a minimum of one science 
subject (predominantly Home Economics) to 340 UCAS tariff scores with a 
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minimum of two science subjects (including Biology and/or Chemistry or Phys-
ics). The curricula of the individual programmes are designed according to the 
programmes learning objectives, however in semester 1 of the first year the ma-
jority of first year students are required to study three common modules (units 
of delivery) in Introductory chemistry, Human physiology and Biostatistics. 
These are taught in large class settings of >150+ students. The skills tutorials 
were incorporated into the curricula of the first semester mandatory biostatistics 
modules of seven undergraduate courses including BSc Hons Biology, BSc Hons 
Biomedical Sciences (three distinctive programmes), BSc Hons Pharmacology, 
BSc Hons Human Nutrition, BSc Hons Food and Nutrition, BSc Hons Dietetics. 
The inclusion of the skills tutorial sessions into the undergraduate programmes 
curricula meant that the context of the sessions was translated, into the learning 
objectives (LOs) specific for each degree programme involved, which in turn was 
appropriately assessed (according to the standards of the higher education pro-
vider and national quality standards; for info see UK Quality Code for Higher 
Education). Inherently, the learning objectives have been focused on the trans-
ferable skills (see Table 1 for a listing of the specific skills sets included in the 
relevant LOs). However, the LOs were not specific to a given subject of study; 
and thus may be applicable to other first year curricula elsewhere. 

The formulation of the relevant LOs, was in line with the main goal of the tu- 
 

Table 1. A list of skills incorporated into the curricula of first year undergraduate pro-
grammes including skills accompanied by the relevant learning outcomes as well as the 
skills that are not assessed. However, both materials and time have been made available 
within the curriculum to support students to develop given skills. 

Skills taught, practiced and assessed and thus associated with appropriate learning outcomes* 

Distinguishing between ideas, opinions and judgment in own writing  

Expressing key themes in a predictable and standard written format  

Presenting correctly formatted scientific communications  

Using the Internet to supplement lecture and laboratory material  

Writing effectively and with precision  

Working with and meeting obligations to others i.e., cooperating with others in contributing 
to a group achieving a defined goal 

Skills taught and practiced 

Standards and criteria in higher education 

Learning styles 

Deep approaches to learning 

Learning from lectures, practicals and tutorials 

Self- and peer-assessment 

Task management 

Time organisation; revisions and examination tactics 

*Note that the skills presented above are not in the form required for presentation of LOs in any formal 
document; for information on how to write LOs you may wish to refer to Bloom's Taxonomy of Education-
al Objectives (Bloom et al., 1994) 
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torials i.e. to provide support to first year undergraduate students during the 
transition period. These LO’s underpinned the content of the session. Formal 
(tutor-led) cooperative learning groups were established to complete specific 
coursework assignment tasks which were determined to be the most appropriate 
pedagogic strategy to achieve both the requirements of the LOs and the main 
goal of the tutorial sessions. The application of the chosen pedagogic strategy as 
well as the consistency of the delivery and the assessment within-year (i.e. be-
tween different programmes and between groups within each programme), and 
between academic years’ was ensured through the leadership of an appointed, 
‘Study Skills Co-ordinator’ in the School i.e. designated cross-programme aca-
demic leadership of staff concentrating on student-centred learning and a 
teaching philosophy focused on positive student experiences.  

An overview of the weekly contents and format of the student transition tuto-
rials referred to since its formal introduction into the undergraduate curricula as 
the Study Skills Programme (SSP) is presented in Table 2. A key element of the 
SSP delivery were regular sessions in small learning and teaching environment, 
aiming to provide appropriate setting for regular interactions between students 
themselves and between students and experienced academic staff. To encourage 
students’ engagement each session was underpinned by the work planned for 
each consecutive session such as prior reading or completion of specific exer-
cises prior to attending class. 

2.2. SSP Organisation of Formal Learning Groups  
vs. Teaching Plan 

Following registration and prior to the beginning of semester 1 of each academic 
year, the first year students were divided into course/degree programme specific 
cohorts for both subject specific lectures and practical library sessions e.g. biol-
ogy vs. dietetics vs. biomedical sciences etc. Also, in the case of the lectures, these 
were delivered by academic staff directly involved in the development and deli-
very of the given programmes either in their specific academic roles (e.g. the 
course directors) or invited speakers representing relevant professional bodies. 
Such an approach supported initial development of “professional” identities, 
previously not well focused on first year students who were taught together in 
large common modules. 

Following allocation into the degree specific cohorts, students were divided 
into small teaching/tutorial groups (7 - 16 students) observing the degree pro-
gramme of study to further foster cohort identity and to provide opportunities 
for social interactions with their peers. Each tutorial group was assigned an aca-
demic member of staff (called a “group tutor”) who was chosen from the aca-
demic subject related to the degree programme. The tutor was responsible for 
the SSP content delivery and individual students’ progress over the entire se-
mester. The tutors were inducted and mentored by the SSP Co-ordinator in all 
aspects of SPP prior to the start of each academic year to assure consistency of 
SSP delivery, including the structure, format of SSP assignments and guidance  
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Table 2. The content and format of the Study Skills programme integrated into the first 
year undergraduate curricula of seven undergraduate BSc Hons degree programmes; the 
contents is presented in the order of its delivery. 

Contents Format 

Introduction to the module and programme of study (aims, contents, etc.). 
Allocation to the groups for tutorial sessions and particulars of the tutorial 
sessions’ timetable. 

Lecture 

IT and Library Induction (organised centrally by the University for each 
course). 

Practical session 

Ice breaker aiming to get to know peers and staff. 
Introduction to studying at university/exercises on how university differs/ 
may differ from school (work in groups); followed up by discussion on 
particulars of university learning, teaching and assessment. Info and 
discussion on roles of studies advisors, module coordinators, course 
directors, students’ representatives. Study skills self-assessment exercise 
followed by Q&A. 

Tutorial session 

Studying at university (cont.)—including exercise on “economics of failure” 
followed by the group discussion; outcomes of Time Management exercise 
and group discussion; outcomes of students assessment of their predominant 
learning styles followed by discussion on how to develop appropriate learning 
strategies; Discussion on teamworking and taskwork; introduction to peer- 
and self-assessment followed by Q&A. 
Topics of assignment given out; allocation into posters teams (formal 
learning groups), rules and organisation of group work, followed by Q&A. 

Tutorial session 

Searching for scientific information; originality of own work vs. plagiarism; 
referencing (why and how). 
“How do I read” exercise followed by group discussion; exercises related to 
technical side of referencing and originality of own writing followed by 
discussion and Q&A. How to prepare scientific poster: rationale and 
technical side; practical exercises on poster preparatory steps and designs, 
discussion and Q&A. 

Tutorial session 

Training in use of library catalogues and scientific databases. Practical session 

Scientific writing (principles, rules, examples). 
Exercises related to scientific writing; formative comments on draft work 
(posters and individual written assignments) followed by Q&A; Skills 
self-re-assessment exercise. 

Tutorial session 

Training in a use of selected referencing software followed be student 
independent work in the library. 

Practical session 

Your course and its module components vs. future careers. Placement—what 
it is and its role for future careers. Professional bodies and/or learned 
societies. 

Lecture 

Discussion on careers, placement options and relevant professional topics; 
Working on posters (finishing touches). Revision of rules of peer- and self- 
assessment of individual contributions to group work in light of the minutes 
from poster team meeting, discussion and Q&A. 

Tutorial session 

Posters (presentation) session; peer-assessment of presented posters; 
selection of the best poster; reflection on the group work. 

Tutorial session 

Preparing for examinations; formats of examination papers, revision of 
consequences of failure, extenuating circumstances and appeals; etc. 

Lecture 

Feedback on the posters; feedback from the tutor and a summary of peer- 
feedback; comparing and contrasting feedback obtained with theoretical 
information on how to use feedback. 

Tutorial session 
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on marking criteria for assessment as well as the level of support which should 
be provided to students within and between the groups. During SSP delivery, 
additional support was made available to those tutors who lacked experience in 
small group teaching or needed clarification on any SSP related matters. The SSP 
handbook was developed containing the pedagogic aim of each session, a brief 
description of suggested activities and details of assignments and assessment and 
it was provided to each academic tutor prior to the beginning of teaching in each 
academic year. 

Support materials were provided to students in a student handbook including 
theoretical information and practical exercises related to the SSP content. This 
included detailed descriptions of all assignments as well as an assessment guide 
with relevant examples and sample marking criteria for discussion and then 
agreement with the students. Notably, the materials prepared for students were 
supplied with examples and information relevant to the content of the course/ 
degree programme on which students were registered. Also, all materials for the 
students were in the form of hard copies (booklets) so as not to cause anxiety to 
those students who were unfamiliar with the university virtual learning envi-
ronment (VLE), normally used to share other learning/support materials.  

SSP teaching sessions e.g. tutorials, lectures and interactive library training 
were run on a weekly basis. Student progression and attendance at SSP sessions 
was monitored on a weekly basis over the entire semester allowing for early 
identification of those students who may have experienced difficulties with ac-
climatization to the university. 

2.3. Organisation of the Formal Learning Groups  
vs. Group Assignment 

In week three of the semester, i.e. when all initial introductions to their new en-
vironment, peers and staff and students and the University expectations were 
completed, students were allocated into formal learning groups. These formal 
learning groups were established within the tutorials groups to work on one of 
the coursework assignments i.e. scientific poster (details on this assignment be-
low).  

To form the formal learning groups, the students within each tutorial group 
were allocated by their tutor to smaller poster teams consisting of a minimum of 
three to maximum of six members. The students’ allocation to the poster teams 
were made randomly, as even in week 3 of the semester staff were not in posses-
sion of any parameters to rationalise blocking e.g. level of academic attainment; 
also, unequal gender balance on some degree programmes i.e. where pro-
grammes mainly recruit female students, hence no blocking by gender. How-
ever, students were not permitted to change their poster team to be teamed up 
with e.g. with “their mates” from their previous home area or school. Notably, 
the membership of each poster group was maintained unchanged for the entire 
duration of the group work on the poster aiming to encourage students to learn 
to prevent and to resolve interpersonal issues, if such occurred.  
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Poster Assignment 
Following the allocation to the poster teams, students were presented with the 

subject specific topics as well as the set of rules governing both the teamwork as 
well as the subsequent assessment of both the individual contribution to team-
work and the final product of their team work i.e. a scientific poster. The rules of 
team work were related to the assessment of both individual contribution to the 
team-working effort and the assessment of the final product of the teamwork; in 
brief those rules stipulated the following: i) team members were required to co-
operate with other members of the team when planning all group activities such 
as organising meetings, collecting information, generating and interpreting re-
sults, technical work on the poster etc., ii) teams were required to provide evi-
dence of individual contribution to team work and whole group progress on the 
poster via a) formal record of individual and group activities in a written form 
and b) self- and peer-assessment of contribution to team activities and work.  

The written record i.e. minutes from the poster team meetings had to be pre-
pared on a regular basis (preferably weekly) and it had to clearly reflect the 
group progression on the task as well as showing the individual contribution of 
each member to the team effort. Each written record had to be approved 
(signed) by all members of the poster team and submitted to the SSP tutor for 
formative comments. It was also a requirement that the roles of the group leader 
and the record keeper be rotated so that each member of the poster team was 
provided with an opportunity to lead the group and work on the record of group 
activities. The students were supplied with working examples and templates of 
minutes of meetings as well as a self-and peer-assessment form. The self-and 
peer-assessment was based on the marking criteria provided to students by the 
SSP tutor (see Table 3), which were explained and discussed with students dur-
ing a tutorial session. Notably, the students were advised that their self-and 
peer-assessment must be substantiated/corroborated by the minutes from the 
poster team meetings and vice versa. Additionally, students had been provided 
with the relevant examples and the theoretical rationale of the rules governing 
the group work; tutorial time was allocated to discuss the rules with students al-
lowing for learners’ understanding and the integration of related theoretical 
concepts. 

 
Table 3. Aspects of self-and peer-assessment of performance and participation to the 
team activity. 

Aspects that you need to consider; note that you need to support each aspect with evidence via 
previously submitted minutes from poster team meetings 

Was he/she regularly at group meetings, punctual & co-operative? 

Did he/she contribute ideas and suggestions for the project? 

How well did he/she carried out the tasks assigned by the group? 

Did he/she accept a fair share of the work? 

How would you rate his/her overall contribution to the project? 
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The content of weekly SSP sessions (for details please refer to Table 1) were 
designed in support of the students’ progress on their assignments via develop-
ment and/or fostering of the relevant skills sets. Furthermore, the ‘exemplar’ 
marking criteria for the teamwork and the poster were discussed with students 
and then translated with students’ involvement into final marking criteria ap-
plied at the time of the assessment by academic staff. To assure consistency be-
tween groups, the tutors were always required to provide the agreed (with stu-
dents) marking criteria to SSP coordinator for the moderation prior to returning 
the final version of the marking criteria to students.  

A formal presentation of the posters was scheduled during a SSP tutorial ses-
sion towards the end of the semester simulating a typical poster session at a sci-
entific meeting. The overall aim of this scheduled session was to allow students 
to present their scientific poster to their peers and tutor for discussion. Addi-
tionally, the tutors were advised to provide students with the formative assess-
ment of the draft posters during one of the tutorial sessions prior to the formal 
poster presentation session. Also, at the formal presentation of the posters, the 
students were presented with an opportunity to note the strengths and weak-
nesses of the posters authored by other teams (peer-feedback for improvement); 
this exercise was guided with a simple form (see Table 4) supported by verbal 
explanation of each aspect of peer-assessment provided by the tutor at the start 
of the session. Notably, and aiming to avoid personalisation of the critique, tu-
tors have been advised to collect the resulting peer-assessment forms and to 
summarise the outcomes of peer-assessment prior to returning peers feedback to 
the authors of the posters. 

2.4. Evaluation of the SSP 

A qualitative approach was used to assess students’ opinion on the SSP. During 
the initial stage i.e. within first two cycles (two academic years) of the SSP in-
troduction into the undergraduate curricula, the annual evaluation of the SPP 
was based on students’ opinions collected via a simple free response, anonymous 
evaluation questionnaire that included open-end questions i.e.: 1) What were the  

 
Table 4. Characteristics of the students on the Study Skills Programme considered here i.e. over the reported period of five aca-
demic years. 

Academic Year (AY) 2008/09 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 2012/13 
Total over the  

reported period 

Number of programmes and science disciplines (indicated in brackets) 8 (4) 7 (3) 7 (3) 7 (3) 7 (3) 8 (4)* 

Number of new entrants into all programmes that were included in the SSP 133 175 115 141 152 716 

Entry qualifications of new entrants included in the SSP       

A-levels [%] 76 74 63 70 76 72 

Irish Leaving Certificate [%] 14 10 14 9 7 11 

Other e.g. Higher National Diploma [%] 11 15 23 21 17 17 

*This includes all programmes/disciplines taking SSP over reported period of five consecutive academic years. 
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three best things about Study Skills Programme? 2) What were the three things 
about Study Skills Programme you would most likely to see improved? Follow-
ing this two-year SSP specific evaluation, and from academic year 2010/2011 the 
students’ opinions relevant to the SSP were extracted from the university-wide 
learning and teaching evaluation system that collects students’ opinions on each 
unit (module) of teaching at the end of each semester of each academic year. 

3. Retrospective Overview of the SSP 
3.1. Students and Staff Involved in the SSP 

Over the period of five academic years, a total of 716 first year new entrants to 
collectively eight undergraduate BSc Hons programmes have participated in the 
SSP. The programmes included Biomedical Sciences (three programmes), Phar-
macology, Food and Nutrition, Human Nutrition and Dietetics but by 2009/10 
the Pharmacology programme had been withdrawn while the Biology pro-
gramme was incorporated into the SSP (more details in Table 4). 

Out of 716 students, 518 students on the SSP were admitted onto their pro-
grammes based on their A-levels results. Additionally, 76 students taking the 
SSP were admitted based on their results from Irish Leaving Certificate (ILC) 
examination, which broadly equate to the British/Northern Irish A-levels. 
Therefore, the number of students on the SSP who came directly from the sec-
ondary type education equalled 594 i.e. 83% of all students on the SSP (see Table 
5 for more details on the new entrants qualifications).  

The overall number of students recruited each year to the programmes varied 
(with the lowest number of 117 and the highest number of 175; see Table 5 for 
details) and thus the number of the tutorial groups and required number of 
group tutors to assure the SSP delivery varied from 10 to 12 per year; correspon-
dingly, the total number of staff required to deliver the SSP each year varied be-
tween 17 to 19 per year (see Table 5 for details). The turnover rate of staff from 
the home institution (i.e. after exclusion of invited speakers) involved in the SSP 
delivery measured as the number of those who left SSP after the cycle (academic 
year) by the total number of staff at the beginning of the cycle (and presented  

 
Table 5. Staff involved in the Study Skills Programme delivery considered here i.e. over 
the reported period of five academic years. 

Academic Year (AY) 2008/09 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 2012/13 

Overall 17 20 18 18 19 

Group tutors 10 12 10 10 11 

Other (lectures delivery, library training, 
programme coordination)* 

7 8 8 8 8 

Staff turnover rate      

All staff [%] 21 29 20 27 27 

Group tutors [%] 30 33 30 30 36 

*This includes the university staff but not invited speakers from outside of the home institution. 
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Table 6. Contribution to the teamworking activity within the SSP vs. the proportions of 
those who left their programmes, within first year of their course i.e. early leavers. The 
indicators of early leavers at local (Northern Ireland) and National (UK) level are also 
presented for comparison.  

Academic Year (AY) 2008/09 2009/10 2010/11 2011/12 2012/13 

Percentage of students who have not 
contributed to the group work 

0.9 1.2 4.2 2.1 1.3 

Early Leavers [%] from those included in 
the SSP 

5.7 6.4 5.2 2.1 4.2 

Reference data: Early Leavers [%]      

Northern Ireland* 9.0 8.2 5.7 6.0 6.0 

UK* 6.5 7.2 6.3 5.7 5.7 

*From Summary—Higher Education Statistics Agency, UK, Performance Indicators  
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/performance-indicators/summary. 

 
as %) varied from 20% to 29% per year, while the turnover rate of group tutors 
varied from 30% to 36% depending on the year (see Table 6 for annual turnover 
data). 

3.2. Students’ Participation in the Formal Learning Groups 

Each academic year attendance at the weekly SSP sessions was characterised as 
very good (>85%) up to week 7 - 8 of the semester but then attendance decreased 
slightly in weeks 9 - 10 (>60%) with attendance recovering again to 100% to-
wards the end of semester and around the time of formal poster assessment. 

Overall, the participation of students in the formal learning group was excel-
lent but in each academic year, a very small number of students did not contrib-
ute to the activities of the formal learning groups (see Table 6 for details). On 
two occasions there were clear cases of exclusion of individuals by the poster 
group members; those two cases were identified early and acted upon by the SSP 
tutors concerned. The remaining cases of those who did not contribute to the 
activities of the formal teaching groups were students who were absent from 
their studies (for more than a week) due to personal extenuating circumstances; 
notably, the students affected by the extenuating circumstances were offered 
substitute assignments, which took into account their individual needs as well as 
the interests and progress on work of the teams to which affected individuals 
were allocated. 

In terms of the reported period (five academic years), in four of the academic 
years the number of students who did not participate in the formal learning 
groups was lower than the number of those students who left their programme 
within first year i.e. “early leavers” (see Table 6 for details). 

3.3. The Outcomes of SSP Evaluations by Students 

The SSP specific evaluation involved collectively 215 students, including 96 and 
119 i.e. 72% and 68% of the students taking the SSP in academic year 2008/09 
and 2009/10, respectively. The evaluation was based on the open-end questions 

https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/performance-indicators/summary
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and thus allowed the students complete freedom in terms of their comments on 
the programme. Yet when asked about “Three best aspects of the SSP” 50% of all 
responding students listed the SSP aspects directly related to the formal learning 
groups that is “team-working” as the best aspects of the SSP. Second listed best 
aspect of the SSP have been “getting to know other students on their course” 
(49% of respondents), while the third aspect have been the SSP learning envi-
ronment i.e. “learning/teaching in small groups” (36% respondents) and finally 
“poster preparation and presentation” (31% respondents). Other SSP aspects 
mentioned by students included subject specific lectures (10% respondents), 
scientific writing training (5% respondents), referencing training (5% respon-
dents). The aspects listed by individual respondents included e.g. introduction 
into university life/assessments/expectations, learning styles and how to revise 
efficiently, interactive/activity based type of learning and teaching, learning 
styles assessment and training on how to revise efficiently, peer- and self- as-
sessment exercise etc. The qualitative results of the SSP evaluation can be further 
exemplified by students’ comments:  

“Teamwork was cool” 
“Group work was enjoyable” 
“Working in teams on the poster was great” 
“Working in a team was best” 
“Working with other members of class on assignments” 
“The skills aspect of the module was very helpful. It gave me a better under-

standing of how the University’s policies work and how I can go about tackling 
any problems that I may have in relation to the University. Also, working on a 
poster allowed me to get to know other students on my course.” 

Last but not least, when asked “What would you like to see improved with this 
module” the respondents suggested that SSP would benefit from more tasks that 
require teamworking (28% respondents) or noted that there is no need for 
changes (26% respondents); other individual suggestions included technical 
suggestions e.g.:  

“decrease number and/or length of classes” (22% respondents), “provide more 
or longer classes” (18%), “re-schedule classes for different day and/or time of a 
day” (19% respondents), “provide different classroom” (8% respondents), “make 
Library training longer” or “make Library training shorter” (collectively 5% re-
spondents); did not give any answer (38% respondents). 

By far the largest number of respondents did not give any answer to this ques-
tion (38% respondents). 

To note, the SSP evaluation questionnaires were collected anonymously and 
completed by the students on a voluntary basis and hence did not allow for the 
collection of demographic data.  

4. Discussion 

During the course of any higher education programme, students undergo a 
number of educational and social transitions of which the most obvious and ar-
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guably most significant transition occurs when they enter a new institution such 
as university or college of further education [13]-[18]. Other more obvious tran-
sitions occur when students are re-entering the institution after a longer period 
of work-based learning (after a placement) or after a period of leave of absence 
from their home institution and their study programme [19] [20]. Alternatively, 
individuals may undergo educational and/or social transitions when transferring 
from one programme to another (within or outside the institution) or simply be 
faced with unfamiliar modes of learning and teaching and changing expectations 
over the time of their study programme [20]. Anecdotally, some educational 
practitioners claim that historically most students have been able to deal with 
these transitions with little support from staff/institutions, while nowadays many 
students are rarely able to manage through their degree unaided. Regardless of 
whether we agree or disagree with such claims, one must acknowledge that our 
current students are likely subjected to a fast paced live-style associated with so-
cial-media and the 24/7 culture, that many young and inexperienced adults find 
difficult to manage. An example of the detrimental effects of modern life style on 
students wellbeing can be drawn from the results of a report by the Centre for 
Collegiate Mental Health at Penn State University [21] indicating that up to 50% 
of all college students calling on counselling services experienced general and 
social anxiety. Furthermore, the report states that “The number of students 
treated by counselling centres grew at more than 5x the rate of institutional en-
rolment and the number of attended appointments grew at more than 7x the 
pace of institutional enrolment.” ([21], p. 7). Aside from the possible detrimental 
effects of modern life-style on students’ wellbeing, the transition to an institution 
of higher education has been shown to be associated with other negative emo-
tions such as a homesickness [22] and loneliness [23]. It is therefore not sur-
prising that such negative psychological effects combined with previously re-
ported academic challenges e.g. increased workload and/or higher academic ex-
pectations [24] affect students’ learning abilities and consequently their early 
academic performance. More recent qualitative research by McMillian [25] has 
examined the extent to which the transition to the new institution is perceived as 
an emotional event and has made an attempt to identify academic and non- 
academic variables affecting students well-being during the transition period. 
Based on the results of his study McMillian reports that his results are in agree-
ment with previously published literature and he states that “Students” greatest 
emotional fear appeared to be that of alienation—being an outsider without 
friends. Their most positive emotion was focused on the development of profes-
sional identity [25]. Notably, McMillian is referring to Heathcote and Taylor’s 
[26] theory of emotional stages accompanying students during their academic 
career based on which, he postulates that students need to journey through those 
stages “However, they need to be accompanied on that journey by someone who 
has travelled that path already. This experienced traveler can help them identify 
where they are on the journey.” The results of the SSP evaluation from our 
School strongly support McMillian’s observations. The survey of students’ opi-
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nions on the SSP conducted over two academic years has shown that in both 
years the most important aspects of the SSP for the majority of responding stu-
dents was facilitation of group interactions with other students. These group in-
teractions were facilitated by a specific learning and teaching strategy i.e. utiliza-
tion of small formal (included into curricula) learning groups. 

Small learning groups are also acknowledged to initiate cooperative learning 
[27]. According to Panitz [28] the learning that is based on the cooperative 
learning groups can be defined as: “(…) a set of processes, which help people in-
teract together in order to accomplish a specific goal (…) which is usually con-
tent specific” and further he elaborates that “cooperation is a structure of inter-
action designed to facilitate the accomplishment of a specific end product or 
goal through people working together in groups (…) in the cooperative model 
the teacher maintains complete control” and further he argues, “(…) cooperative 
learning represents the best means to approach mastery of foundational knowl-
edge (…)” [28]. The results of a number of, more recent meta-analyses on the 
effectiveness of the cooperative learning indicate that this pedagogic strategy af-
fords efficient learning of theoretical concepts, internalisation of transferable 
and professional skills, while learners deem their learning experiences as positive 
and more engaging [29] [30]. Hence, the formal cooperative learning groups 
with their pre-determined, tutor-facilitated structure and organisation would 
appear to be most suitable for the novice undergraduate students, especially at 
the initial stage of their university education. Furthermore, it should be noted 
that the formal learning groups can encompass all participatory learning and 
teaching methods, such as group discussions, teaching others and practice by 
doing, all of which suit novice undergraduate students, most of whom arrive 
from the secondary school system. Indeed, the majority of the students consid-
ered in this report had arrived directly from the secondary school system and 
thus our chosen pedagogic approach appeared to provide the vast majority of 
the newly registered entrants with the most familiar learning environment. This 
approach was deemed to be the most suitable to engage these students with what 
was otherwise an unfamiliar university learning with unfamiliar teaching and 
assessment methods [31], as well as a new social environment. Indeed, the lit-
erature indicates that participatory teaching methods and interactions with 
classmates initiate and strengthen acclimatisation of new entrants to the univer-
sity community; for example, it has been previously shown that social learning 
communities play an important part in successful transition into tertiary educa-
tion [32] [33]. 

The main characteristic of a formal cooperative learning group is that it re-
lates to a very small number of students i.e. preferably up to five students in-
volved in a group work for the model to be successful. Therefore, the learning 
and teaching of the students within relatively small tutorial cohorts of up to 16 
students/group described in this paper was directly associated with the further 
allocation of students into smaller poster teams so as to allow for all the benefits 
of cooperation in learning. Other characteristics of the formal cooperative 
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learning groups have been previously summarised by McInnerney and Roberts 
[34] as follows “1) Positive interdependence (…) all for one and one for all (…); 
2) face-to-face promoting interaction: some work within the group is done indi-
vidually, but the group does most work interactively; 3) individual and group 
accountability: the group as a whole is accountable for achieving the group’s goal 
and the individual within the group is accountable for contributing to the group 
goal; 4) interpersonal and small group skills: teaching students to engage in 
taskwork and teamwork, simultaneously; 5) group processing: the group assesses 
its goals and how well it is progressing”. The listed characteristics clearly dic-
tated the structure and organisation of the formal learning groups in our SSP, 
however further reflection on these characteristics, specifically “some work 
within the group is done individually, but the group does most work interac-
tively” indicates the need for a task/goal for the group work that will facilitate 
both individual contributions, however also assuring a certain level of interde-
pendence when working on the assigned task.  

In general, a task assigned to the group can be categorized based on type of 
group work it instigates i.e.: a task/assignment that instigates simple workload 
share and the one that more likely instigates interdependent type of work [12]. 
Simple workload share tasks/assignments incite group members to do individual 
bits of the overall work so as to complete the assignment; in other words, with 
the outcomes of the individual work simply contributing to the total/final prod-
uct (e.g. on-line discussions, participation in interactive lectures). In most cases, 
such tasks/assignments allow easy identification and, if applicable, the assess-
ment of the individuals’ work contributions [12]. Furthermore, the tasks/ as-
signments instigating simple workload share may allow for group membership 
and/or the frequency of the individual contributions to be rather flexible, or even 
allowing members to leave/change the learning group in case of e.g. unharmo-
nious interactions or even the absence of interactions within the group. The 
tasks that instigate simple workload share can be therefore classified as “low 
risk”, tasks/assignments. If such “low risk” tasks/assignments are assigned to a 
group small enough to allow each group member to contribute to the group 
work face-to-face and the group work is regulated/monitored by a tutor, then 
this type of group work may result in interactive work expected from formal 
cooperative learning groups. However, the work involved although, easy to 
manage by learners and tutors, is often questioned by some students because of 
the very nature of “low risk” tasks. The most frequent argument used against 
“low risk” tasks by the university students themselves relate to work efficiency 
i.e. the work on task could be completed quicker/more efficiently without a real 
need to work in groups! This clearly indicates that even “low risk tasks/assign- 
ments must include a need for at a least a minimal requirement for interdepen-
dent work”. The examples of the students’ views on this subject include com-
ments extracted from e.g. https://www.thestudentroom.co.uk/ i.e.: 

“Group work only makes sense if the project is so big that one person cannot 
do all the work (think Engineering, Software, Research collaborations, Theatre, 

https://www.thestudentroom.co.uk/
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Film productions etc.). For such big projects it makes sense to assign specific 
roles and responsibilities to each member of the group, based on skill-set. If 
someone is not doing their job it will be very obvious and that person can be 
held to account for it.” 

“I agree that probably universities want to make students work effectively in 
groups on a small scale, and I agree that this could be done. I think both univer-
sities and students generally fail at it because it is (most of the time) not taught 
or made explicit - neither at school nor at university. (Probably because most 
teachers or lecturers do not understand group work either.) Doing it badly is just 
a waste of time for everyone, especially if you can do better on your own.” 

However, it has to be noted that as opposed to “low risk” tasks, the more 
complex work tasks, typical for normal working environment require specific 
knowledge and/or skills from individual members of a group. Such tasks are 
normally based on close interactions between the group members. Therefore, 
such tasks/assignments in a university setting may cause difficulties to both 
learners and tutors, especially if the assessment of individual contributions to the 
group effort is required. Also, the likelihood of within-group conflicts in relation 
to highly interdependent work is higher, in particular in the case of heterogene-
ous and newly established groups [35] [36]. Therefore, the more complex tasks/ 
assignments can be categorized as “high risk” tasks. In fact “high risk” tasks/ as-
signments may not be suitable for novice undergraduate students even if such 
strategy is underpinned by a well-planned systematic structure, including details 
of assessment, as well as regular tutor monitoring/support. Furthermore, the 
type of the assessment chosen for assessing the formal learning group work, in 
terms of both individual contributions and the overall group outcome may help 
or hinder e.g. due to competitiveness, the integration of the group integration an 
inevitably the progress on the assigned task. Another example from  
https://www.thestudentroom.co.uk/ supports this:  

“The idea of group projects at university is great in theory, but in reality it of-
ten doesn’t work and results in one or two people having a nervous break down 
while everyone else clears off down the pub... I would much rather be judged on 
my own efforts as it seems fairer than either being dragged down or benefiting 
from others work.” 

The examples above, although unorthodox, clearly support our notion that for 
the formal learning groups to be effective, the structure and the organisation of 
the groups and the assigned tasks need to be well planned beforehand taking the 
learners’ knowledge and skills into consideration, as it was previously observed 
with regards to working in teams in a workplace [37]. Therefore, group partici-
pants as well as their assigned tutors must be equipped with the knowledge and 
practical teamworking skills, as appropriate. The outcomes of the Study Skills 
Programme as presented in this paper would indirectly support the notion that 
offering “low risk” tasks to novice undergraduate students can be effective, if 
appropriate training and support is provided to tutors and the students them-
selves.  

https://www.thestudentroom.co.uk/
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We believe our approach to transition is similar to the 3C model proposed by 
Sharp and co-workers [11]. In their study, the importance of cohesion, coher-
ence and connectedness was clear. In our approach the importance of providing 
clear information [38] [39] in the form of a hard copy handbook/workbook was 
clear. This handbook provided week-by-week guidance to students including 
information and literature to support the lecture sessions but also the small 
group tutorials; all aiming and allowing novice students to understand the ra-
tionale, the process and academic practice. Importantly the small group learning 
environment during regularly scheduled tutorials allowed individual tutors, 
where time allowed, to integrate formative tasks that students could complete in 
groups of two or three students. The ratio of one staff member to 14 - 16 stu-
dents for the entire semester provided the opportunity for connectedness where 
students could more easily relate to the staff member during the tutorials [40]. 
This process also allowed for the connectedness of staff particularly when it 
came to sharing best practice and also the moderation of inter-group assess-
ments. An important aspect of the SPP is that it was responsive—the connect-
edness of staff meant that new and or revised assessments could be easily intro-
duced, which would not have been possible within a defined modular structure. 
This made the process responsive but yet clearly aligned [41] to the programme 
on which the students were registered. Tinto [42] and others have identified that 
high-quality academic experience with academic support, paired with social in-
volvement and peer support are crucial if you wish to retain your students. Our 
SSP model has clearly met these needs in terms of academic tutors leading small 
group tutorials where students are introduced to each other in a non-competitive 
environment and clearly falls within the ‘senses of success’ model framework as 
proposed by Lizzio [43]. 

One of the key founding principles behind the SSP programme was that it 
would not only improve transition and the retention of our students but also 
that it would instil key elements of scientific training in our students hence the 
selection of Short (Scientific) Report writing, the application of Scientific refer-
encing styles and the Preparation and Presentation of a (Scientific) Poster. These 
key elements combined with the opportunity for students to get feedback on 
drafts of their work prior to submission were key, and would not be possible in 
large class sizes normally experienced in year one of our programmes. Through- 
out this process and the years when the SSP ran throughout the School the test 
was how to balance positive enforcement with academic achievement in the 
context of group work. Sharp et al. [11] put forward the view that it’s about the 
journey and not necessarily the stops in between. The pursuit of “low risk” but 
valid scientific tasks/exercises instils in students the fundamental scientific skills 
that will be called upon throughout their degree programme and into their 
eventual scientific career. The advantage of this approach is that at the same time 
it meets the needs of students in terms of cohesion, coherence and connected-
ness allows a balance to be met. In agreement with Krause [44] this ties in with a 
University’s vision to develop a community and a culture that increases the con-
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fidence and engagement by our students (co-committed self-regulation of 
learning behaviour). Krause [44] and indeed De Angelo et al. [45] argue that in-
terventions to improve student transition are more successful when they are 
matched to the needs of the student population. 

5. Conclusion 

In conclusion, the study skills programme in the School of Biomedical Science 
was a success. Therefore, the decision was taken to create bespoke “skills” mod-
ules as part of the periodic review/revalidation of programmes process in 2013/ 
2014. This led to the development of new individual modules/units in year 1 of 
the Biology, Biomedical Science and Food and Nutrition programmes. The small 
group tutoring and assessment elements, which were so crucial to the success of 
the Study Skills programme, were retained within these new modules. This case 
study describes a second generation approach to transition emphasising the im-
portance of academic led small group teaching and bespoke subject specific ele-
ments in any approach to aiding students in their transition to higher education. 
We commend this approach to colleagues in the wider STEM area and those in 
the Humanities and Business areas who wish to aid their students in their transi-
tion to Higher Education. 
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