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Module Design Principles & Practices for First Year Assessment 
 

One of the key aims of UCD’s education strategy (2009-2014) is ‘To foster  early and lasting student  

engagement’, which includes  : 
‘A review and reform of the structure, outco mes, assessment and remed iation strategies for first year, and in 

particular the first semester, to support the transition from second - to third-level and to adapt to the different  
needs of diff erent students; Th e furth er d evelopment of approach es to engage and  support students, especially  

in their first year, including small group learning, p eer-mentoring, ac ademic advic e and mentoring, specific  
supports for the develop ment of t ransferable skills and information literacy, and gen eral  welfare supports ‘ .  

 

To facilitate this transition to university learning, assessment design at module level in the first year needs to 

progressively move students from early low-stakes assessment – which build confidence – to more challenging 

assessments - for achievement (see Figure 1, p3).  In addition, students need to be engaged and empowered 

in their learning experience in order to achieve the level of social and academic integration for successful first 

year learning (Nicol, 2009). The following 6 principles, based on a review of assessment literature, will assist 

you in the deliberative design of the first year learning experience, from a module design perspective  (Table 1).   

 

 

Table  1:                                                     The Six De sign Principles 

1. Allow students, where possible, have opportunity for regul ar, low stake s assessment with 

opportunity for feedbac k on their progre ss  

2. Develop students’ opportunities for  in-class self and/or peer revie w  of their learning 

against  assessment criteria   

3. Allow students multiple opportunities for well-structured and supported collaborative  

learning and its assessment (peer and group-work, project work)   

4. Consider the rede sign of the le arning sequence of module learning activities in  an efficient 

and effective manner, including the  related blended learning opportunities.  

5. Introduce more active/task-based learning which uses more authentic asse ssments (i.e.  

subject/discipline identity)  

6. Consider  the student  work-load demands within the module, as well as in  parallel modules        

 
These principles reflect simila r design principles  for programme/school -level assessment, which a lso explores  the more 

structural a nd integ rative aspects of assessment des ign, i.e. developing  space in the curriculum by  use of  more 

theme/concept approach to lea rning, ma pping assessment a cross a s tage, see Des igning First Ye ar Assessment 
Strategically, available at: www.ucd.ie/teaching/resources/assessment/focusonfirs tyear ).  This resource is also 

supplemented by a podcast (Feb-Dec 2011):  FOCUS ON FIRST YEA R:  

see http://www.ucd.ie/ teaching/showcase/a udiopodcasts/na me,77075,en.html  

 
This detailed resource  for module coordinators, includes:  a) E labora tion of  the assessment des ign principles, based on the 

litera ture, b) International case studies/examples a nd c)  UCD ca se s tudy or resource. It is hoped that this  will assis t you a s  

a module coordinator to implement the assessment des ign principles in your firs t year modules, in pa rticula r in the firs t 
semester.  

 

Extracted from this more comprehensive  resource, a separa te shorter resource highlights Five UCD Case S tudies of First 

Year Assessment availa ble  at: www.ucd.ie/teaching/resources/assessment/focusonfirs tyear    Ma ny of these cases  
address several of  the module design principles above, in one module. Sometimes these types of modules may a lso be 

entitled ‘concept’, ‘theme-based’ or ‘enquiry-based’ modules.  

  

http://www.ucd.ie/teaching/resources/assessment/focusonfirstyear
http://www.ucd.ie/teaching/showcase/audiopodcasts/name,77075,en.html
http://www.ucd.ie/teaching/resources/assessment/focusonfirstyear
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Module Coordinators: should design their first year modules to: 
 

1. Allow students,  where possible, have opportunity for  regul ar, l ow stakes asse ssment  with 

opportunity for feedbac k on their progre ss    (Design Principle)  

 

a) El aboration of the asse ssment  desi gn principles, based on the literature   

Students in their first few weeks in university need regular feedback on their progress so that they can 

assess progress in their learning. Effective and high quality feedback is often regarded as a key element of 

excellence in teaching that supports student learning (Ramsden, 2003; Black and William, 1998, Sadler, 

1989). This is often described as formative (feedback on progress), as oppose to summative assessment 

(counting towards a grade).  If you consider, in particular in the first semester of first year, that students 

should have strong emphasis on the former, then many assessment tasks can be in-class activities.  

 

Felder and Brent (2010) argue that for assessment strategies to be effective students need to be given 

opportunities to practice doing the kinds of things that are to be assessed later. Here technologies such as 

student response systems to give feedback in class can be useful. These strategies have the added benefit 

of facilitating engagement. Taylor (2008), in Figure 1 below,  sets out how assessment in the first semester 

can evolve from the idea of low stakes assessment, that emphasizes feedback to students, to high stakes 

which gives assessment for achievement (more summative assessment).   

 

Figure 1:   Taylor  (2008):  Assessment for  Transition, Development and Achievement.  
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By regular short assessments, particularly in-class or on-line, students can have multiple opportunities to 

have feedback on their work.  

 

However, this approach needs to be conscious of parallel modules and their assessment demands, 

i.e. six modules with regular low stakes assessment, may lead to overl oad for students (See Design 

Principle No 6. :Con sider the student  work-load d emands within the module, as well as in parallel  

Modules.  

 

 

b) International c ase  studie s/examples  

 

 -The One-minute Test (P ETAL, 2011, see extract below) 

 
 

 -the ‘Patchwork Text’, (Winters, 2003; Ovens, 2003) describes how multiple student tasks are gathered 

and shared and synthesized across a module.  
 

 - Mini-class tests and formative MCQ tests are used in an on-line environment to provide fine-grained 

feedback within an on-line Learning System (Egan, Jefferies, & Johal, 2006). 

 

-see also On the Use of Multiple Class Test Assessments to Promote and Encourage Student Learning 

(McLoone, 2007) http://www.aishe.org/readings/2007-1/No-09.html 

 

-The Scottish REAP projects gives good concrete examples of how ICT based techniques have been used 

successfully in large first year classes (see www. reap.ac.uk).   

 

 

http://www.aishe.org/readings/2007-1/aishe-readings-2007-1.html#QQ2-15-132
http://www.aishe.org/readings/2007-1/No-09.html
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c) UCD c ase  study or re source.  

 

 -Dr Eleni Mangina (ex 2858) School of Computer Science and Informatics describes how she uses 

discussion threads within the on-line environment for short regular assessment, see 

http://www.aishe.org/readings/2007-1/No-02.html   

 

               

 
                                        

 

-The UCD Teaching and Learning resource  on Improving the Efficiency and Effectiveness of Feedback to 

Students describes some efficient feedback ideas such as :  

                                    See http://www.ucd.ie/t4cms/ucdtlt0025.pdf   

 
1. Use of  a pre-submission check-list (pro-forma): S tudents self-assess on some pre -def ined criteria  

and hand it in with assignment.  

2. Cons ider feedback in dif ferent media/formats:  On- line, audio-feedback, verba l class feedback, use 

of ‘clickers’ in la rge class  contexts.  

3. Student Requested Feedback: Ask s tudents to submit specific requests for areas  for feedback  at the 

beginning of ass ignment. F ocus feedba ck primarily on these a reas.  

4. Evidence of Action: S tudent have to integ rate (hig hlight), in next ass ignment, where a ctions from 

previous  feedba ck are  integ rated into this ass ignment  

5. Timing of  Feedback: Focus s taff energies on mid-unit feedba ck, instead of end of semester 

feedba ck. This could be an in-class  summary to whole class; in-class  mini tes ts; on-line MCQ’s, etc  

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.aishe.org/readings/2007-1/No-02.html
http://www.ucd.ie/t4cms/ucdtlt0025.pdf
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2. Develop students’ opportunities for  in-cl ass self and/or  peer review  of their learning against 

assessment criteria  (De sign Principle)  

a) El aboration of the asse ssment  desi gn principles, based on the literature  

Whereas staff feedback to students is important (Design Principle 1), students have stressed that 

sometimes they do not understand the feedback they receive (Nicol, 2010), that the feedback is too 

vague or that it does not provide them with suggestions on how to improve their work. Feedback is 

often poorly rated by students. 

While several studies have looked at the provision of feedback (quantity, quality, timing, etc.), new 

directions in feedback are pointing to providing opportunities for students to work with the feedback 
received. Thus, attention should be directed to feedback as a process of communication between 

teachers and students (Higgins, Hartley and Skelton, 2001). It should take the form of assessment 

dialogues in an attempt to clarify the assessment process (Carless, 2006) 

Taking this one step further, Professor David Nicol, a recent visitor to UCD, 

(http://www.ucd.ie/teaching/news/news_items/name,77577,en.html ) states that ‘While feedback 

dialogue with the teacher is important… peer review is equally important… …where peers gen erate and  

receive feedback in relation to the same assignment ta sk, they learn not only about their own work but  

also about how it compares with productions of others” (Nicol, 2010, p.514).  Sadler (2010) also 

advocates to include students in the assessment process – Educate them in the process of making 

judgments about their work in ways similar to those made by expert assessors (Sadler, 2010). 

Developing students active participants in the process of assessing their work can help empower them in 

the assessment process. Empowerment is closely linked to student engagement. The UCD Choice of 

Assessment project empowered students, by given them opportunity to chose from a range of 

assessment methods (2-3 choices) For more on this see 

http://www.ucd.ie/teaching/projects/choiceofassessmentmethods/   

One of the key techniques associated with this approach, is to allow students oppo rtunities, often in-

class, to self or peer review their work, or examples of work, against the assessment criteria for the 

module. This allows them to have discussions around the expectations for the assessment of the module 

and is a more timely activity to allow change of behaviour, than staff directed feedback given after a 

module is completed.  

 

b) International c ase  studie s/examples  

 

   -The REAP resource page gives some particular attention to this approach see ‘ Designing Peer 

Feedback in modules and courses’ http://www.reap.ac.uk/PEER/Designs.aspx  

 

In addition, the REAP  page above also draws attention to a useful resource in the University of 

Melbourne that describes four case students on student peer reviewing   

http://www.ucd.ie/teaching/news/news_items/name,77577,en.html
http://www.ucd.ie/teaching/projects/choiceofassessmentmethods/
http://www.reap.ac.uk/PEER/Designs.aspx
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              Case examples:  Computerised peer-asse ssment Gl amorgan, Wales 

 

1. Describe the 

example and 

any evidence of 

success:    

 

 

 

Computerised peer-assessment Glamorgan  

Formative feedback delivered by peers on assignment that was 

subdivided into three different stages. 90% participated in the peer 

feedback and the quality of the feedback increased over the term. 

The final essay marked by the instructor (as in the past).  The quality 

of the student work also improved, particularly that of the weaker 

students. 

What  would 

UCD staff or  

students have to 

do for this to 

work? 

  

 

Staff 

No increased workload reported. Any module with essay might use 

this method to increase quality of student work.   

ICT skills. 

 

Students 

Learning by doing is  approach followed. Quality and quantity of 

peer feedback improved over term. 

Reference(s) Fitzgibbon,  K.  First  year  student experience Wales  

A practice guide. Higher  Education Academy.  

 

Dietz, Tracy L. 2002. ‘Predictors of Success in Large Enrollment 

Introductory Courses: An Examination of the Impact of Learning 

Communities and Virtual Learning Resources on Student Success in 

an Introductory Level Sociology Course.’ Teaching Sociology 

30(1):80-88. 
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c) UCD c ase  study or re source  

Dr Charo Hernadez describes this approach with her UCD Level 3 undergraduate students of Hispanic 

Studies.  See http://www.aishe.org/readings/2007-1/No-13.html  

 

 

 

http://www.aishe.org/readings/2007-1/No-13.html
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3. Allow  students  multiple opportunities for  well-structured and supported coll aborative le arning 

(peer and group -work,  project work) (De sign Principle)  

 

 

a) El aboration of the asse ssment  desi gn principles, based on the literature  

 

A key issue affecting UCD first year students’ engagement is the predominance of large classes in the 

first year. Cuseo (2007: 10), in a meta-analysis of thirty years of research into the impact of class size on 

students concludes that `large class size is a contextual variable that has generally adverse effects on 

student learning, mediated primarily by lowering students' level of engagem ent (active involvement) 

with the course instructor, with classmates, and with the subject matter' [italics in original]. Innovative 

assessment strategies could be used to ameliorate some of the problems associated with large classes 

reported in the literature. A related issue is the difficulties incoming students report in getting to know 

their classmates. Students entering UCD have concerns about the social aspects of college life, w ith a 

recent survey reporting two thirds have fears of being socially isolated in their new environment (Gibney 

et al 2010). Developing effective social networks is a key part of a successful transition to university life; 

group work and opportunities for collaborative learning can play an important role here. In a recent 

Teaching Fellowship project as one first year student suggested UCD: ‘Put more emphasis on group 

orientated projects/assignment s in sem ester  1’.  

 

Prince (2004, p223) describes collaborative learning as `any instructional method in which students work 

together in small groups toward a common goal', emphasising interaction between students. Johnson, 

Johnson and Smith (1998), in an overview of 168 studies, report strong evidence in relation t o the 

efficacy of this approach for student learning. Collaborative learning offers clear and significant benefits 

in terms of engagement, improved academic achievement, quality of interpersonal interactions, self -

esteem and perception of support when compared to students working on their own. However group 

work, including whether it is assessed by a process product/individual or group mark, needs careful 

consideration.  

 In the next section, you can see how group work can be developed for 1 st year, 1st semester and, in 

addition, for ideas on how to set up group-work with large classes,  see: O’Neill &Moore (2008) 

http://www.nairtl.ie/index.php?pageID=23&publicationID=26&skipCode=87266  

 

b) International c ase  studie s/examples  

Given the often difficult dilemmas associated with group work, this section sets out good international 

practice on the use of and assessment of group work:  

Group work is a popular approach to student learning in higher education as: Peer learning can improve 

the overall quality of student learning; Group work can help develop specific generic skills sought by 

employers and at times can reduce the workload involved in assessing, grading and providing  feedback 

to students (CSHE, 2010).  Group work can also support the development of what UCD considers are 

important graduate attributes, i.e.  ‘aptitude for continued, self-directed and collaborative learning’   and 

‘strong interpersonal and decision-making skills to bring to his or her  individual discipline or profession’  

(UCD, 2010) However, ‘under less than ideal conditions, group work can become the vehicle for acrimony, 

conflict and freeloading..’  (CSHE, 2010) Therefore, it is important to consider the type of assessment and 

http://www.nairtl.ie/index.php?pageID=23&publicationID=26&skipCode=87266
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how we prepare students for group  work.   

The type of group-work assessment 

There have been many breakdowns of how to assess group work, but in considering group assessment, it 

can be simplified some important questions to ask yours elf: 

1) Whether the product and/or process of the group  work is the main emphasis, 

2) Whether it should be a group mark and/or individual mark based on group work and  

3) Whether it is primarily tutor or student-marked (peer/self) or  both, and  

 
Assessing the product of group work with a group mark only (Quadrant A, Figure 2) (such as a 

poster/presentation/project) gives an emphasis to the outcome and reflects many real -life work 

situations. It requires a well functioning, well -prepared group for this option to work well with students 

in higher education. This option would be very difficult for new first year students. Therefore, many 

academic staff opt for a group mark, with an individual component (Quadrant A and C above). Many 

students, who have experienced group work, complain about the ‘hitchhikers’ (Oakley et al, 2003) in 

group work and maintain that the efforts/contributions to the group work should also be assessed (i.e. 

the process: Quadrants B and D above). One of the challenges for staff in assessing this opt ion is that 

they aren’t part of the group and can’t easily observe this effort.  Hence, these options often require 

some contribution from the students, such as peer and self assessment. For further elaboration of these 

issues see Oakley et al (2003); UCD T&L (2010) and  James et al (2002). 

Figure 2:  Assessing Groups Overview 
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      Preparing Students for Group Work and its assessment: 

Many of the issues and concerns raised by students, such as equity of effort and group conflict, ca n be 

partly avoided by preparing students for group work. This can include introducing students to the 

rationale for group work; exploring and getting them to set and review ground rules for group work;  

discussing and allocating different roles; working out procedure for dealing with group conflict as it 

arises, etc. . Oakley et al (2003) and Jacques & Salmon (2007) give some useful advice on how to prepare 

students for group work. 

 
See also: Mathematical Modeling Through Group Work, Glamorgan. Fitzgibbon, K. First year student 

experience Wales A practice guide. Higher Education Academy. 

 

c) UCD c ase study or resource : Base on the UCD Enquiry-Based learning project which emphasized 

group work, see a:  

      -For  full article on ideas for how group-work can be  developed in large classes see:  
   O’Neill, G., Moore, I. (2008) Stra tegies for Implementing Group Work in Larg e Classes:  Lessons from   

Enquiry-Based Lea rning. In, Emerging Issues II: The Changing Roles and Identities of  Teachers and Learners  
in Highe r Education in Ire land, eds. Higgs, B., and McCa rthy, M.. NAIRTL: Cork.  

http://www.na irtl.ie/ index.php? pageID=23&publica tionID=26&skipCode=87266  

 -For copy of Poster based on this work; see http://www.aishe.org/events/2006- 

2007/conf2007/proceedings/paper-44.pdf  

 

http://www.nairtl.ie/index.php?pageID=23&publicationID=26&skipCode=87266
http://www.aishe.org/events/2006-%202007/conf2007/proceedings/paper-44.pdf
http://www.aishe.org/events/2006-%202007/conf2007/proceedings/paper-44.pdf
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Based on this design principle, that encouraged group-work,  see below a UCD ‘First Year Engineering’ and 

‘First Year Geography’  and a UCD First Year English module (next section)  which were similar approaches 

used with large first year classes, see below:  

 

UCD Case Studies o f the Mo dule Design Principles for First Year Assessment and E ngagement 

Module Title & 
Code 
 

Creativity in Design  (CVEN10040) 

Describe the 
example and any 
evidenc e of 
success:   

 
 
 

The “Creativi ty in De sign” module is a  core module for all 250 -300 first year 
engineering students.   
 
The module ai ms to provide an a ctive -learning engineering experience for first 

year students, through which they devel op their obse rvati on skills, problem 
solving skills,  lateral  thinking a bilitie s, vi sual and verbal pre senta tion skills,  
team-working skills and informati on lite racy skills.  
 Students are in trodu ced to the design/innova tion cycle and the te chniques and 
tools of proble m solving  and are a cti vely engaged,  through a series of  group 

work exercise s, in using these  te chniques.  
 
The module has been well re ceived by sta ff, students and commended by the 
external a ccreditati on body.   Student feed back on the module is consi sten tly 

positive  and staff have  re marked on the en thusiasti c participa tion and good 
work tha t has been e merging.  A selection of projects w as exhi bited to visi tors 
and peers a s part of  Innovati on Dublin 2010.      

What design 
principle(s) do es it 
support?  (see 
principles below)  

 
 

Design Principle 1 –  Wee kly facilita ted studio sessions provide regular 
opportunitie s for closely moni toring student progre ss and a ttendan ce in 
addition to opp ortunity for providing formative  feedba ck.  
DP 2 – Students are  made aware  of  the grading criteria  being  used for 

asse ssment of their w ork.  In the future tea m member evaluati on and peer rating 
within groups will be in troduced.  
DP3 – The studio se tting  in which the  students w ork is facili tated by ME students 
who are trained to p rovide forma tive feed ba ck, manage  group intera cti on and 
encourage  parti cipati on.  This se tting provides a supportive environmen t for 

colla bora tive group w ork to take  place.  
DP4 – The module provide s instruction on the  tools used in proble m solving,  
research and vi sual repre senta tion.  The assignmen ts p rovide an  opportunity for 
application of the te chniques and tools.  The assi gnment briefs are del i bera tely 
open-ended, allowing scope for crea tive soluti ons to eme rge.  

DP5 – The module is based around active participati on and applicati on of 
technique s and tool s of proble m solving,  prototyping and visual representati on 
and communication.   The a ssign ments set challenge students to solve real 
proble ms.   

DP6 – Student w ork is assessed using both formative  and su mma tive approache s 
in the weekly studio se ssi ons.   Students al so submit an individual ske tch 
portfolio tow ards the end of the  se mester.   There  is n o end of se me ste r 
examinati on in this module as the learning outcomes are a ssessed in the studio 
and through a sse ssment of the ske tch portfolios.  
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What would UCD 
staff or students 
have to do  for this 
to work? 

 i.e. staff training, 
module/progra mme  
redesign, student 
support,  … 
 

 

Facilita ting studio w ork for relatively large nu mbe rs of students require s some 
consideration.   In the case  of  ‘Crea tivity in Design’ the approa ch has been to train 
ME students to manage the  studio se ssi ons.  Students on the Stru ctural  
Engineering with Archite ctu re ME  programme  have a core module in their fif th 

year called ‘Innovati on Leade rship’.  Wi thin this module students develop their 
leadership, proje ct manage ment,  tea mw ork and facili tati on skills in addition  t o 
formally honing their proble m-solving  skills.  The se students underta ke all of the  
assign ments in advance  of  the fi rst yea r students and are respon sible  for 
running/managing the studio session s eve ry wee k, setting the agenda, guiding 

groups, en couraging participati on from  all students,  scheduling presenta tions,  
providing feedback, grading and reflecting back and reporting on the wee kly 
studio sessions.  A group of  5 ME  students a re a ssigned to facilita te studio work 
with 12/13 first year tea ms, ea ch tea m having 5  me mbers.  Thi s approa ch has 
been a very successful component of  the module.  E mployers have al so 

commented positively on the value of the training and educati on tha t the ME  
students have received through this module.  The Review Group underta king a 
recent Accredita tion vi sit commented very posi tively on the  initiative , 
particularly in relati on to the link betw een the ME students and the first yea r 

students.  
 
The space  used for group w ork should be carefully con sidered.  Thi s spa ce 
should be flexible and capa ble of  being  used a s a comfortable workspa ce where  
model making can be facilita ted, wi th white-boards and wall spa ce availa ble for 

displaying material.  The spa ce sh ould also accommoda te pre senta tions,  provide 
power poin ts and wi reless interne t a cce ss.  
 
Whilst there a re formal lecture s within this module the  main focus is on a ctive 
participati on within a  studio se tting.   Staff pa rti cipating in thi s type of  initiati ve 

need to be comforta ble with both large  group intera ctive te aching approaches 
and small group inte raction.  Considera tion  should be given to the a ssessmen t 
meth ods and proce sse s used and aligning these  with the learning ou tcomes of 
the module. 
 

The production of a student module handbook i s w orth considera tion.  Wi thin 
this handbook the module outline and learning outcomes can be  outlined.  The 
students' respon sibly in relati on to participa tion, a ttendance, submission of 
work and lines of communication  can be set ou t.  The  assessmen t meth ods to be 

used and the grading cri teria can be in cluded, thus ensuring that students 
understand the standard of w ork expe cted relative  to grade  bands.  Any 
equipment or ma terial s tha t students are  expected to obtain can be  noted and 
the schedule for the seme ster can be included.  Group alloca tion can also be 
included in the handbook and p ossibly reference to Group facili ty on Bla ckboa rd, 

if this i s being used, this all ows students to ma ke conta ct electronically wi th 
their group me mbers which can be use ful if they don’t already know  each othe r.  

Contact Number/e-
mail   of staff 
involved in the 
design:   

Dr. Amanda Gi bney, Amanda.gibney@u cd.ie  
Contact N o.: 3217  

 

 

 

 

mailto:Amanda.gibney@ucd.ie
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 UCD Case Studies  of the Module Desig n Principles for F irst Year Assessment.  
 

Describe the example and 
evidenc e for succ ess:   
 
 
 

Module: Introduction to Human Geography I (Geography)  
 

N= 370 students in First Year. (2007, 2008, 2010)  

This entire module  was undertaken us ing a n enquiry -based learning  

approach based around four authentic short case studies tha t were hosted  
in the online lea rning environment, Moodle. A very pos itive learning  

experience wa s reported in feedback a nd the importa nce of  incentivisation  

and group respons ibility were identif ied as the key factors in promoting  

engagement.  

Any other comments on strateg ies for success: Group exercises worked best 
when the s tudents nominated someone from within the g roup to act as 

convener and pull individual informa tion into a group submission. Be open to 

the lecture theatre becoming a  little cha otic as  a result of  in-lecture group work, 
and more intera ctiveness.  O ur most importa nt innovation was incorporating  

student work into our lectures. We took student-genera ted material from online 

discussions, submitted ass ignments  and tutorials, a nd used it a s content for our 

lectures. This gave s tudents a  sense of ownership of the module.  

What would UCD staff or 
students have to do for 

this to work? 
 i.e. staff training, 
module/progra mme  
redesign, student support,  …  
 

 

How to organize group-work (s ize, staff/student ratio, student chairs, etc)   

Group-work took place in both the la rge lecture thea tre with 400 s tudents a nd in 

smaller tutoria l g roups of 14-16 s tudents. In the lecture theatre, the  module  

coordina tor asked s tudents to sit in their tutoria l g roups  and ensured that a ll 
lectures involved g roup activity  and conversation. The groups were encouraged 

to think a bout a  specific  question which drew on their own experiences, and 

then various g roups were asked to outline their f indings  to the lecture ha ll, 

holding a radio microphone in front of them. A la rge proportion of  group work 
was undertaken in small g roup tutoria ls run by  geog raphy postg raduate 

students, both MA a nd PhD. We des igned the tutoria ls a nd provided training  on 

content for tutors. In a dvance of  tutorials, s tudents were assig ned prepa ra tory 
work that had to be submitted online prior to the tutoria l. The tutorials involved 

deba tes, discussions, g roup map work a nd sta tistica l ana lysis. Students  were 

awarded marks  for their prepara tion, attendance a nd pa rticipation in tutoria ls in 

line  with clea rly specified criteria. However, most group a ctiv ity took place 

through the virtua l learning environment.  

We encourag ed s tudents who missed lectures to talk to their g roups  or us about 

the materia l tha t was  covered.  We also ass igned a  number of g roup discussions 

that ha d to be undertaken and completed on-line, a nd subsequently formed the 

basis for individual submiss ions. Discussion boa rds  provided the key mechanism 
through which students  interacted with ea ch other, but a lso scheduled fa ce-to-

face meetings to prepare group ta sks.  

How timetabled: The number of formal lecture hours per week  was reduced 

from two to one to allow time for e -lea rning a nd independent resea rch, 

however the second dedica ted hour was reserved for consultation,  to allow time 
for student group work and to a dd in an additional lecture if it was considered 

necessa ry. Small-group tutorials  for this module took pla ce in weeks 2,5,8 and 

11. Students could also engage with the module coordinators  during off ice  hours 
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or before/after lecture classes. 

 

Contact Number/e-m ail   Dr Niamh Moore, niamh.moore@ucd. ie; +353 1 716 8222  

 

Refer ence(s) if applic able.   Univeritas  21 (2008) Desig ning a range of  Enquiry-based lea rning a pproaches to 

support student engagement across  a va riety of  disciplina ry contexts 

https://www.google.ie/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&
ved=0CCkQFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.universitas21.com%2FR

elatedFile%2FDow nload%2F130&ei=2ncHU5PXOKOK7Abu2IHICg&u
sg=AFQjCNFf8dvYd8yB4DYIla5lVcVVMQRWmg 

 

Moore, N. &  Gilma rtin, M. (2010) 'Teaching  for better learning:  a blended 
learning pilot project with f irs t yea r geogra phy underg raduates '. Journal of  

Geography in Higher Education, 34 (3):327-344.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:niamh.moore@ucd.ie
https://www.google.ie/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CCkQFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.universitas21.com%2FRelatedFile%2FDownload%2F130&ei=2ncHU5PXOKOK7Abu2IHICg&usg=AFQjCNFf8dvYd8yB4DYIla5lVcVVMQRWmg
https://www.google.ie/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CCkQFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.universitas21.com%2FRelatedFile%2FDownload%2F130&ei=2ncHU5PXOKOK7Abu2IHICg&usg=AFQjCNFf8dvYd8yB4DYIla5lVcVVMQRWmg
https://www.google.ie/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CCkQFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.universitas21.com%2FRelatedFile%2FDownload%2F130&ei=2ncHU5PXOKOK7Abu2IHICg&usg=AFQjCNFf8dvYd8yB4DYIla5lVcVVMQRWmg
https://www.google.ie/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0CCkQFjAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.universitas21.com%2FRelatedFile%2FDownload%2F130&ei=2ncHU5PXOKOK7Abu2IHICg&usg=AFQjCNFf8dvYd8yB4DYIla5lVcVVMQRWmg
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4. Consider  the rede sign of the le arning sequence of module learning and asse ssment activities in  an 

efficient and e ffective  manner, including the potential for  more  blended le arning opportunities. (Desi gn 

Principle) 

 

a) El aboration of the asse ssment  desi gn principles, based on the literature  

 

In more recent module design literature, there has been a re -examination of the role and sequence of the 

different learning opportunities. Whereas the lecture had played the key role in the past, as students had 

limited access to resources, this has now changed with an increase in resources available on-line. Poor 

attendance at lectures in some areas has also been a source of concern for academic staff. There is a shift, 

in particular with the opportunities of the VLE environment, to the idea of the lecture b ecoming a more 

supplementary resource for a more task-based approach, i.e. the students are required to do a task, 

activity (individually or in groups, on-line or face to face meetings) and then having completed this they 

then receive a ‘focused expert’ lecture. This model is advocated in the e-learning literature (Littlejohn & 

Pegler, 2007), the Problem-based learning literature (Gijbels et al, 2005 ;  Fyrenius, et al, 2005;  O’Neill and 

Hung, 2010) and in  recent course-design models (Fink, 2003: 2004, 2011).  

 

The UCD module descriptor allows you, as a module coordinator, to take full potential of the ‘specified 

learning activities’ section on the module descriptor. Through more careful consideration of this section, 

students by ‘doing’ tasks can ‘cover’ what was traditionally done in the lecture. Blended learning allows 

you more opportunity to  monitor the ‘out  of class’ leaning activities, particularly in larger groups.  

 

Fink (2004) argues for the more considered relationship between teaching, learning and assessment 

activities in both the in and out-of-class learning opportunities (see below).  

 

 
Therefore, instead of starting in the module design process by filling in the usual lecture load, such as 12, 

24, 36 lectures for a 12 week semester, you may consider the module as a series of in and out-of-class 

activities, that feed into the assessment requirements. The lectures supporting these student activities.  

 

Assessment that support participation and student activities, align more closely with this modu le design 

approach.  
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b) International c ase  studie s/examples and  

-One example of a redesign of the learning sequence is seen below, in Railton and Watson’s (2005) 

redesign to enhance autonomous learning skills.  

 
-This principle also challenges academic staff to consider that assessment is more streamlined into the 

teaching and learning activities: ‘The traditional view that the assessm ent of students' achievem ent is 

separate from instruction and only comes at the end of the learning process, is no  longer tenable’. (Gijbels 

et al, 2005, p73).  

 

c) UCD c ase  study or re source  (see also UCD Geography,  UCD Engineering, in previous section) 

 

 

 UCD Case Studies  of the Module Desig n Principles for F irst Year Assessment.  

Descr ibe the 

example and any 
evidence of success:    

 

 
 

 

Module: Literature and Contex t 1  
UCD School of Eng lish, Drama and Film  

 

An enquiry  based a pproach was used in this  first year module of 500+ students.  This 
approach requires  a module  redes ign, where the focus  is the problem/enquiry  

presented in a g roup, as the sta rting  point.  

 

The s tudents were organised into g roups of 25, and then into 3-4 g roups  within that. 
Groups of 6 -8 were fe lt to be appropria te, given some inev itable a ttrition.  

Two problems  (enquiry)  were developed:  

(i) s tudents were to write  a newspaper feature promoting  the writings of Cha ucer to 
the g eneral rea der; and 

(ii) students  were to ada pt or rework a  scene, speech or cha racter from a selection of  

Shakespeare plays in order to encourage teenagers  to engage with the  Globe thea tre 

in London.  
We bega n with our learning outcomes a nd tied everything we did to them, using them 

constantly as  the benchmark against which we judged whether the problems  were 

appropriate  and so on. We had in mind the chronolog ical spread we we re aiming a t 
and located the problems within these pa rameters. For this  pa rticular project, with all 

of its opera tional complexity, the problems  were the s tarting point, a nd the core of 

what we did; everything  else  in the module was then designed to suppor t a nd 
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facilita te s tudents in the execution of those problems.  
 

Assessment:  25% Chaucer Group Project; 25% S hakespea re Group Project;  50% 

learning journa l over the semester (submitted via  Blackboard)  

 

What would UCD 

staff or students 
have to do for this  

to work? 

  

We did intensive tra ining –  one information day for interested tutors, a 2 day tra ining 

session for those appointed, a nd reg ula r meetings during module  delivery and 
assessment, plus  email contact. From the initial decis ion to use EBL to delivery took a 

full 18 month period of pla nning, des igning, testing, reworking, with regula r review 

sessions in the year since we first piloted EBL for English  

Contact Number /e-

mail  of staff 

inv olved in the 
design:  

Associa te Professor, Danielle Cla rke, UCD School of English, Drama a nd Film, 

Danie lle.clarke@ucd.ie   01-7168694Danielle.Clarke  

Reference(s)  if 
applicable.  

For more deta iled information see: Cla rke, Dilla ne, Long  McAreavey and Pa ttwell 
(2009)  Literature in Context : Enquiry Based Learning for Firs t  

Year Students. 

http://www.notting ham.ac.uk/~aezweb/working_with_eng lish/5/clarke_dilla ne_long_
mcareavey_pattwell_2009.pdf  Accessed 14.2.2011  

Barrett, T., Cashma n, D. (Eds) (2010) A Practitione rs’ Guide to Enquiry and Problem-

based Learning. Dublin: UCD Teaching a nd Lea rning 

http://www.ucd.ie/ t4cms/ucdtli0041.pdf   

 

 

For other UCD example of module redesign, contact Diane Cashman (diane.cashman@ucd.ie) for more 

blended learning design principles, or Tara Cusack (tcusack@ucd.ie) for redesign with a first year 

collaborative learning module.   

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:Danielle.clarke@ucd.ie
http://www.nottingham.ac.uk/~aezweb/working_with_english/5/clarke_dillane_long_mcareavey_pattwell_2009.pdf
http://www.nottingham.ac.uk/~aezweb/working_with_english/5/clarke_dillane_long_mcareavey_pattwell_2009.pdf
http://www.ucd.ie/t4cms/ucdtli0041.pdf
mailto:diane.cashman@ucd.ie
mailto:tcusack@ucd.ie
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5. Introduce more active/task-based learning which uses more  authentic  asse ssments (i.e. 

subject/discipline identity) (Design Principle)  

 

a) El aboration of the asse ssment  desi gn principles, based on the literature,   

Prince (2004, p223) defines active learning `as any instructional method that engages stud ents 

in the learning process'. For examples, carrying out a  project, in-class activities/exercises, 

engagement in wiki development, presentations, etc. More passive forms of learning, that are 

more teacher-led, can lead to more surface approaches to learning. In addition, to attempting 

to make students more active, it is apparent that in order to motivate them we also need to 

make the activity relevant to what they believe could be the potential pathway for learning, i.e. 

their discipline/subject/programme/career. See for initial ideas 

http://cte.umdnj.edu/active_learning/active_general.cfm  

 As reported in a recently published paper, by the UCD Fellows in Teaching and Academic 

Development engaged in an investigation of first year engagement (Gibney et al, 2010), the 

literature suggests a link between the attitudes of first year students and their behaviour during 

their first year at university.  This behaviour is linked to motivation which ultimately affects 

engagement and impacts academic performance.  In the study the primary motivating factor fo r 

choosing to study at UCD was enhancing employment prospects in addition to a desire to 

explore subjects of interest (showing the relevance of both extrinsic and intrinsic motivating 

factors).   

In a paper by Breen and Lindsay (2002) the significance of discipline-specific motivation is 

reported as being important in relation to student success.  They recommend that the discipline 

specific values and demands are made clear early within programmes of study.  The paper also 

suggests a link between retention and clarity of discipline specific expectations.   

The implication for this design principle is that a) student should be as active as possible, and b) 

teaching and learning activities need to use real -life examples, making important connections to 

the students’ current lives and future careers. The assessment methods should also parallel this  

using a variety of authentic real-life assessments, where possible. In addition, student should 

have opportunity to experience a developmental and supported approach to the common 

assessment types of the discipline, i.e. early essay writing skills support, early exposure to case 

studies, support in laboratory report writing, etc.  

 

b) International c ase  studie s/example 

- A useful American resource for some active learning startegies in classrooms is seen at   

http://www.cal statel a.edu/dept/chem/chem2/Active/main.htm    

-Assessments that are ‘authentic’ to the discipline are should be encouraged, where possible, in 

the first year, for e xample, Posters in the Sciences, Patient Case Studies in the Health Sciences. 

 

http://cte.umdnj.edu/active_learning/active_general.cfm
../../Downloads/A%20useful%20American%20resosurce%20for%20some%20active%20learning%20startegies%20in%20classrooms%20is%20seen%20at%20%20%20http:/www.calstatela.edu/dept/chem/chem2/Active/main.htm
../../Downloads/A%20useful%20American%20resosurce%20for%20some%20active%20learning%20startegies%20in%20classrooms%20is%20seen%20at%20%20%20http:/www.calstatela.edu/dept/chem/chem2/Active/main.htm
../../Downloads/A%20useful%20American%20resosurce%20for%20some%20active%20learning%20startegies%20in%20classrooms%20is%20seen%20at%20%20%20http:/www.calstatela.edu/dept/chem/chem2/Active/main.htm
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-A large scale US project on making chemistry relevant, ‘Chemistry in Context’,  explores how 

this approach has impacted on making learning more relevant and active for UG non -science 

students,  see http://sites.nationalacademies.org/DBASSE/BOSE/DBASSE_080106  

-For developing essay writing skills: in a first year education subject at the Queensland 

University of Technology (QUT), students are broken up into small groups. Each group is 

provided with a copy of the same written excerpt and asked to respond in a specific way: 

reflectively, analytically, critically, emotionally, or by summarising. Reponses are then shared 

with the class, and the fundamental differences between responses are analysed’ (Healy, 2008, 

cited in Kift & Moody 2009) 

 

-A psychology degree program uses the same assessment definitions and criteria throughout 

the entire program. These are formally articulated to students and staff through a written 

assessment guide which defines academic terms (e.g., what is an essay?; what is a research 

report?) and assessment criteria for each type of task(Gibbs, 2009, cited in Kift & Moody 2009) 

 

-University-wide guides for citation, referencing, and academic writing have been developed at 

QUT as the benchmark from which any variations in style may be made as required by a n 

individual subject, program, school, or faculty. Students must be advised clearly if the 

referencing and citation requirements differ from those represented in QUT cite|write (n.d)’.  

cited in Kift & Moody 2009).   

 

 

 

c) UCD c ase  study or re source  

-In a UCD Project, Professor Jean-Michel Picard designed his first year module: ‘Making of 

Modern France’, so that the students chose either a poster or a presentation as the assessment 

method, replacing the more traditional examination (UCD Choice of Assessment Project 

http://www.ucd.ie/teaching/projects /choiceofassessmentmethods/ ). Contact Professor Jean-

Michel Picard (jmpicard@ucd.ie) or for third year example Dr Kathy O’Boyle (koboyle@ucd.ie), 

for use of posters as assessment method.  

-In first year UCD Agriculture Programme, Professor Jim Phelan (james.phelan@ucd.ie) has 

redesigned the first year science modules to relate more specifically to the students discipline, 

i.e. ‘Maths for Agriculture’; ‘Physics for Agriculture’.  

-UCD Professor Joe Brady describes how he is ‘Using Blogs and  Twitter  to Encourage Student   

Engagement’ in  a large first year geography class. See UCD T&L  showcase.  

http://www.ucd.ie/teaching/showcase/showcases/name,52841,en.html  and he has also used 

WIKIs for a similar purpose, see 

http://www.ucd.ie/teaching/showcase/showcases/name,52696,en.html   

 

http://sites.nationalacademies.org/DBASSE/BOSE/DBASSE_080106
http://www.ucd.ie/teaching/projects/choiceofassessmentmethods/
mailto:jmpicard@ucd.ie
mailto:koboyle@ucd.ie
mailto:james.phelan@ucd.ie
http://www.ucd.ie/teaching/showcase/showcases/name,52841,en.html
http://www.ucd.ie/teaching/showcase/showcases/name,52696,en.html
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 In UCD Computer Science and first year science modules below, each module advocates many of 

the module design principles, but in particular the discipline identity, see both below:  

UCD Case Studies  of the Module Desig n Principles for F irst Year Assessment & Engagement 
 

Module Name & Code  Computer Science in Pra ctice  (COMP10130)  
 

Descr ibe the example 
and any  evidence of 

success:   

 
 

 

School of Computer S cience introduced a  core module “Computer Science in 
Practice” for a ll first yea rs in semester 1, 2010-11. This repla ced the e lective 

module  in semester 1, year 1. 

 
“Computer Science in Practice” introduces  students  to the breadth and depth 

of computer science, covering major areas  of current a ctivity a nd research in 

the school ( including bioinformatics, natura l computing, compression, web 

search engines, social networks, speech technologies);  the idea is to give 
students the “very” big picture on what can be done with computer science. 

The module  has  a sig nif ica nt practica l component, involving students in g roup 

presenta tions, a dditiona l topic research and development of  re lated sk ills.  
Part of the module covers  aspects of ca reer development, including contact 

with g raduate employers within the IT sector.  

 

The introduction of this new module is  pa rt of  a wider strategy to reform 
Stage 1 CS, which a ims to:   

 Foster s tudent identity with CS prog ramme and a  sense of belonging 
with both s taff  and students; 

 Help students gain an apprecia tion of  the discipline and associated 
career opportunities;  

 Facilitate  active engagement in learning  though g roup work 
opportunities;  

 Encourage deeper lea rning throughout the semester throug h the 
exclusive  use of  continuous assessment in all semester 1 modules  

and full 15-week tea ching semester.   

  

What design principle(s) 

does it support?  (see 
principles below)  

 

 

Design Principle  1 – Continuous  assessment used throughout module us ing  a 

learning journa l ( to engender lecture note-taking  skills) a nd hands-on weekly 
practicals  (to convey a  deeper understanding of lecture topics )  

DP 2 – Group work projects  are  presented within the group and to the whole 

class; g roups a re  re -configured every 3 weeks to break-up cliques a nd allow 
students to work with (nea rly) everyone in the class  

DP3 – Students  work in groups on well-structured tasks on each topic 

explored (for 3 hours  each week). Module is  ta ught in CS Active Learning La b 

which is particularly conducive to g roup work a nd colla boration.  
DP4 – Students  are immersed from the outset in resea rch presenta tions  on 

state  of  the a rt research problems.  Blend of resea rch problems, lectures, 

practical g roup-work tasks and exploration of rela ted professiona l practice 
opportunities.  

DP5 – Active a nd task-based lea rning  is a t the hea rt of  this  module; teaching  

assista nts a re  encouraged to cha llenge s tudents in practica l work, not 



 

22 
 

direction but more a dia logue  
DP6 – Continuous  assessment throug hout this module fa cilita tes spread of  

workloa d and assessment (the careers  week was used to encourage s tudents 

to a lso catch up on missed pra ctical work).  Combined with a  15 week 

teaching  semester there is space and time in the module for review and 
catch-up.   

What would UCD staff 
or students  have to do 

for this to work?  

 i.e. staff  training, 
module/ progra mme 

redesign, s tudent 

support, …  

 
 

The module  requires the commitment of  the leading researchers in the 
school (e.g., in CSI 6 professors lecture on this course)  to deliver lectures  and 

follow-up in the practica l sess ions. There is  a definite need to provide role  

models for the discipline.  
The A ctive  Lea rning Lab is a  key resource tha t facilita tes g roup work a nd 

collabora tive lea rning opportunities. All students  work on open la ptops 

during  lectures  and pra cticals.  

A colleag ue from the Ca reers Centre devised  and delivered the ca reers 
component of the module; a nd a  site vis it to an employer was orga nized.  

The module  needs to be coordina ted and championed by senior member of 

School; to g ive it credibility  and underline its importance.  

Contact Number /e-mail  

of staff inv olved in the 
design:  

Professor Ma rk Keane, mark.keane@ucd.ie  

Contact No.: 2481  

 

UCD Case Studies  of the Module Desig n Principles for F irst Year Assessment & Engagement 

Module T itle & Code  Principles of Scientif ic Enquiry (S CI10010)  
 

Descr ibe the example 
and any  evidence of 

success:   

 

 
 

From September 2011, “Principles of Scientif ic Enquiry” will be introduced as  
a core module for all 400 f irs t yea r science s tudents, following  a pilot offering 

with 36 s tudents in 2010-11.  

This  module introduces  s tudents  to the principles  of scientif ic enquiry 

throug h lectures a nd g roup work. Work ing  in small g roups, s tudents in 
conjunction with their aca demic mentor identify a  scientif ic problem, 

review the litera ture a nd develop a project plan. The work develops 

students independent s tudy sk ills within a scientific fra mework.  This 
module inv olves s taff  from all disciplines within the Science Programme a nd 

students a re  encouraged to undertake their project work  in a  discipline tha t 

is of pa rticular interest to them.  Using a  project based a pproach; s tudents 

lea rn communication and presentation sk ills, methods  of sourcing scientific 
informa tion,  scientific writing a nd a nalys is. F ormal direction on teamwork, 

communica tion,  presenting, sourcing a nd a ppraising informa tion, scientif ic 

rea ding a nd writing,  and critical thinking will be  central to this  module.  
 

The feedback on this module  has  been pos itive.  Both s taff  inv olved in the 

tutorials  and the students  felt tha t it raised a wareness  amongst students  in 

rela tion to researching a nd citing the scientific litera ture a nd stimulated their 
interest in the scientific process.  In ma ny instances, it was the first forma l 

training in scientific writing a nd communication.  The sma ll g ro up des ign a lso 

facilita ted direct engagement with a cademics  and provided opportunities for 
socia l engagement between incoming students.  

mailto:mark.keane@ucd.ie
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What design 
principle(s)  does it 

support?  (see 

principles below)  

 
 

Design Principle  1 – Weekly group-work  tasks provide regular opportunities 
for assessment of student progress.  In-class contribution a nd engagement is  

assessed on an ongoing basis, as a re  group presenta tions  and individual 

submissions  of  work.  S tudents also complete  a learning  journa l (which is 

assessed)  as a means  of  reflecting on their own lea rning  over the course of 
the semester. 

DP 2 – The g roup work project prov ides  the foca l point of  in -class and out-of-

class learning activity. Students present to each other as well as their 
academic supervisor on a  reg ula r basis.    

DP3 – Students  work in groups on well-structured tasks for up to 6 hours  per 

week.  Ha lf of the tea mwork time is supervised by tutor or aca demic mentor, 

while the remaining independent teamwork hours a re  forma lly timetabled for 
students.  

DP4 – The module  delivery is  a combina tion of  la rge g roup lectures, medium 

group workshop sessions  and sma ller g roup conta ct with aca demic mentor. 
The module  is  des igned to integra te the development of  key skills alongs ide 

the undertaking of a scientific project.   

DP5 – Active a nd task-based lea rning  is a t the hea rt of  this  module; s tudents 

are encouraged to undertake their project work in a discipline that is  of 
particula r interest to them.  

DP6 – Continuous  assessment throug hout this module fa cilita tes spread of  

workloa d and assessment.  There is no terminal exa m.  

What would UCD staff 

or students  have to do 
for this to work?  

 i.e. staff  training, 

module/ progra mme 

redesign, s tudent 
support, …  

 

 

This module requires the commitment of a bout 80 a cademics  to mentor a 

project groups in their discipline  and in some cases  contribute to lectures.  
Postg raduate tutors are recruited a nd trained to facilitate the workshops.  

Academic tutors  meet with their group formally for 1 hour per week.  

A flexible teaching space is required to a llow students  to work  in small g roups  

on their projects.  
This module is  coordina ted and championed by the Dean of S cience, to 

underline its importa nce within the Science Degree programme.  

 

Contact Number /e-mail  

of staff inv olved in the 
design:  

Professor Ma rk Rogers, ma rk.rogers@ucd.ie  

Contact No.: 2197  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:mark.rogers@ucd.ie
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6. Consider  the student  work-load demands within the module, as well as in  parallel modules 

(Design Principle) 

 

a) El aboration of the asse ssment  desi gn principles, based on the literature  

 

Some of the issues to do with assessment workload require a School or programme overview of 

the amount and types of assessment used, in addition, to the structure of the modules, i.e. 5 or 

10 credit modules (for more on this see both Resource for Programme/Directors/Heads o f 

Schools  in this webpage) . However, as a module coordinator you can go some way to exploring 

this issue.  

 

One of the potential consequences of modularisation, as far as assess ment is concerned, appear 

to be fragmentation and over-assessment, or at least these are new possibilities (Brown et 

al.,1997). This observation points to the need to create strategies at the programme level that 

seek to overcome these problems (Mutch, 2002). Zeegers (2001) explored the change in 
students’ approaches to learning over time within the same cohort of science students. Findings 

of his study support the view that student perceptions of study tasks, time restraints, content 

overload,  past and present teaching, and assessment procedures all have some impact on the 

general approach to study being adopted by the students. From a student’s perspective, this 

can lead to  him/her relying on study strategies which he/ she believes will lead to success, 

often driving a more surface approach to learning.  According to Prosser (2004), surface 

approaches to learning are generally associated with the perceptions that the workload is too 

high and that assessment is testing reproductive learning, whereas deep app roaches to learning 

are associated with the perceptions that teaching is good and goals and standards are clear. 

Lizzio et al. (2002) also found that the perceptions of heavy workload and inappropriate 

assessment push students to adopt surface approaches to learning’   Cited in Serife  (2008).  

 

In first year larger classes, staff are often left with little option but to use assessments that 

require less correction time, such as MCQ’s and short examinations. Recent UCD data highlights 

an extremely high use of examinations and MCQs in the first semester of first year. In many 

cases continuous assessment is being used in addition to the end of semester examination.  

 

In the first year, first semester, a reduction of end of semester examination is being 

encouraged. This allows more time for students and staff to work on in-semester assessment, 

i.e. reducing the need for end of semester examinations. If you have concerns about student 

plagiarism, there is some useful developmental and preventative advice  (see links below) and, 

in addition, SAFE ASSIGN in Blackboard can be used to allow student to understand and be 

monitored for plagiarism.  

 

In addition, as for the first design principle, consider an emphasis in this first year, first 

semester, for stronger emphasis on assessment for learning, than assessment for achievement.  

 

Some recent resources below, discuss ideas for streamlining assessment for assessment 

overload. 
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b) International c ase  studie s/examples  

-To address this issue, University of Napier (2010, p13) encourage schools to explore and set the 

guidelines around word count for students, in order to prevent both staff and student 

workload, i.e. the need for a policy on  word count  equivalents for all school modules. 

 

Thompson and Falchikov (1998) discuss the impact of assessment workload on student 

adopting a surface approach to their learning. This article also explores the issue developing of 

students’ time management skills. The UCD Assessment Audit Project (Keenan & O’Neill, 2008) 

identified that assessment overload was an issue for both staff and students.  

 

 Hornby (2003) in a useful document suggests five strategies for streamlining assessment, for 

example addresses the student and staff workload issues, see ‘strategic reduction of summative 

assessment, front loading, peer/self assessment, in-class assessment, etc..  

 

-In addition, the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher Education (2010) Scottish Enhancement 

themes outline some key cases studies that address overload and inefficiency in assessment 

practices (see also Ross, 2010) 

 

-Preventing Plagiarism advice;  

UCD Library Resource: http://www.ucd.ie/library/supporting_you/support_learning/plagiarism/  

 

 

c) UCD c ase  study or re source  

In a recent UCD project to around Choice of Assessment Methods 

(http://www.ucd.ie/teaching/projects/choiceofassessmentmethods/, Dr Evelyn Doyle 

(evelyn.doyle@ucd.ie ) used a choice between continuous  or end of semester examination. She 

found that some students chose the end of semester option as parallel modules had more 

continuous assessment. This type of choice allows students to monitor their own work-loads in 

parallel modules. http://www.ucd.ie/t4cms/case%202%20c%20doyle.ppt    

Many UCD schools have monitoring of assessment word count (or equivalence) as a means of 

monitoring assessment overload.  

Some UCD modules, such as Physics for Medicine, first year, already use no end of semester 

examination in first year  (ian.mercer@ucd.ie)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.ucd.ie/library/supporting_you/support_learning/plagiarism/
http://www.ucd.ie/teaching/projects/choiceofassessmentmethods/
http://www.ucd.ie/t4cms/case%202%20c%20doyle.ppt
mailto:ian.mercer@ucd.ie
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