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First Year Engineering @ UQ

A Snapshot:

• 970 students (2008) 
• ~ 90% school leavers (more than 1/3 first in 

family to attend university)
• ~ 80% male
• ~ 95% domestic
• Undifferentiated year, largely common
• Enrolments have increased 47% in past 4 years
• More than 1/2 have paid employment,        

mean = 12.5 hours per week

Reflecting on the past

2008 is the 100th anniversary of 
Lucy Maud Montgomery’s 
‘Anne of Green Gables’
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First Year Engineering Learning Centre

What is it? Why is it?
The principles & motivation for building the FYELC

•The transition of engineering to a project-centred curriculum
•Modern engineering practices is collaborative and interdisciplinary
•FYELC designed to embrace & support collaborative landscape

•The enhancement of the first year experience
•FY program not owned by any discipline

• allows students to sample different flavours of engineering
• & gain grounding in general engineering principles

•Downside 
•cohort dispossessed
•students can feel overwhelmed 
•can fail to develop a sense of belonging

•Students spending fewer hours on campus than 10 years ago
•narrows opportunities for social learning
•limits formation of learning communities 

First Year Engineering Learning Centre

Initial concept plan
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Interim architect design
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Final architect design
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What happens in here? 

First Year Engineering Learning Centre

Socially catalytic space for students to:
•Congregate
•Collaborate 
•Socialise
•identify

•Walk-up tutors
•Librarians
•Lecturer – consult
•Admin support
•FY coordinator
•Hub for transitions program
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How is the space used

Typical morning Typical late afternoon
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How is the space used?

How is the space used? How is the technology used? 
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How is the technology used? 

First Year Engineering Learning Centre

How does Pedagogy influence the use of space?

First Year Engineering Learning Centre

•Students make meaning of 
their studies through 
exploration of concepts in a 
social context (social 
constructivism)

•Team-based project course 
for all students in first 
semester drives team usage 
of centre

Fitting Space, technology and pedagogy together

First Year Engineering Learning Centre

How was the facility evaluated?

We used:

•Surveys 

•Student Journals

•Observation

First Year Engineering Learning Centre

How was the facility evaluated?

First Year Engineering Learning Centre

•Not so much how to evaluate… the more important question is 
“what do we want to know”?

•Direct measures of teaching and learning are very useful 
indicators… in the right place.  However…

•This isn’t a “classroom”, direct measures are
•Too complex
•Make meaningful interpretation problematic

•Back to the literature – what makes “effective learning”?
•Broader measures now become more applicable

Literature on Learning

Seven principles of good practice in undergraduate education

•Frequent student-faculty interaction.
•Co-operation among students
•Provide opportunities for active learning
•Ensure prompt feedback 
•Emphasize time on task
•The communication of  high expectations
•Respect for the diverse talents and ways of learning of the students.

A.W. Chickering and Z.F. Gamson, “Seven Principles f or Good Practice in Undergraduate Education”, 
AAHE Bulletin , vol. 39, no 7 (1987), pp 3-7.  

First Year Engineering Learning Centre
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Literature on Learning

Only two issues found to make a significant difference 

•Cooperation among students
68% said the FYELC helped them make friends

52% asked someone they didn’t know for help

88% of students got the support they needed from a stranger

•Active learning

ENGG1000 is all about active learning 

Kuh, G. D., Pace, C., & Vesper, N. (1997). The deve lopment process indicators to
establish student gains associated with good practi ces in undergraduate education. 
Research in Higher Education, 38 (4), 435-454.

Norwani, N. (2005). Learning Outcomes at Higher Lea rning Institutions: 
Do Institutional Environments Matter? 

2005 Forum of the Australasian Association for Inst itutional Research. , pp42-52.

First Year Engineering Learning Centre

How was the facility evaluated?
What the students said:

93% said the ELC was suited to group work
8% did not use the space
64% used the space frequently

Frequency of Student Use of the ELC
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How was the facility evaluated?
What the students said:

60% of students used the FYELC for more than 2 hours per week
22% used it between 5 & 10 hours per week

First Year Engineering Learning Centre

Time Spent Per Week in ELC
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How did the students rate their learning 
experience?

First Year Engineering Learning Centre

Overall Rating of Learning Experience in ELC
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What the students say…

“at the ELC you can pull up a chair and 
gather in. You have a sense of identity by 
going in there, you feel like an engineer”

“It is much louder, chaotic and not a place for 
individual study. Rather it is a place to discuss i deas, 
feel involved in the university, to make new 
acquaintances, to have fun, to learn and to researc h 
with group members. I personally need absolute 
silence and solitude when doing individual work, bu t 
the learning centre is a great place to discuss ide as and 
solve problems in a group. All of our team meetings  
and most research was done in the Engineering 
Learning Centre.”

First Year Engineering Learning Centre

What the students say…

“there is opportunity to talk and confer in the ELC. Although quiet 
learning is important, I feel that team learning is even more vital to a 

rounded learning experience” 

• Much easier to work as groups without worrying about noise restraints etc that are in place in 
the library.

• The ELC is more interactive – I will jump around and work with others rather than working on 
my own . Also good to know that all are first year engineers so I know that they are all in the 
same boat as I am . This is not the case in the library.

“everyone surrounding you is a first year engineer.  It means that 
whenever you turn up there people know what assignments you are 

doing and they are willing to help”

First Year Engineering Learning Centre
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What the students say…

“There is a lot more interaction with people who share the 
same courses and assignments as yourself. It is a lot 
more open and talkative, always discussions about all 

engineering courses”

• The ELC is a place that seems to focus work without the quiet and 
oppressive feeling of a library

“having people to study with and friends to check 
your work and help you understand things is an 
amazingly powerful learning tool”

First Year Engineering Learning Centre

Observations
What have we learned?

1. Casual zone not used as planned
2. Length of time students spend in the space
3. Student need for access to power should not be underestimated
4. Students use kitchen as a study zone
5. Chilled and hot water retrofitted – expensive!
6. No provision for the waste stream – plan for bins.

Important to note:

•Student ownership of space is important 
•Stewardship of space by staff is also a key element

First Year Engineering Learning Centre

Questions?  Comments….

First Year Engineering Learning Centre

Ms Jasmine Steer, First Year Coordinator Engineering, University of Queensland
BSc (USQ)
e-mail: jasminesteer@hotmail.com

Jasmine Steer earned a BSc from the University of Southern Queensland. 
She became the Learning Centre Co-ordinator at the Wide Bay campus of USQ in 2002 where she implemented a 
number of first year initiatives including a coordinated approach to the transition into university.  Ms Steer accepted a 
newly created appointment as Engineering First Year Coordinator at University of Queensland in December 2005 
where she is responsible for a wide range of transitional activities including orientation project day, 
coordinating the flagstone engineering course ENGG1000, managing the First Year Engineering Learning 
Centre and training staff and tutors for the School of Engineering.  The first year engineering cohort numbers 
approximately 900. Ms Steer is currently undertaking post graduate studies in psychology.

Ms Steer’s research interests focus on the Student Experience, in particular, First Year Experience, student engagement,
retention and student identity.  

She is currently researching student use of learning spaces and exploring the ways in which learning spaces might be evaluated.
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Dr  Gordon Howell
B.App.Sc.CIAE, B.Sc (Hons) UNE, Dip Ed UQ, 
Grad Dip Com Comp(DIST) QUT, MBA Deakin, EdD ACU, MACS
email: Gordon.Howell@qut.edu.au

Dr Gordon Howell is currently Manager Learning Environments Support at Queensland University of Technology.
In this role he is responsible for the support and enhancement of the technology in the university's 300 lecture theatres, 
lecture rooms, tute rooms, and video conference facilities and the deployment and operation of QUT's 3000 (Approx) 
public access computers.

Dr Howell is a Technology Advisor to Divine Word University (PNG), and has provided strategic advice on the
introduction of PNG-ARNnet.

He has had in excess of 20 years experience within education and technology management; 
having worked as a Research Fellow at the University of Queensland; Manager Client Support Services (IT) 
at Australian Catholic University where he was responsible for the management of the IT and technology support for 
Australian Catholic University’s 1000 staff and 10 000 students encompassing 6 campuses in 4 states with 200 learning 
spaces; and as Acting Director IT where he oversaw the introduction of the first end to end VoIP network in the Asia Pacific.

Dr Howell has provided consulting services both within Australia and PNG for high quality, 
sustainable IT solutions. His particular area of interest is appropriate technology deployment 
supporting the learning paradigm of social constructivism. 
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