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First-Year Pathway: Implementation
Patterns, Design Approaches, and
Institutional Conditions

Ming-Chi Wu'

Abstract

Purpose

This study examines the implementation patterns, design
approaches, and institutional conditions of first-year courses in
Taiwanese universities through the conceptual lens of first-year
pathways. This study defines “first-year pathways” as the
institutional design logic through which universities organize
students’ initial experience of higher education via first-year
courses and support systems, comprising three interrelated layers:
learning form, educational positioning, and institutional
conditions. On this basis, it argues that first-year courses should
be understood not merely as discrete curricular arrangements, but

as institutional entry points into such pathways. The study

Assistant Professor, General Education Center, National University of
Tainan.
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addresses three core questions: How do Taiwanese universities
use first-year courses to respond to students’ transitional needs?
How do these courses reflect different understandings of what the
first year is for? And how do institutional conditions shape or
constrain the capacity of such courses to function as meaningful
pathway entry points? Conceptually, the study proposes that the
central question of the first year has undergone an
epistemological shift— from “Are students college-ready?” to “Are
institutions student-ready?” and, under the conditions of
generative Al, further toward “How should universities prepare
students to face a new world?”
Theoretical Framework

Drawing on Tinto's institutional commitment theory, McNair
et al.’s student-ready college framework, and Kift's three-
generation model of transition pedagogy, the study develops an
analytical framework organized around three dimensions—
learning form, educational positioning, and institutional
conditions— and identifies four design approaches that first-year
courses may embody: transitional support, shared exploration,

professional foundation, and learning-start redesign.

Methods

Taiwanese universities: an institution-level survey, in-depth
interviews with 90 administrators from 36 institutions, content
analysis of 1,017 student posts from the Dcard social platform,

and open administrative data on enrollment, retention, and
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withdrawal from academic years 2022 to 2025. Analysis attends
to course formats, stated goals, instructor arrangements, credit
structures, and the organizational, staffing, and funding

conditions that sustain them.

Findings

The findings converge on a portrait of high coverage, low
institutional readiness, and front-loaded concentration. Although
84.2% of institutions offer some form of first-year course,
mandatory arrangements reach only 42.1% of institutions,
universal campus-wide requirements only 26.3%, and no
technological  universities require universal enrollment.
Withdrawal rates at universities of technology average 15.83%,
and Dcard data reveal that students express thoughts of leaving as
early as the third day of enrollment— well before the midterm-
triggered warning systems that most institutions deploy. In terms
of design approaches, courses remain predominantly oriented
toward transitional support and administrative adaptation; designs
oriented toward shared exploration, professional foundation, or
learning-start redesign are comparatively rare. A pronounced gap
exists between institutions that claim Al literacy as a course
objective and those that have restructured course design
accordingly. Institutionally, 68.4% of universities rely on part-
time or concurrent staffing, 44.7% are heavily dependent on
project-based funding, and 73.7% exclude first-year coordination

from faculty promotion criteria— conditions that collectively
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constrain the transformation of first-year courses from

supplementary arrangements into integrated pathway entry points.

Originality and Contributions

This study contributes a three-layer analytical framework—
learning form, educational positioning, and institutional
conditions— that moves beyond binary questions of course
existence toward a systemic assessment of institutional readiness.
It contextualizes the student-ready framework within East Asian
higher education and extends Tinto's retention theory by
foregrounding the institutional conditions that determine whether
first-year courses can function as genuine learning entry points.
Future reform in Taiwan should move from expanding course
supply toward integrated pathway design and institutional
restructuring, with priority given to stabilizing organizational
capacity, advancing early intervention, sustaining funding
continuity, and repositioning first-year curricula for the

generative Al era.

Keywords: first-year experience, first-year courses, first-year

pathways, institutional readiness, student transition
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