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Chapter 2 

Institutional practices for low SES admissions and support 

Sue Kilpatrick, Sarah Fischer and Nici Barnes 

Introduction 

This chapter examines the influence of institutions’ admission practices, and support services 

and practices, on the retention and success of low SES and indigenous students. It maps the 

structure of the study’s four case study institutions’ services, drawing on their websites, 

documents and interviews with admissions and support representatives. The chapter 

considers the literature and findings of the quantitative and qualitative case study phases, 

reported in detail in later chapters, to understand how institutional structures and practices 

can influence student retention and success. It makes recommendations regarding service 

design and institutional practices that appear to enhance retention and success of the varied 

student cohorts that are enrolled at Australian universities.    

This study was conducted at the beginning of the COVID 19 pandemic. This chapter 

therefore does not report or consider the immediate responses of the four institutions to 

COVID 19, nor any longer-term changes to their admission practices, and support services 

and support practices.  

Methods 

This chapter adopts a case study design (Stake, 2003; Stake, 1995) to investigate the 

admissions and support services and practices at each of the four institutions, University of 

Tasmania, Griffith University, University of Wollongong and University of Melbourne. It 

considers the perspectives of the institutions themselves and their students in order to 

understand the influence of the practices and services on retention and success.  

Institutional practice 

Admissions and support services and practices at the four universities were mapped, drawing 

on each institution’s website to determine how its services were structured. Ease of use of the 

websites was analysed based on the number of clicks to locate and access support services. 

Mapping was supplemented by a document analysis (Owen, 2014) of policy and procedure 

documents (Fischer et al., 2007) which were either available on these websites or voluntarily 

provided by institutional representatives following interviews. 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with twelve representatives across the four 

universities with responsibility for admissions, learning and teaching support, and/or non-

academic support services, in order to understand the institutional perspective. Interviewees 

were drawn from heads of student support units, indigenous support units, teaching and 

learning units and admissions policy areas. Interviews were conducted either individually or 
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in small groups of two to three participants from the same university. Topics of discussion 

included the structure of admission and support services and practices including monitoring 

of retention and performance of low SES and other equity group students, communication 

with staff and students about services, and policy development and review processes. Some 

participants at three of the institutions volunteered additional information about their 

perception of the effectiveness of their services and practices.  Interviews lasted 

approximately 45 minutes. They were recorded with the participants’ consent, transcribed 

and analysed for themes using the method described by Guest et al. (2012). Interview data 

supplemented the mapping and document analysis and to identify admissions and support 

services and practices at each of the four universities. The findings in the first part of this 

chapter pertain to only staff data collected. 

Student experience 

To assist in understanding the influences of institutional admission practices, and support 

services and practices on the student experience, we have drawn on the quantitative and 

qualitative findings drawn from the student data in the other phases of the overall study (Parts 

B and C). The funding for this research did not include the University of Melbourne in the 

qualitative student case study phase of the study. As such, data was not available for students 

at this university. First, student case study narratives for the three student case study 

institutions and other findings from the qualitative study of the student voice (Parts B and C) 

were analysed for influences of admission practices, and support services and practices on the 

student experience at each of the three institutions. Next, the institutional perspectives on 

admission practices, and support services and practices at each of the four institutions were 

analysed in light of the characteristics of their student body (Chapter 3), findings from the 

quantitative modelling and themes drawn from student case study narratives (Part B). Cross-

institutional themes from this institution by institution analysis, along with findings from the 

student qualitative data, were then considered in drawing up recommendations for admission 

practices, and support services and practices. 

Cross-institutional comparison 

The chapter culminates in a cross-instructional comparison table which highlights alignment 

of admission practices, and support services and practices with the nature of each institution’s 

student body. This is followed by recommendations for institutional policy and practice based 

on data from the case study institutions and the targeted literature review (Chapter 1) which 

identifies good practice in admission practices, and in support services and practices, and the 

points at which these can intervene, or otherwise act, to enhance retention or success.  

Admissions and support structures and practices 

The following sections describe the admissions and support structures and practices at four 

institutions. These sections are each arranged in the same order to facilitate comparison. 

Following the last case is a summary table that juxtaposes all four cases. The interviews 

followed good practice for semi-structured interviews in resembling a guided conversation 

focusing on issues which were important to the interviewee; rather than rigidly reading out a 

set of prearranged questions. There were, therefore, a few minor differences in the 

information available about each university. Information from the website analysis was used 
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to fill these gaps. Finally, the interviews revealed that institutional participants’ roles were 

largely separated, and individual participants were not able to address all questions. In some 

cases, they were able to direct the researchers to the people in their university who could 

answer questions in certain areas. 

University of Tasmania 

As explained in Chapter 5, this study has labelled the University of Tasmania a 

‘contemporary’ university with a large percentage of low SES and non-traditional students, 

and online study.  

Institutional governance 

Centralised support services with limited support in the colleges 

The institutional governance of admissions and support services at this university can be 

described as centralised with limited support service presence in its colleges. Figure 2.1 

below shows a generalised model of how these services are structured. The main support 

services are located centrally and work with students and staff in all colleges/schools.  

Figure 2.1: University of Tasmania admissions and support services 
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No way to identify low SES students 

Interview participants at this university nominated the lack of ability to identify low SES 

students as a major stumbling block to being able to provide and/or target specific support 

services for these students. Because staff in support positions are unable to identify individual 

low SES students using university information systems, they felt they were unable to offer 

specific, targeted support for this group. For example, one participant explained, 

We cannot identify and/or evaluate at the present time the impact of what we do specifically for 

low SES because they're not tagged in our business intelligence. (UTAS_01) 

And another said, 

Give us a flag. We need help finding them. Yeah, a flag would be phenomenal.  We need a flag 

and we’ve been saying this for the last two to three years. This is really kind of key. We need a 

flag in the system. (UTAS_01) 

And a third explained, 

…We can pick out a subgroup of domestic students who we call CALD students who are not 

international students but have recently moved to Australia.  That's a key hit group.  We can see 

students who are studying full time, part time, distance mode.  We can see students by age.  So, 

a lot of the other factors that the literature tells us contribute to high risk we can pick out, but 

we can’t actually pick out low SES at the moment as a cohesive group and do targeted work.” 

(UTAS_01) 

Staff training focused on mental health and cultural understanding 

In terms of training for staff to support low SES students, interview participants at the 

University of Tasmania highlighted mental health first aid courses as a priority. Participants 

identified high presentations of mental health issues among the low SES cohort as the reason 

for this. Other training opportunities that were encouraged focused on sexual harassment, 

assault and violence. Cultural understanding was a third area mentioned as a type of training 

offered for staff. For example, one participant explained,  

So, no matter what role you’re in, having a mental health first aid or a core understanding and 

ability because that’s a high presentation for us, and then the other one is everybody being 

across responding to disclosure that’s sexual harassment, assault and violence.  So, you know, 

staff having to do training in that.  So, I recommend the third one is the cultural competence 

training of some sort, and that’s one where we’re still working through, so connecting in with 

opportunities that’s in relation to Aboriginal culture but then obviously more broadly around 

cultural diversity. (UTAS_01) 

This differs from staff training focus areas that were highlighted at the other universities in 

this study and suggests practices closer to an ‘ambulance at the bottom of the cliff’ model 

than a focus on staff training to reduce the risk of students dropping out or failing. 

Pre-access and access 

Bennett et al. (2015) describe the pre-access and access stage of the student life-cycle as 

encompassing outreach efforts to potential university applicants through the admissions 

process. This also includes various pathways for admission. At the University of Tasmania, 

there are many pathways for admissions for that are not based on school results. Two main 
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ideas were that emerged from this university were recruitment and monitoring of admissions 

and support services. 

Recruitment focused on all Tasmanians 

At the University of Tasmania, interview participants explained that there was not a specific 

effort to recruit low SES students, but rather recruitment efforts were focused on all 

Tasmanians. In the case of Tasmania, it should be noted that this  

The university absolutely does very focused and purposeful work around recruiting, you know, 

the point of the whole mission of our work in Tasmania, so to enable all Tasmanians from 

whatever background and which we know we are regional and rural by nature of the state.  And 

so, we know predominantly there's a lot of low SES and there's very purposeful development of 

pathways and courses in the university and college to try and maximise and optimise students’ 

ability to engage in higher education, including scholarship packaging and all those sorts of 

things. (UTAS_01) 

This approach is most consistent with universal design principles and shows a shift away 

from deficit models (Burgstahler, 2009; Thomas, 2014).  

Monitoring of admissions, performance and retention in planning stages 

The monitoring of admissions and support services at this university was described by 

interview participants as efforts that were largely data driven by ‘business intelligence’ 

quantitative data. Participants described as still being in the planning stages and ad hoc. For 

example,  

Our reporting is more back out to the colleges around what is the impact of what we've been 

doing for each college so, what's the student engagement with what's on offer and where 

possible, obviously, not everything were possible, what's been the impact on retention and/or 

student outcomes.  I think the next – in terms of what you're looking at, the university itself is 

currently setting up a lot more performance metrics. (UTAS_01) 

Practice 

Once students are admitted and enrolled, the student life-cycle phase shifts to ‘practice’ 

(Bennett et al., 2015). The focus of this phase is the support that students receive during their 

study. 

Communication focused on disseminating information to both incoming students and staff 

In the case of the University of Tasmania, participants described communication efforts that 

were focused on disseminating information to both incoming students and staff. In this style 

of communication, the information flow is one-directional, with a responsibility shifted to the 

receiver of the information to take action. 

We start right from the point of students accepting their offers.  We start to communicate with 

them really early on and sharing information as early as we possibly can through an email 

campaign, the welcome email campaign that go to all new commencing students and it's 

tailored and targeted to cohort and location specific.  And that thing, sort of, takes us towards 
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our orientation of new students where we have a lot happening essentially but also driven by 

the colleges in that space where information around courses unit, teaching staff, expectation, 

services all of the different things to orientate students into the environment.  Our website has a 

lot of information, you know, that is obviously undergoing a fairly significant project in the 

website redesign and development in the next 12 months.  But there's a lot of information on 

the web and we try to make that a simple student-centred language being the same, you know, 

look, tone and feel across our sort of student experience area.” (UTAS_01) 

And another explained, 

We support the staff to support the students and making sure that staff are fully aware of what's 

happening across the support and service landscape as well I think is something that we do and 

we've got our student retention and success staff-specific website or webpage available with a 

lot of our information there to share that. (UTAS_01) 

In the above examples, the participants describe an email campaign and information being 

available on the university’s website. These mechanisms for communication rely on the 

intended recipient of the information to take the responsibility to seek and gather the 

information. The genre chosen for communication (Yates & Orlikowski, 2002) in this case 

does not provide an opportunity for the intended recipient to respond directly nor does it 

allow the sender to confirm receipt of and reaction to the information.  

Creating connections  

When asked about what support is provided to facilitate students feeling connected to their 

campus, interview participants described using phone calls and Facebook Live advice session 

for incoming students. For example,  

And that’s done through a variety of ways like through the phone calls that [xxx]’s speaking 

about, through Facebook Live events that we put on that are targeted to distant students, but 

really anyone can sort of join in on those and through our registered Facebook page which is 

connected to our UTAS Facebook page. Oh, and through targeted things that we do during 

orientation like Steps to Success that really focuses on connecting students, [it’s an] icebreaker 

exercise so they get to meet each other to be successful at university.” (UTAS_01) 

The Steps to Success program is a two hour on-campus session that provides an introduction 

to using the university’s online learning platform. While the phone calls and Facebook Live 

methods involve two-way communication, they are face-to-face. Steps to Success provides an 

opportunity for students to physically meet other students whom they will be studying with 

through their courses and begins to assist with building social capital (Lenette & Ingamells, 

2013; Macqueen, 2018). 

Data driven/business intelligence driven approach to targeting support 

Another important aspect of the University of Tasmania’s practice phase of the student life 

cycle was the use of ‘business intelligence’ to target support for students. Interview 

participants. This is another example of universal design principles being applied at this 

university. Low SES students are not targeted, instead, courses and units are targeted based 

on the numbers of students either failing or leaving at the course and unit level. 

There’s a fairly significant data we can get out of business intelligence these days, which 

targets down to the course and unit level.  We get a really clear sense of where our highest 
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number of students at risk are, so students who are either failing or leaving at the course and 

unit level.  So, we’d use that each semester now in our planning, we'd sit down with a selection 

of advisors.  Student advisors, student learning advisors, librarians are assigned to a college and 

they sit down with this data and then use it to map out which courses and units they think they 

need to approach for embedded with each semester.  So that's a really targeted way of getting 

the right things in the right places and then making the right academic staff aware of which 

particular supports are out there to assist their students and get those as close as possible to the 

teaching coalface so the students take those supports up. (UTAS_01) 

In addition to targeting the course and unit level, one participant described targeting support 

at the student level as well. As with the example above, this targeted support was not based 

on a low SES label, but rather on lack of student engagement.  

The other way we get in is to use data from student management and MyLo to get this directly 

to the students who are looking like they don't have – aren’t doing things they need to by giving 

point because the literature clearly shows us that if we can get to those students early, we can 

be much more effective in the support that we provide.  …There’s a targeted suite of phone 

calls that we would be using at any given points in a semester where we know students tend to 

have issues, or like just before semester commencement to get them off to a good start, or 

factors that we know are contributing to students not doing particularly well like class 

attendance and not handing things in.  We use those to target those students for phone calls to 

make sure that they're aware of the supports that can help them based on their individual 

situation.  So, two ways of targeting; one, getting in at the course and unit level so the support 

is in right place and then two, getting in at the student level to pick out those students who most 

need us and targeting them for active information about what's happening and help them 

through the phone. (UTAS_01) 

Overall, this university appears to be moving away from a deficit model in supporting 

students and towards one which adheres to the principles of universal design. The lack of an 

ability to identify specific low SES students may be contributing to this. 

Griffith University 

Griffith University is described in Chapter 6 as a contemporary model for a metropolitan 

university.  

Institutional governance 

Figure 2.2: Griffith University admissions and support services  
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Griffith University has a centralised governance system for its admissions and student 

support services with specific program officers distributed to outlaying campuses who report 

back to the central office regularly, particularly in relation to a coordinated response when 

‘triaging’ students. 

So Griffith is very centralised, is probably one of the things I want to point out here.  So, the 

administrative areas out in the groups are program services officers and those sorts of people 

whereas all of our other admin sits centrally.  So, we’ve rolled out our inquiry management 

framework so that those are joined up and those people will have access to the same pathways 

to triage students backwards and forwards into the right services and you can make sure that 

that’s happened. (GU_03) 

This system has come about in a recent restructure that acted to co-locate people working on 

different stages of the student lifecycle together and is reported by staff to be working well.  

A new VC was the catalyst and major support for the changes that have occurred.  The 

change has been given support across the university and is currently ongoing.   

…having leadership that actually values education for everyone who’s ready.  They’re putting 

their money where their mouth is, I guess, that’s what is needed in any university at the highest 

level.  I think Griffith has a long-standing social awareness and ‘access for all’ sort of ethos, but 

having this renewed focus on that with a new VC is very good, its very positive, and so when it 

comes to effecting change across the university, that’s what’s required. You just need to have 

that commitment from the top, […] having it reiterated from the top is always needed. (GU_03) 

The centralised governance therefore requires significant efforts to maintain connections and 

communication across the physical separation they exist in.  This requires consistent and 

regular meetings and training to ensure that everyone is delivering the same messages.   
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So we coordinate for the university out of my units (GU_03), 

The Outreach component has a group who meet together, who are all of the areas that are active 

out in schools and they meet routinely as a governance and advisory mechanism to ensure that 

we’re all joined up. (GU_03) 

…they’d make sure that the messages going up from aspirational teams are also the ones […] 

going out from the marketing elements but also where our academic groups are going out and 

doing curriculum pieces in schools.  (GU_03) 

I’ve just come from our senior leadership forum.  […] 180 of us locked down for two days 

running. I facilitated six groups running ten staff through each of the six, so I saw 60 staff and 

all of the other facilitators did the same around our strategic plan and how we were going to 

formulate and roll out components of that. (GU_03) 

Information is available to all staff to ensure a consistent approach with students but this is 

tempered with the reminder that all students and different and messages are “tailored […] to 

students depending on what their journey has been” (GU_02). 

The staff report that concerted efforts are made to coordinate across ‘silo’s they identify as 

existing in their area of work. Work that is done in one area aims to complement work from 

another area and staff are aware of this and speak positively about it.  

…where we complement the work that [outreach] does is of course in our admissions area. 

(GU-03) 

[others] would have talked you through the TAC Educational Access Scheme, the personal 

competency, our directed admission scheme […]  But on top of that, of course, is our 

scholarship schemes which sit across the top to financially support those students, as an 

incoming cohort, to recruit them in. (GU_03) 

The aim of the constant connection and communication between, and across, multiple services 

in the university, is a ‘seamless service’. 

Yeah, there’s no gaps.  And the students see the seamless sort of service and that’s where it 

should be.  From their experience, it’s seamless and it would make sense that now we’re 

working together as well, but seamlessly. (GU_03) 

However, the equity staff at Griffith University are realistic about the level of commitment this 

requires and note that the system sometimes ‘falls down’. 

So, it’s not seamless.  […]  It takes constant to work and there are always glitches that we find. 

But we are doing the best we possibly can.” (GU_03) 

Griffith University rely on significant use of technology and online resources to maintain 

‘connections’. These technological connections occur both within the university structures 

and governance and between the university and students. 

…[we] have a community of practice across the university talking about what goes on and we 

share it with the Microsoft team, and that means we’re able to roll out all the materials that are 

happening so across the university everyone can see how it works.  We also manage the My 

Orientation piece, which is the student online orientation, but that means that we work with the 

academic areas in the groups and the other providers.  So again, they can see what goes into 

that and helps or build on who’s providing what. (GU_03), 

In order to maintain the consistency of messages and support of equity students across the 

multiple avenues of delivery, training is also provided for academic and professional staff as 
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well as to outside contractors who have initial contacts with students.  This is particularly 

relevant for programs like the mentoring program. 

Griffith has always had peer mentoring programs.  What we do that’s possibly different to other 

universities is that we have a central training point for all our mentors […] what we do is we 

run the training programs for all peer mentors at the beginning of each year so that everybody is 

getting a consistent level of understanding of what’s required of the peer mentor, […] then 

we’re getting consistency, particularly as far as triage and referral on goes. (GU_03) 

Griffith University try to take a participatory approach for the development of policies and 

implementation processes in the admissions and student services space. Leaders actively seek 

input from staff and try to involve as many people as possible in the process, including 

students.  Feedback from all sources is valued to make processes and programs as applicable as 

possible. 

We do reviews with our mentors each year and I know all of the teams do this, all of our old 

and new students and like I said, we rely on students heavily because we think that’s a great 

delivery mechanism.  It’s not a boundary for the students that are reaching out to the high 

school kids.  They kind of relate really well.  So, they give us feedback formally through 

review.  But also then, when we’re in development phase, we’ll say, “So what about this?” 

There’s that real genuine back and forth. (GU_03) 

…in our team, at the end of the year we do a review. We’re inviting all of our partners and all 

of our schools so there would be representation of guidance officers, head of departments, some 

of them are year-level teachers and they come in and they also give us our feedback […].  So 

all of that together with the partners from school, with the students, help us keep our program 

delivery, I guess, on point and accessible. […]  And I think that’s why students enjoy being part 

of it because they see that we do value their input. (GU_03) 

…part of the restructure within Student Success is that we’ve taken the student welfare team 

and the scholarships team and we’re actually blending them into a student financial support 

team. […] from next week onwards, we’re undergoing the human-centred design process where 

we’ve invited 70 students to participate in interviews to help design from the ground up how 

students would access financial assistance. (GU_03) 

Pre-access and access 

Griffith University reports being very active in targeting low SES students through a 

comprehensive recruitment strategy which not only takes them into schools from primary 

through to the end of Year 12 but continues this support after recruitment to then offer 

specific support for those students once they arrive. 

Low SES students are identified and prioritised in university processes. Admissions schemes 

are accessed to support low SES and first people students – educational access scheme, 

personal statements, Gold Coast and Logan Priority Access Scheme, are just some of the 

support mechanisms used to invite equity groups into the university. Admissions are based on 

a range of entry opportunities. 

…our open-door policy about looking at other ways to admit students based on commitment, 

motivation and resilience. (GU_02) 

…might take [into] account other factors such as work and life experience, demonstrated 

commitment and specific achievements related to particular fields of endeavor. (GU_02) 
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Griffith University also looks to access low SES and Aboriginal students not just in QLD but 

also from northern NSW. 

Practice 

Griffith University practices related to admissions and support services for equity groups 

seem to draw on three main principals: connecting student and building community; 

challenging and being aware of deficit understandings and practices; and mechanisms for 

monitoring and tracking. 

The emphasis on connectedness for both students and staff is carried over from the VC’s new 

governance directions.  Staff reported that these types of activities play out in significant 

ways within the admissions and student support services space through community building 

initiatives, orientation, and peer-to-peer mentoring.   

I think it’s the magic between the whole welcome to university, join a team, […] some of these 

things start being addressed before they come to O Week. (GU_03) 

Initiatives are regularly tailored to suit the specific course requirement and for the different 

levels of entry into the university.  However, there is also a core groups of skills targeted by 

specific programs that all students require and are usually accessed as online resources. 

…it’s different if you’re […] an international student because there are some international 

pieces you need to do.  It’s different if you’re an undergraduate, from a post-graduate student to 

HDR student and it’s different for our group base.  […] there are some specific things in 

Science I that aren’t in Art I for instance, so guys have to undertake some help and safety 

training workshops.  But in all of them, we actually had an academic skills component […] 

which is an online workshop tool device by our library and learning services that takes them 

through those key things that you’ll need to know about the basics, […] and what we use our 

mentors to do is to continually point back to those tools, so we don’t redevelop or build new 

tools. (GU_03) 

Peer-to-peer mentoring appeared to be a central mechanism for developing connection 

between the university and new students and was highly valued by the university. Staff spoke 

of the importance of the broad variety mentoring opportunities that could be accessed by new 

students and the opportunities for more experienced students to be involved.  Some of the 

mentoring was voluntary, other mentoring roles were paid positions. The program is 

promoted on the Griffith University website. 

… if you go to our website and type in peer mentoring program, you’ll get our full suite of how 

mentoring works at Griffith.  Student mentoring and how students can access that [can be 

filtered] by campus, by study area, the type.  But it’s all centrally coordinated so that we know 

what’s going on in each space and, therefore, we can also reward our peer mentors. (GU_03) 

We talk a bit about budgeting, we talk about time management, all these sorts of things, and 

that’s in Year 11 and 12.  These things are reiterated and made available […] through the 

library, but also through some of the groups themselves.  They’ll take it on and drill down to be 

specific to the needs of their cohorts. (GU_03) 

Griffith University report using robust systems for the monitoring and tracking for low SES 

students with continuous reporting in order to support students. 

…[there is] constant reviewing and refining (GU_02)  
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… we monitor performance.  So, we have various tracking mechanisms set up to work out what 

the students are engaging with.  For instance, we track attendance at orientation, digitally 

through our CRM. (GU_03) 

This mechanism is also used to track numerous other activities such as, 

… Have you accessed and completed and how much of My Orientation have you completed? 

Did you attend your orientation session or not? Are you accessing your learning materials 

online? Are you attending core lectures? Have you submitted your first piece of assessment? 

[What are] your grades from first place assessment? […] attendance of the early bird 

workshops for preparation, attendance with the peer mentoring programs – the Griffith Writing 

Mentors (GU_03) 

Data collected is analysed through a dedicated ‘planning and analytics group’ and is used for 

two things.  Firstly, to analyse access and usefulness of services, retention, outcomes across 

cohorts, and the trends and effectiveness of programs. 

…we can start to join together things like that program, that program, and that program 

combined, have the best advocacy over that standalone and that standalone. (GU_03) 

And secondly, although programs are offered across entire year cohorts (not just for equity 

groups within year cohorts), it allows particular parts of a cohort to be analysed against 

particular aspects of the data. 

…it’s for all students but it helps us then break into cohort (GU_03) 

There does seem to be the intent to use this data as a way of assisting and supporting equity 

students to succeed.  However, it would be very easy to slip back into making judgements of 

student failure through the application of this data and care is needed to prevent this from 

happening. 

One way that Griffith University is attempting to prevent the blame for ‘failure’ being placed 

on students and moving towards a more supportive model is to move away from a deficit 

model through the implementation of universal design. 

What Griffith has been trying to move away from and has for the major part over the last five 

years is away from a deficit model.  So wherein the past, there were silos of activity that were, 

“This is a thing for low-SES student, this is the thing for Indigenous students, this is the 

thing….”, we’ve tried to move to a model that’s, “This is what we do for all students,” and then 

the universal design process, this should benefit everybody regardless.  Then, “here are some 

additional or scaled up pieces which particularly benefit these cohorts.” (GU_03) 

…we want to see, are we attaining the right numbers and bringing them in and then also, are 

they succeeding as they move on […] So, what we’re trying to do is find that perfect balance of 

bringing people in who are prepared and capable and then monitoring and allowing them to be 

successful while they’re here. (GU_03) 

…we invited all students who are entering into Griffith from Year 12 this year in our first 

trimester, from the schools that we outreach, to a ‘welcome’ one day event.  The transition team 

was there greeting them, but instead of just inviting those who would have been active in 

participating in specific outreach programs throughout their Year 11 and 12, we invited all 

students from those schools.  It’s well attended, and it has been in the past […]  It was all kinds 

of students from those schools who came along and actually brought friends because they’re 

able to bring their whole friendship groups and that sort of thing.  These are things that 

normalise the, “Hey, you are from an area that everyone recognises has some access 
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challenges.”  But we don’t focus on that, we focus on the fact that, “Hey, we’re glad you’re all 

here,” and that was really well received, so I’m pretty impressed with that. (GU_03) 

…the university is spending a bit of time […] really thinking about how we design courses to 

better cope for everybody coming in and allowing that flexibility for personal circumstances. 

[…]  So how do we design assessment in a way that allows people to be able to undertake it and 

doesn’t exacerbate existing conditions, how do we allow people to move in and out a bit more 

seamlessly?  Ironically enough, Corona Virus has actually turned out to be God sent in our 

design space because we’re having to rethink entirely some of our online delivery and some of 

the spaces where we don’t have online delivery very well in order to roll it out to the students 

that are in China, whereas universities can be a bit stale when you str continually saying to 

them, “Don’t forget we’ve got low-SES students, we’ve got First Peoples students,” and it’s 

like, “Yeah, yeah, yeah, this is how I’ve always taught, this is how it works,” blah, blah, blah.  

All of a sudden, we’ve got a big thing on the horizon that’s directly going to impact our bottom 

line and how things work, and that’s certainly motivated a lot of people to rethink the design of 

courses which makes them more accessible across the board to everybody. (GU_03) 

University of Wollongong 

In the following chapters, the University of Wollongong is described as a university teaching 

on-campus to a diverse student body. It has a number of campuses across the southern coast 

of NSW and its student population is predominantly rural and low SES, with a significant and 

increasing Aboriginal cohort.  

Institutional governance 

Figure 2.3: University of Wollongong admissions and support services 
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Staff from the University of Wollongong spoke of taking an embedded approach to managing 

issues of equity. Responsibility is not left to one person or one unit/program but is instead 

seen as a responsibility shared by all university staff. While the Equity Unit does run many of 

the relevant equity programs, and is proactive in doing this, the primary role of the equity 

team is to manage the equity responses across the university rather than to just direct or be 

solely responsible for the university response.  

…each unit, not just the equity unit, has responsibility for equity in terms of admission and 

support and the action plan is managed by the equity team – everyone has responsibility as part 

of it and it draws in everyone else as part of it. (UoW_01)  

It is an institution that is “working holistically to get across all our processes” (UoW_03). 

That said, the university also has specific teams which were developed for specific purposes 

in recruiting and admissions.  However, these teams reported constantly working together in 

the equity space.  

…different units and staff are actively recruiting low SES and indigenous. […]  There's a 

student success, equity and success unit – they're the owners of the equity space, and then they 

work with other units across the university to recruit low-SES students. (UoW_03) 

These teams are now headed and supported through university governance structures, a 

change which came with the appointment of a new PVC for students.  This appointment was 

seen as a catalyst for the current equity model. 

Well, predominantly, the major change was appointing the Pro Vice Chancellor for the 

students.  Once that position was in play then they’re forming a team underneath her.  […]  So, 

all of the work of In2Uni, all of the work of equity groups, the past teams, it’s also now sitting 

really neatly under the umbrella of the PVCS.  So that’s really been the catalyst, if you like, to 

everything that we’ve now got rolling. (UoW_03) 

While the intent of the university appears to be an integrated and embedded approach to 

equity, the teams under the equity umbrella were also realistic in recognising that there are 

two challenges in doing this. Firstly, that the system has had to divide responsibilities in order 

to administer them efficiently, despite the intent to share. For example, scholarships, 

admissions and data seem to be separated and sometimes not used across these processes 

effectively, 

I don't think there's a lot of collaboration in terms of the equity scholarships and the admission 

space. (UoW_03) 

So when we're talking about UAC [University Access Centre] or high school leavers, a lot of 

that stuff goes through the UAC centre, and then they provide all the data. (UoW_03)   

…it varies from faculty to faculty, that’s the other issue, too, and what supports they’ve got in 

play can be different between my faculty and another faculty. (UoW_02) 

Secondly there were recognised gaps which still need to be filled such as in the student 

mentor program. University of Wollongong equity staff work to address these gaps when 

they become aware of them. 

Student mentors is also a new initiative that we started last year.  It hasn’t developed as much 

as I’d like it yet, but everything takes time.  And when you’ve got that many different projects 

on the go, sometimes it’s a little bit tricky. (UoW_02) 
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An example of University of Wollongong proactively moving to fill gaps is their 

identification that parents are often not included in the information given by admissions and 

support services in order to support their children.  They are currently designing programs 

that specifically target information for parents to address this identified gap. University of 

Wollongong appears to work towards identifying and addressing these gaps through 

established dissemination channels and personnel positions that are built into the university 

structure with roles for communicating this information and support its application. 

…that’s where I bring in the academic program, directed from each of the focused courses and 

we share with them the strategies that we’re doing, […] so that it’s getting disseminated.  We 

can’t do it without the help of the academic program directress and subject coordinators 

because they are the people that are teaching.  So, in our structure, the faculty level where I sit, 

I keep the staff informed and supported.  We also have our heads of students and our student 

support advisers and we have our student mentors as well. (UoW_02)  

While there is a distinct agenda for a whole of university approach to equity, each faculty has 

been encouraged to address equity in ways that are accommodated within existing faculty 

directions, courses, and structures, and involve participation by all faculty stakeholders.   

One of the core activities that we do that’s embedded in the action plan at the faculty level is 

we have collaborative teams set up in each faculty.  We target courses that have high 

enrolments of low socioeconomic, aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students… that are 

large first-year courses, so Bachelor of Art, Bachelor of Science, Bachelor of Commerce and 

Business, so that’s large first-year courses.  We work across the course so we get a really good 

understanding of the needs of equity students within those courses, in terms of what things are 

pushing them out of the university or keeping them in the university.  (UoW_01) 

there's certain thresholds for admissions and they’re determined well before the offer round, 

[…] all the background data and the thresholds are set by the faculties. (UoW_03) 

Activities are adjusted in conjunction with the faculty and meld with existing structures to 

support equity students.  Both student and staff feedback is sought and continually applied 

and updated. 

We don’t go and just put a program in place and hope it works. …We do a lot of consultation, 

evidence-based approaches, focus groups with students, … to really understand the needs of the 

students, […] even though there are some synergies between courses, […] and to get a really 

good understanding of what’s actually happening in that specific context.  What comes out of 

that investigation over a 12-month period is then an implementation plan that is designed 

specifically to that course and to the needs of the students in that course. (UoW_01) 

Having someone liaising between the faculty and equity team to feedback to the equity team 

has meant that University of Wollongong is able to develop programs that are relevant for the 

courses within faculties while also being responsive to equity students’ needs. 

… having that person on-board as a transition and retention coordinator meant that we finally 

had time for someone to do that kind of work and the information that we were getting back 

was able to feed back into the programs that we’re setting up for this year.  For example, on 

orientation day, students overwhelmingly told us that they needed more information, more 

time, they would like more help with understanding Moodle, with understanding time 

management, with understanding the supports and services that are available.  So, we were able 

to then go to our student services division and request that we run something completely 

different for our students in the School of Health and Society. (UoW_02) 
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Pre-access and access 

Active recruitment of equity groups during the pre-access and access phases was not flagged 

as a priority for University of Wollongong.  They ran school visits through their school 

recruitment team but relied primarily on their website and information sheets to distribute 

information: “I think it's on our website” (UoW_03).   

What we've tried to do this year is work a lot more closely with our school recruitment team, so 

they're doing school visits.  And with the schools that have been identified as disadvantaged, 

we're doing information sheets for their internal recruits to make sure that they're talking about 

these types of opportunities for students at those schools. (UoW_03) 

This was not a deliberate targeting of non-equity student cohorts such as the University of 

Melbourne does, but a recognition that University of Wollongong campuses are located in 

communities where there are a high proportion of equity populations such as rural, low SES 

and Aboriginal groups. Their focus was therefore on ‘local’ recruitment. 

…with regards to actually actively recruiting those students, because of where we’re located, 

what we tend to find is it’s quite high percentage of students, it’s in the 80s typically, but it 

changes year to year of students in our region will come to UoW because they can stay at home 

with their families and be close to their communities. (UoW_01) 

Actively recruit?  […] Our Indigenous numbers are very good [and] for some reason we don’t 

have any trouble attracting low SES students, I think, because of the nature of our feeding 

areas. (UoW_02) 

In order to translate recruitment into enrolment University of Wollongong also works on 

creating “soft transition” opportunities by working with prospective students from the 

beginning of Year 11. 

So if low SES students are wanting to go on to the university, there’s a whole range of activities 

[…] to get students ready for that transition to higher ed. Students start studying their subjects 

here with us at the end of Year 11, and so it’s a very soft transition for a lot of students into 

university study.” (UoW_01) 

Practice 

University of Wollongong’s practice of equity begins with an understanding that equity is 

about “the whole package…” (UoW_03), that focus on the student rather than the university 

and encompasses pre and post university life. 

It's supporting the students through disasters and issues that happen outside of education and in 

their lives (UoW_03) 

This was particularly important during the NSW bushfires in 2019-20 that severely impacted all 

the southern NSW campuses.  For example, through the equity scholarships that are offered to 

low SES students, a student success package that covers financial and non-fincial benefits such 

as discounts to clubs, which has the added bonus of connecting students socially to the 

university community; as well as priority into peer learning programs, access to the careers 

team “to develop a work-integrated learning type grant where we're trying to encourage low-

SES students to participate in work integrated learning programs because it's trying to set them 

up for success after university…. and financial literacy programs. This suite of programs is 

designed to set them up for the future.  So the whole goal around the success package is to use 
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this opportunity throughout their university lifecycle to prepare them for the real world. 

(UoW_03) 

The equity unit staff recognise that the offering of these programs has to be flexible in order 

to meet the needs of all students at times that might fall out of the university timetable.  Their 

immediate concern at the time of these interviews was a bushfire response for students and 

provides a good example of this flexible approach and would well suit a response to the 

current COVID 19 response as well. 

I think with the bushfires, [processes and programs have] expanded … because of the national 

emergency.  So I guess that's where we're trying to address immediate issues or things that pop 

up throughout the students’ lifestyle because it doesn't always fall within a session.  So there 

was a way to address some of their immediate needs.  And that's just talking about the financial.  

So there was a whole raft of other support services because the feedback that we're getting from 

campus managers is that the financial was – it's not going to solve everything.  It was more the 

impact on the student experience and the anxiety and stuff like that.” (UoW_03) 

University of Wollongong also provides multiple opportunities with the intent of creating 

connections for students into the university community.   

there’s a whole range of activities that we do to basically build a sense of belonging and 

connectedness with universities. (UoW_01) 

Activities for first year students, prior to commencement, include “tech students” (UoW_01) 

online interactions and transition and induction programs. Celebration events such as first in 

family events run with families to recognize the importance of family support “and understand 

how students are engaged at campus as well.” (UoW_01).  At a faculty level, students are 

grouped to establish social networks which are drawn on for other activities throughout the year 

and a “successful institution-wide peer mentoring program as well that engages students” 

(UoW_01) across the university. 

University of Wollongong tracks equity student progress both for the benefit of the equity 

team and its decision making and for the benefit of students that might need additional 

support.   

…we monitor the progress of low SES and aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students 

throughout their degree. (UoW_01) 

However, tracking or monitoring occurs in different ways for different equity groups.  

University of Wollongong has an active Aboriginal centre which engages fully with the 

Aboriginal students being recruited and supported throughout their degree. 

we’ve seen quite a significant increase in the number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

students accessing UoW because of the work of our Indigenous Centre and in the past two 

years in particular.  There’s been a whole range of new support services and tools that are put in 

place by the Indigenous centre that is really making a significant impact on retention. 

(UoW_01) 

University of Wollongong has found that while they have issues around retention in general, 

this is no more or less related to their equity students 

With our low SES student cohort, we find that their performance is on par with other cohorts, 

high SES cohorts.  But we find that retention can be an issue and so that’s where we’re 

focusing our efforts at the moment. (UoW_01) 
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we monitor the retention of the equity students and I think we've run some data and the students 

on the equity scholarships, they have a much higher retention rate than other students who 

haven't had that support. (UoW_03)  

Monitoring does occur more closely for those who have scholarships given to support low SES 

students with “four checks for each session”.  However, these checks have shifted from being 

based on “academic criterion” to “being enrolled” as the main criteria.  Tracking involves a 

range of things but appears to be based on wanting to support their progress rather than purely 

checking they are doing the right thing. 

…we check students’ grades, their enrolment, and we communicate with them where they're 

not meeting criteria, and often you can pick up, I guess, if they’re having issues and academic 

issues or having scholarship issues. We usually refer them on to the appropriate support 

services. (UoW_03) 

what we're seeing is that there's usually more applications for equity scholarships than funding 

to award to these students.  So, we're monitoring the ones that we have awarded to. (UoW_03) 

When support is identified as a need, University of Wollongong offers this to its whole 

student cohort, both equity and non-equity groups, rather than targeting particular individual 

students or student equity groups for this support. These interventions are designed to sit 

within course work and can therefore be offered to all. One example of this can be seen in the 

way orientation and ‘boot camp’ are offered. 

… we tailor orientation day to suit what the students have been telling us, what they wish 

they’ve had on that particular day.  But we also do a boot camp.  […] in the first week of 

classes, the actual tutorial content is changed up a bit and it’s all about transition work.  […] 

they’ll have their lecture content but the tutes are tailored around academic skills, academic 

integrity, going back over using Moodle….so, that’s how we treat everybody the same.  

Everybody gets that– because I think it’s important not to single people out.” (UoW_02) 

Tackling interventions by singling out low SES students has been described as a “messy” 

issue in the past.  It was based on applying very general SA1 data, which may not apply, 

rather than looking at individual circumstances.  It also took a deficit approach which the 

university has been working to overcome. 

… Students won’t often know that they’re low SES or even identified as low SES students.  

They just understand that they’re getting targeted for something that another student is not.  

And we also thought that approach was quite a deficit model because we’re assuming that low 

SES students need something – need academic support and they may not.  So, we grappled with 

that and had a lot of institutional discussions around that. So, what we actually do is put the 

interventions where we know the students are.  We know, for example, that the percentage of  

[…] students from the Bachelor of Arts is ten percent higher than our institutional average for 

low SES students. So, we embed the interventions into the curriculum, so it doesn’t feel like 

students are being targeted or ask to do extra, particularly when we know that they’re time-

poor.  That way, all of the students in that course also get the benefit of the work that we’re 

doing.  Everything is designed on the basis of equity principles but available to everyone in the 

course. (UoW_01) 

The university recognised the deficit-based understandings that have been drawn on to 

establish previous practices and has moved to adapt its thinking and designed programs to 

match.  What this doesn’t recognise it that this type of practice further disadvantages already 

disadvantaged populations by assisting already advantage populations. 
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University of Wollongong staff also recognised the university’s reliance on committed people 

both in leadership positions and in general, in order to have successfully functioning equity 

programs.  They saw policy as not particularly effective without these people, and a certain 

amount of funding, driving, and sometimes reinterpreting, the implementation of university 

policy and procedures. 

So we’ve got institutional policies and procedures that I don’t think respond to the needs of 

equity students and that relies on the individual staff members who are at the coal face with the 

students to interpret those policies, and then the response that students get is very wide and 

varied to be honest. (UoW_01) 

I think we had quite an ad hoc fragmented approach up until that point…it was reliant on the 

goodwill of staff to get there. […] We’ve got significant buy-in from the senior executive and 

all of the faculty executive as well, and there’s a genuine commitment to address that and I 

think that comes from a number of factors.  I think where we’re located as a regional university, 

a lot of our staff have genuine commitment in the local community, so I think that’s one thing.  

Also I think the introduction of things, like discussions around performance indicators, funding 

and stuff associated with that to motivate people to work with local community to students.  So 

I think what we’re seeing is really an amalgamation of those two things at our institution and 

we’ve got quite significant buy-in in the frameworks as well. (UoW_01) 

University of Melbourne 

The University of Melbourne represents a traditional university model of enrolment and 

course delivery with the majority of its students admitted based on school results and low 

attrition rates. Low SES students make up a small percentage of the student body. This is 

described in more detail in Chapter 8. For this university, the interview and document data 

were focused on the indigenous community.  

Institutional governance 

Overall, the institutional governance of low SES and indigenous admissions and support 

services at the University of Melbourne can be described as centralised with strong links to 

academic divisions, graduate school and faculties. Policy development processes were 

described as participatory with input actively sought from staff and students and leadership 

described as committed. Figure 2.4 below shows how the centralised nature of support at this 

university is strongly linked across the university and beyond. 

Figure 2.4: University of Melbourne admissions and support services 
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Consolidated university plans have been streamlined, yet contain detailed information 

This university has recently consolidated and streamlined its various plans enabling the 

faculties and graduate school to easily access detailed information to provide targeted 

support. This was described as a beneficial action by an interview participant. 

So, we had so many plans, it’s unbelievable.  We used to have 30 at the divisional level an 

indigenous employment framework, an indigenous student plan and a research framework for 

each of the 10 faculties and graduate school.  And then above that we had university-wide 

plans, employment, students and research.  And then above that, the university-wide 

reconciliation action plan. But recognising that there's an overlap between indigenous students 

and indigenous staff and research, that's all been consolidated into a single plan from this year 

and some of them are really – I mean, they're excellent plans, but just being able to provide the 

academic divisions with that really detailed information and information that's been gathered 

over quite a significant number of years so that they can examine trends has been really 

important. (MEL_01)  

By streamlining and consolidating plans, the academic divisions are now able to easily access 

highly relevant information with ease and focus on providing specific, quality support.  

Participatory policy processes 

Participatory policy development processes can be time consuming, but these processes result 

in increased communication and improved implementation. This university has used highly 

participatory processes to develop policies and procedures, including staff, students and 

reference groups composed of people external to the university. For example, one interview 
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participant described the process used for developing the university’s Elevate Reconciliation 

Action Plan 

We had a 12-month project, the develop our Elevate Reconciliation Action Plan. So, we 

actually engaged in a really extensive consultation process.  We consulted our indigenous 

leadership, of course, our indigenous academic staff, indigenous professional staff, and also 

separately our indigenous graduate students, indigenous undergraduate students, our 360 plus 

academic staff that were engaged in research into indigenous issues.  Then we opened the 

consultation process university wide.  So, we know that more than 800 people engaged with the 

development of our Reconciliation Action Plan.  And we also have a traditional owners and 

elders reference group who guide our reconciliation efforts and who provide us with a lot of 

cultural authority. (MEL_01) 

Notably, this participant went on to explain that the process used for the Reconciliation 

Action plan was not unique and that participatory practices were common at this university. 

We have indigenous students on a range of committees. We have students on university council 

and university – our academic board and the university council report.  At the moment, it just 

happens to be an indigenous graduate student.  So, I think you could say that staff and students 

are very deeply involved in reviewing policies and procedures across the institution. (MEL_01) 

Committed leadership 

In addition to participatory processes, this university has leadership that is highly committed 

to supporting the university’s indigenous community. 

We had a new vice-chancellor just last year, early last year, and he’s from the UK but he’s 

absolutely highlighted our indigenous priorities as really important priorities for the university.  

…He meets regularly with our indigenous leadership.  Our traditional owners and elders gave 

him a formal welcome to the Wurundjeri lands where the university’s Parkville campus is 

located.  So, yes, he's got our strategic priorities in the indigenous base very high up on the 

university's agenda. (MEL_01) 

This university submitted policy documents for consideration in addition to interview data 

and this commitment to prioritising is seen here as well. For example, the 2017-2019 

Indigenous strategy highlights document identifies the development and recognition of 

Indigenous leadership and the recognition and advancement of Indigenous knowledge and 

perspectives as a cornerstone to the strategy itself. There shows that there is alignment 

between policy and practice at this university. 

Pre-access and access 

As in the cases above, this section will examine what Bennett et al. (2015) describe as the 

pre-access and access stage of the student life-cycle. This encompasses outreach efforts to 

potential university applicants through to admissions processes, including various pathways 

for admission. At the University of Melbourne, high achieving students are selected for 

admission and as such, the university sees very low attrition rates. As with institutional 

governance, the access to this university is streamlined and a clear map for admissions is 

easily available to potential applicants on the university website. Scholarships are recognized 

as being a key to success for students from equity groups.  
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High achieving students and financial support 

The students selected for admission at this university set it apart from the others. The focus 

here is on high achieving students, regardless of socioeconomic background. However, the 

university recognises that financial support is directly correlated to students’ success and 

retention. As such, scholarships have been made available. One interview participant 

described,  

Just this year, we had 26 indigenous Chancellor’s scholars, so they get financial assistance and 

a guarantee into the graduate course of their choice if they meet the entry requirements, and 

these are students that come in with an ATAR of 90 or above, so they’re very high achieving 

students.  So, 26 is just an extraordinary number. (MEL_01) 

This participant went on to further explain the importance of financial support. 

I think financial support for indigenous students is still an issue and, as I’ve said earlier, we've 

actually demonstrated the positive correlation between financial support and student’s success 

and retention and going on to a high degree outcome. (MEL_01) 

In addition to providing financial support, the University of Melbourne has made it a priority 

to ensure that high achieving students are able to access the university with a Special Entry 

Access Scheme and scholarships.  

There’s a lot of information on the university website about Special Entry Access Scheme and 

scholarships.  So, we have a Melbourne access program which undergraduate students and 

graduate students can apply to.  The social inclusion barometer, …demonstrates that something 

like 20% or 30% of our students come in through that access scheme, which is for students who 

have been disadvantaged in some way. (MEL_01) 

 We're elite, but we're not elitist.  We have…close to the high 30% percent of students coming 

in through that scheme. (MEL_01) 

This participant went on to explain, 

 we have a Bachelor of Arts extended and a Bachelor of Science extended to degree and those 

degrees are four-year bachelor's degree.  So, in the first year, student would do a range of 

transition subjects and then – as well as just the normal course requirements of an art or science 

degree.  The difference being they’re supported in a cultural sense with their transition into the 

university, which is quite traumatic for some of them given that they are coming from interstate 

and often from remote areas of the country.  But yes, they actually end up with a normal 

Bachelor of Arts to a Bachelor of Science degree.  But entry into those programs is with a 

lower ATAR than would be expected for the BA or the BSC three-year program, but we've had 

huge success.  We’ve had some of our BA extended students go on to PhD.  We've actually got 

a Research Higher Degree cohort at the moment of 54, which I think could be – must be one of 

the highest in the country.” (MEL_01) 

National indigenous recruitment strategy 

Finally, this university has prioritised the recruitment of indigenous students with its national 

indigenous recruitment strategy and other supporting programs. A variety of access pathways 

are available for indigenous students and scholarship programs have been expanded to attract 

indigenous students and provide them with financial support. 

I think some of the other significant things are the fact that we have a national indigenous 

recruitment strategy. (MEL_01) 
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Providing information for students and facilitating connections 

Finally, communication and creating connections prior to a student’s arrival on campus is a 

priority. Staff explained that these interactions with students are highly personalised and 

tailored to each student’s individual needs. Students meet one on one with advisers rather 

than referring to modules on a website. 

We also we do a lot of school visits in - before students actually arrive here.  There's a course of 

Student Services Expo in December which is designed to tell students about university life… 

They can have a one on one appointment with someone to talk about entry requirements, what 

the degrees entail, group study going on, post-graduate study, learning about things like 

industry placements, study more in exchange and also accommodation and other support 

services.  And then when they come here, we've got a welcome day and orientation week 

activities, a lot of our student services workshop.  And we have a unit what's called the Student 

Connect and students can make appointments with a Student Connect adviser to get tailored 

advice about what success might look for a particular student.  They talk to them about what 

their goals and aspirations are, developed an individualised action plan and a clear method 

passage to realise their goal.  So that’s not so much about course advice, it's more about the 

holistic – yeah.  And next year, in semester one, we're implementing a peer mentoring initiative 

which is focusing on students’ social connection.  And then in semester two of the next year, an 

academic advising initiative will be implemented, which focuses on students’ academic choices 

and that will involve students meeting with academic staff. (MEL_01) 

Practice 

University of Melbourne practices related to admissions and support services for equity 

groups seem to draw on three main principals: robust mechanisms for monitoring and 

tracking, providing culturally appropriate support and awareness raising. 

Extensive monitoring of indigenous students and staff, teaching, research 

Staff at this university provided details of robust a monitoring program that includes 

indigenous students’ education outcomes, indigenous research outcomes, teaching and 

learning outcomes and indigenous staff sutcomes measurement frameworks. 

“we developed … an indigenous outcomes measurement framework which, at the time, he told 

me was the most sophisticated framework in the sector.  And what we do is we carefully 

monitor a range of indigenous students, indigenous staff, indigenous teaching and learning and 

indigenous research outcomes.  So, we developed a matrix … and we report annually against a 

range of measures and we've been doing that in 2013 with the more sophisticated framework 

implemented in 2015.  So, we've got a really comprehensive evidence base through which we 

monitor a range of outcomes, including student outcomes.  It's actually been – it just provided 

incredible information.  For example, we were able to demonstrate a positive correlation 

between the extent to which indigenous students receive financial support and their success, 

retention rate and progression to graduate study.  We're able to demonstrate that our indigenous 

high degree coursework students went on to RHD enrolments in a higher proportion than their 

non-indigenous students.  So, it's just a very extensive database and we use it to identify our 

challenges and suggest, sort of, areas that the university really needs to look at in terms of 

improving outcomes. (MEL_01) 

We get a lot of the data from a range of sources ourselves and we also seek information from 

faculty around the number of on-country learning opportunities there might be for students, the 

number of subjects that are in cooperation with indigenous cultural collections in their 
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curricula, but all the data, we actually provide to faculty.  Faculty all have divisional indigenous 

development plans people, 10 of them, and [we] met with the deans and senior executives of 

every faculty at the beginning of last year and provided them with faculty-based data across the 

range of measures; students, staff, teaching and learning and research, and then worked with 

them to develop indigenous development plans that were appropriate to their particular context. 

(MEL_01) 

Focus on developing leadership skills for students 

In addition to monitoring students’ performance, this university moves beyond providing 

basic academic skills support. For example, the development of leadership skills for 

indigenous students are prioritised. 

Also, we have – we're focused more not just on numbers of indigenous students, what we're 

looking to, as Marcia would say, produce the next Prime Minister of Australia or President of 

the World Bank.  We're focusing on leadership.  We have an undergraduate leadership program 

in the Arts faculty where we identify students with leadership potential and provide them with a 

range of mentoring throughout their degree and scholarship support.  So, we're interested in 

student’s outcomes beyond the university, whether that's them going into a graduate degree or 

employment. (MEL_01) 

Culturally appropriate support  

The University of Melbourne has made a concerted effort to provide culturally appropriate 

support to their indigenous students. This is for undergraduate students as well as PhD 

students. 

The other sort of support for indigenous students are, of course, through the HEPPP program, 

and in Murrup Barak, we have an indigenous student success team and they provide a culturally 

appropriate support to our indigenous students, just looking after their general wellbeing, 

financial assistance and putting them in touch with community and cultural engagement 

opportunities.  So, they're absolutely critical. (MEL_01) 

We've implemented a range of programs such as the PhD Familiarisation Program for 

indigenous students. (MEL_01) 

Awareness raising and training opportunities for staff and students 

Finally, another area identified by staff as an area of concentrated effort was awareness 

raising and training opportunities for both students and staff. 

We've got a Reconciliation at Melbourne Network, which we established last year, which has 

now got over 100 members.  And that's a network that's designed to bring together people who 

are interested in reconciliation and learning more about the university's indigenous priorities 

and really up-skilling people because there is varying degrees to which our staff are, culturally 

aware. (MEL_01) 

Innovative and unique training opportunities for staff 

In terms of training opportunities for staff, the University of Melbourne has moved beyond 

online modules and is focusing on innovative and engaging training options. One such 
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program is the Melbourne Indigenous Professional Employment Program. One interview 

participant explained 

We offer our staff opportunities to become mentors for the Melbourne Indigenous Professional 

Employment Program, which is a program that involves recruiting indigenous professional staff 

invariably at the more junior levels, and we offer them a certificate for a course in leadership 

and administration.  And then they have had three secondments across the university following 

which the university works very hard to find ongoing employment.  And in fact, that program 

has been instrumental in increasing our indigenous staff numbers.  All this is relevant because if 

we have a critical massive indigenous staff that has a profound positive impact on our 

indigenous student. (MEL_01) 

In another program, staff are seconded to indigenous organisations. This has given University 

of Melbourne staff the opportunity work within indigenous organisations. 

We were the first university to sign up to …an organization which places high potential staff 

from corporate Australia and, now, the University of Melbourne, in indigenous organisations.  

And these staff go and work six weeks at the university's expense, working on a project which 

might be helping them develop office procedures, helping them implement mechanisms to 

better manage the huge number of research applications from universities or other institutions 

they might get.  You know, noting that indigenous people and the indigenous Australians are 

the most researched people in the world.  Yeah, just a range of things like that.  So, we've 

exceeded our number of secondees and the learnings have just been profound.  The secondees 

are expected to come back to the university, share their learnings, and get involved in 

supporting the university's indigenous priority. (MEL_01) 

In order to further facilitate network building and connections, the university has created a 

community of practice. 

We've also established a teaching and learning indigenous knowledge and community of 

practice as a way of getting people together to talk about how to invade indigenous knowledge 

in the curriculum.  We have launched an Indigenous Knowledge Institute, which is the first of 

its kind in the country.  We're currently recruiting for director of that institute. (MEL_01) 

One final example of how the University of Melbourne is engaging in meaningful cultural 

recognition across their campus is in the use of the built environment/physical campus to 

raise cultural awareness and create connection. 

We recognise that the university could be a more welcoming place for our indigenous students 

and staff.  So, we, for example, in our new student precinct project have worked with students 

from more than 40 different indigenous language groups to [bring] back the landscape to pre-

colonial times.  There's a waterway just a – And I thought if there's a waterway that runs under 

the university or there used to be a creek and it's been built over, and there are parks there now.  

But it used to be an eel migration route.  So, the eels would make their way underground and 

through billabongs and rivers out to the Coral Sea.  And now they still do that in the pipes that 

run under the university and down – Elizabeth, straight into Port Phillip Bay.  They swim up to 

the Coral Sea, spawn and their babies come back and just go back under the university.  So, 

that's part of a new student precinct project when paring back that landscape and recreating the 

waterways and developing – we’re kind of developing an indigenous narrative for each of our 

campuses.  We're located on the lands of four different indigenous groups and we're going to 

develop an appropriate narrative for each of them.  So, we're doing a lot of work in the built and 

natural environment to ensure that indigenous heritage is represented in a meaningful way. 

(MEL_01) 
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Student experience of the system  

This section analyses the design and features of admissions practices and support services 

and practices in light of each institutions’ student body demographic and study pattern 

characteristics, qualitative student data presented in Parts B and C and literature reviewed in 

Chapter 1. 

The University of Tasmania 

As noted in Chapter 5, the University of Tasmania is the furthest toward the contemporary 

university model end of the spectrum of the four universities. Of its student body, over 70% 

are not studying on campus, a similar proportion are admitted on a basis other than secondary 

results, and over half are studying less than full time. Of the four, the University of Tasmania 

has the most students aged over 24 (44%), living in outer regional or remote locations (40%) 

and of low SES (24%). The quantitative modelling suggests that it is the combination of the 

demographic and study pattern characteristics of student body that explain the University of 

Tasmania’s highest attrition rate of the four, 28.5% (see Chapters 5) . The University of 

Tasmania case study student narratives illustrate the experience of those 70% studying online 

(see Chapter 11).  

The case study narratives highlight that many students have had prior experience of 

university study, and draw on that experience as they negotiate their learning journey. Non-

completers are very likely to return (Harvey & Szalkowicz, 2017), however, there is no 

evidence that non-completers are targeted by admissions policies and practices. The short 

Unistart preparation program is mentioned as useful for those without previous university 

study experience. The dominance of ‘second try’ university learners in the non-secondary 

school admissions pathway may account for the paucity of mentions of accessing central or 

school/faculty level support. A large proportion of ‘second try’ university learners is a feature 

of the cohort of students from regional and remote locations (Barnes et al., 2019). Forming, 

finding or in Regan’s case setting up informal peer support groups is a consistent feature of 

the University of Tasmania narratives. Peer support groups appear to assist students to 

navigate the complex learning and learning system, particularly for those whose family 

friends and workmates do not have university experience (Devlin & McKay, 2018; Mills & 

Gale, 2007). While not all students seek out, or need peer support groups, there is evidence 

that online unit design can facilitate peer-peer connection in the data (Chapter 12). 

The University of Tasmania admission practices are weighted toward giving potential 

students the chance to try university despite not having the traditional academic background 

that universities at the traditional end of the spectrum demand. Admission practices are 

supported by findings of the quantitative modelling which suggest it is difficult to predict 

which students will and will not be retained and succeed at university. There is a disconnect 

between admissions practices and support services and practices, which overall do not reflect 

the needs of the student body that is the outcome of admission practices, with large 

proportions of online, part time, geographically distant (commuting long distances to 

campus) and mature aged learners. Despite the University of Tasmania having the highest 

proportion of low SES there was no mention by staff in the institutional interviews of 

targeting financial support such as scholarships. The University of Tasmania does not 

actively track low SES students, and so does not target them for support with academic 

language which has been found to be beneficial (Priest, 2009), nor for the supports such as 
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orientation, digital literacy and transparency in computer mediated communication that Bawa 

(2016) suggest assist retention of online learners. 

The characteristics of the student body suggest they are unlikely to seek social support from 

universities, rather having established external support networks, and this is confirmed by the 

narratives. There appears to be an expectation that students will attend a non-academic 

support service on campus, despite being enrolled online.  

As the student narratives illustrate, these students tend to be highly motivated to succeed, but 

time poor, with family and work competing for time with study. The older, online students 

and their external, non-university social support networks may not be familiar with the kinds 

of academic and non-academic support services that universities offer (Devlin & McKay, 

2018; Mills & Gale, 2007). They may not have the time in their busy lives to prioritise 

investigating available support, even if they have received a general email about support 

services, nor time for deep, proactive support seeking behaviour (Chapter 11).  While units 

with higher numbers of at risk students are targeted for communication, consistent with 

universal design (Kilpatrick et al., 2017), it is still up to the student to recognise their need, 

match it to a particular support service and initiate contact. Although institutional 

interviewees spoke of targeted phone calls, there was no evidence of these in the student data. 

It seems that the centralised support services are to all intents and purposes obscured from 

view for many ‘contemporary’ online students. 

Academic and pastoral support from teacher-student interactions was reported very positively 

by online students. Teacher support was multifaceted, meeting needs in a responsive, 

approachable and easily accessible way (Chapter 12). Given the apparent key role of teachers 

in facilitating retention as well as academic success for an online student body, it is somewhat 

surprising to note the absence of mention of learning and teaching training and support for 

teaching staff in the institutional perspective data (Bawa, 2016; Thomas, 2014), although 

training in mental health first aid and responding to disclosure were mentioned. 

Griffith University 

As noted in Chapter 6, Griffith University sits around the middle of the spectrum of 

university enrolment and course delivery models from traditional to contemporary, as a 

contemporary model for a metropolitan university. Of its student body, just less than 10% are 

not studying on campus, but over half are admitted on a basis other than secondary results, 

and 14% are studying less than full time. Of the four, Griffith has the second largest 

proportion of students aged over 24 (24%), living in outer regional or remote locations (6%) 

and a similar proportion of low SES to Wollongong (14.5%). The quantitative modelling 

suggests that, as for the University of Tasmania it is the combination of the demographic and 

study pattern characteristics of student body that explain Griffith University’s second highest 

attrition rate of 19.3%.  

The Griffith University case study student narratives are the only ones to illustrate the 

experience of school leaver students studying face to face on a main campus as well as online 

and older students. The intensive case study (Chapter 11) provides detailed analysis of 

service awareness help and seeking behaviour. When comparing the institutional perspective 

with the student experience based on student interviews of both online and attending students, 

it is pertinent to note that students who volunteer to participate in studies such as this are less 

likely to be time poor, with the many external commitments typical of mature age students, 
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and so volunteer interviewees are more likely to align with proactive, deep approach to help 

seeking.   

Admissions policy which targets particular low SES schools is linked to transition by 

outreach to these schools and support for the school students through orientation activities 

which can lead to useful support contacts (illustrated in Breanna’s narrative). 

The Griffith University institutional perspective notes a centralised but interconnected service 

support structure, with an emphasis on monitoring student access to services and engagement 

with their learning and on monitoring relationships between retention, service use and 

learning engagement. There has been a recent change in leadership and in the structure and 

service design toward universal design, moving toward acknowledged good practice 

(Kilpatrick et al., 2017), so the student narratives will partly reflect experiences of the 

previous structure.  The analysis in Chapter 11 suggests some level of student awareness of 

services. The student narratives provide examples: an expressed intention to have a mentor 

(Jonathon), or suggestion from a tutor or family that a student should seek help (Gene, 

Rachel) yet contact with a mentor or support services was not reported. The institutional 

perspective shows that Griffith University now invests heavily in communication to students, 

but despite their best intentions, many students have not heard the message that the services 

are ‘for me’, at the time ‘I need them’ and available in a form that ‘suits me’ (Cain et al., 

2007; Owens, Hardcastle & Richardson, 2009). This applies especially for online students. It 

may be that this will change once the new service structure is bedded down.  

The institutional interviews emphasise student input used in design and ongoing review of 

services. There is no mention of this in the student qualitative data: again, it is perhaps too 

early. 

University of Wollongong 

Like Griffith University, the University of Wollongong sits around the middle of the 

spectrum of university enrolment and course delivery models from traditional to 

contemporary. All of its student body are studying on campus, but almost 30% are admitted 

on a basis other than secondary results, and 18.5% are studying less than full time. 

Wollongong has 18.1% of its students aged over 24, but only 2.6% living in outer regional or 

remote locations. It has a similar proportion of low SES students to Griffith University 

(14.6%). While it’s attrition rate of 10.2% is lower than that of either University of Tasmania 

or Griffith University, it is considerably higher than the University of Melbourne’s. 

The University of Wollongong case study student narratives illustrate the experience of 

students on its regional campuses, which are located in areas classified as inner regional and 

attract a student body with a greater representation of students who are mature aged, part time 

and not admitted on the basis of secondary school results than the Wollongong student body 

as a whole. Greater discussion of the Wollongong interviewees for the case studies and of 

study experiences at the regional campuses is given in Chapter 7. The quantitative modelling 

did include all types of undergraduate students, but the project did not have sufficient 

resources to conduct interviews representative with all types of Wollongong students. The 

narratives show how this more diverse student cohort value and benefit from face to face 

contract with peers, support services, academic and administrative staff on campus. The small 

size of the campuses appears to make interaction simpler, and foster ‘incidental’ contact with 

staff who not only may help directly, but also know the people (not just the email or website) 

that could assist students further. These person to person ‘warm connections’ appear to suit 
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time poor students from the now more diverse student body who are often unfamiliar with 

support services that a university might offer. 

The institutional perspective matches the experience of the regional campus students. The 

institutional perspective is of a distributed and holistic approach to support and a culture that 

‘everyone’ is responsible for equity, with committed, coordinated leadership. There is a 

culture of use of both data and student voice in developing and monitoring services and 

learning design, although as for Griffith University, student involvement was not mention in 

the small number of student interviews. Institutional interviews suggest there is close 

monitoring of support, including financial support, to ensure it is targeted effectively. 

The structure of support services has recently changed and is not yet bedded down. It may be 

that the ‘warm connections’ formed on campus between students and staff, and 

communication between staff who know the people in support services help protect students 

from any challenges of navigating a new service structure where acknowledged gaps still 

exist. Inclusive pedagogy and universal design principles of embedding support into the 

curriculum is consistent with good practice (Gale & Mills, 2013), opportunities for building 

connection for students and a website that institutional interviewees are positive about as a 

communication tool are features of good practice in facilitating retention and success. The 

relatively low attrition rate in the recent past suggests that Wollongong has been able to 

provide teaching and learning and support services which align to student needs.         

Juliette’s narrative reminds us that many online students study some units from universities 

other than university of their course enrolment. Her experience with Charles Sturt University, 

which bills itself as ‘Australia’s most experienced online university’2 suggests that it is 

possible to provide responsive and effective academic and non-academic support services to 

non-traditional students. 

University of Melbourne 

The University of Melbourne sits at the traditional of the spectrum of university models. All 

of its student body are studying on campus, and only around 12.8% are admitted on a basis 

other than secondary results. Of its students, a similar proportion to the University of 

Wollongong are studying less than full time (19.4%). Few students aged over 24 (3.9%), only 

2.5% live in outer regional or remote locations and only 6.4% are low SES. The University of 

Melbourne’s attrition rate of 1.9% is by far the lowest of the four universities. This section 

analyses the design and features of the University of Melbourne admissions practices and 

support services and practices in light of its student body demographic and study pattern 

characteristics only, as no qualitative student data were gathered from the University of 

Melbourne. 

Institutional perspective interviews state that Melbourne is elite, but not elitist. The 

Melbourne student body is ‘traditional’, mainly admitted on the basis of (high) secondary 

school results, and more homogenous than those of the other universities in terms of 

demographics and study patterns. Institutional data show that Melbourne considers diverse 

student needs, for example its Indigenous admissions policy is linked with support program, 

including scholarships, monitoring and culturally appropriate support during study that could 

be expected to assist retention and success (Wilks & Wilson, 2015). Because students are all 

studying on campus, incidental contacts with services and ‘warm connections’ between staff 

 
2 https://study.csu.edu.au/online 

https://study.csu.edu.au/online
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and students increase the chances that students understand that services are ‘for them’ and 

more likely to access the supports they need. 

Cross institutional comparison 

The table on the following page compares the admissions and support services of the four 

institutions. It is arranged first according to institutional governance themes drawn from the 

data, then, to capture influences on the student experience, according to student lifecycle. The 

student lifecycle section of the table draws on the Equity Initiatives Framework developed to 

highlight critical points and associated principles for interventions to improve outcomes for 

Australian equity group students by (Bennett et al. (2015). 

 
 



66 

 

Table 2.1: Summary of institutional admissions and support practices for each university 

 University of 

Tasmania 

Griffith 

University 

University of 

Wollongong 

University of 

Melbourne 

Institutional Governance     

Structure Centralised 

support with 

limited support in 

colleges/schools 

Roles separated, 

but working 

together 

Responsibility 

distributed, but 

gaps in 

collaboration 

Centralised with 

strong links to 

academic 

divisions, 

graduate schools 

and faculties 

Policy development processes Ad hoc, still in 

planning stages, 

data driven by 

quantitative 

‘business 

intelligence’ data  

Participatory, 

input actively 

sought from staff 

and students 

Participatory, 

involves 

faculties and 

students 

Participatory, 

consolidated 

plans have been 

streamlined 

Service design philosophy: alignment with universal design 

principles 

Not aligned: 

students expected 

to identify own 

needs and 

services that 

match these 

needs 

Recent 

intentional move 

towards 

universal design 

Staff 

relationships 

help to join up 

distributed 

services; 

students assisted 

to identify the 

services that 

meet their needs 

Comprehensive 

indigenous 

support services, 

moving towards 

universal design 

Admission and support service leadership 

No mention New leadership, 

strongly 

committed 

Reliance on 

committed staff 

Strongly 

committed 

leadership 
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 University of 

Tasmania 

Griffith 

University 

University of 

Wollongong 

University of 

Melbourne 

(1) Staff training Focus on student 

mental health 

Training for 

academic and 

professional staff 

as well as 

contractors 

Centralised 

mentoring 

program for 

staff, training for 

staff and 

students to 

support equity 

groups, cultural 

competency 

Innovative 

training 

opportunities, 

engaging and 

move beyond 

online modules 

Student Lifecycle Phase*  

    

Student body characteristics Contemporary; 

highest 

proportions 

online, part time, 

non-school 

admission basis, 

mature aged, 

outer regional 

and remote, low 

SES 

Toward 

traditional end of 

demographic and 

study pattern 

spectrums, but 

over half 

admitted on basis 

other than school 

results 

Middle on 

demographic and 

study pattern 

spectrums, 

exception is all 

studying on 

campus 

Traditional, vast 

majority on 

campus, full 

time, school 

leaver admission, 

not outer 

regional or 

remote, not low 

SES 
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 University of 

Tasmania 

Griffith 

University 

University of 

Wollongong 

University of 

Melbourne 

(a) Pre-Access and 

Access  

    

(i) Recruitment 

focus 

All Tasmanians 

focus of 

recruitment 

Active, targeted 

low SES 

recruitment, 

including 

interstate ‘locals’ 

Equity groups 

not prioritised 

due to proximity 

of campus to low 

SES 

communities 

High achieving 

students selected 

for admission, 

including high 

achievers from 

equity groups 

Admissions routes Many non-school 

admission basis 

Several schemes 

to support low 

SES and ‘first 

peoples’ 

Many alternative 

admissions 

pathways for 

equity groups 

Clear map for 

applications, 

scholarships 

important 

Practice 

    

Monitoring of admissions, support and retention of low SES 

and other equity groups 

Unable to 

identify 

individual low 

SES students 

Robust and 

continuous 

monitoring of 

students 

Limited, but 

individual 

student progress 

tracked 

Extensive 

monitoring of 

indigenous 

students as well 

as indigenous 

staff, indigenous 

curriculum, 

indigenous 

research 
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 University of 

Tasmania 

Griffith 

University 

University of 

Wollongong 

University of 

Melbourne 

(2) Support Targeted support 

difficult to 

provide to low 

SES students 

Centralised and 

linked inquiry 

management 

framework, 

allows seamless 

triage of students  

Flexible, holistic 

with courses, 

rather than 

students, 

targeted for 

embedded 

interventions 

Culturally 

appropriate 

Facilitating connections Phone calls and 

Facebook live 

events 

Broad variety of 

peer-to-peer 

mentoring 

opportunities 

Building 

connections for 

students AND 

their families 

Using built 

campus 

environment, 

awareness 

raising, building 

connections a 

high priority 

Communication Focus on one way 

dissemination of 

information to 

both incoming 

students and staff 

Strong two-way 

communication 

within university 

Focus on 

engagement, 

building 

connections 

Info readily 

available on 

website, clear 

map for potential 

applicants 

Website This website is 

very hard to 

navigate. 

Information is 

dispersed and in a 

variety of 

formats, so it is 

hard to compare 

options. Also, it 

is not easy to 

determine who to 

Admissions 

pathways clearly 

explained and 

easy to access. 

Clean, 

straightforward 

website. Easy to 

access a wide 

variety of clearly 

labelled support 

options. Online 

Website 

straightforward 

and easy to 

navigate for 

admissions 

purposes. 

Support services 

directory easy to 

find. Focus on 

online support, 

apps and 

Clear, simple, 

streamlined 

admissions 

information easy 

to access. Very 

easy to access all 

support services 

with option of 

first point of 

contact via 

phone, email or 
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 University of 

Tasmania 

Griffith 

University 

University of 

Wollongong 

University of 

Melbourne 
speak with if 

there are 

questions. 

Generic email 

addresses are 

occasionally 

provided. 

support and self-

assessment tools 

promoted.  

external support 

organisations. 

Difficult to find 

the actual 

support. Many 

layers to click 

through. 

live chat. 

Admission and support services and practices and 

student body needs 

    

Universal design Admission 

practices reflect 

principle of 

universal design, 

resulting in a 

contemporary 

student body. 

Service design 

and practices 

expect students to 

have the 

navigational 

capacity 

associated with a 

traditional student 

body (especially 

time and 

understanding of 

what to expect 

from university 

Transitioning 

toward 

integrated, 

universal service 

design.  

Admission 

practices reflect 

some universal 

design 

principles. 

Pastoral care and 

academic 

services are 

responsive, 

personalised and 

can be mediated 

and triaged by 

people rather 

than demanding 

students navigate 

digital platforms.  

Traditional 

model 

admissions 

practices result 

in a relatively 

traditional 

student body 

well matched to 

traditional 

pastoral care and 

academic 

services which 

have been 

tweaked to cater 

for some 

diversity.  
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 University of 

Tasmania 

Griffith 

University 

University of 

Wollongong 

University of 

Melbourne 
services). 

Alignment of services and practices with student body needs Mismatch 

between pastoral 

care and 

academic services 

and practices 

toward the 

traditional end of 

the spectrum and 

the contemporary 

student body. 

New service 

design would be 

expected to align 

with student 

body 

demographic and 

study pattern 

characteristics 

that are between 

traditional and 

contemporary.  

Align with 

demographic and 

study pattern 

characteristics of 

student body, 

which is between 

traditional and 

contemporary.  

Traditional 

service design 

and practices 

align with 

traditional 

student body. 

Unique practices/ themes/ overall/ other Heavy reliance 

on business 

intelligence data, 

ad hoc service 

design 

Monitoring and 

connections 

Families as 

support, 

embedded 

interventions 

Built campus 

environment, 

engaging training 

* Bennett et al. (2015) 
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Recommendations for policy and practice 

The four institutions operate in different contexts, deliver learning at different points 

along a spectrum from wholly face to face to largely online. They attract student bodies 

with varying degrees of diversity in terms of student demographic characteristics and 

choice of study pattern. Analysis of institutional admissions and support service 

policies and practices in relation to the student experience suggests the ‘best’ service 

design structure is much more complex than choosing between centralised and 

decentralised support services. Rather the ‘best’ design is student centred and considers 

the demographic and study pattern characteristics student body.  

The following are recommendations to develop a student centred support service design 

that takes account of the demographic and study pattern characteristics student body. 

• Institutions should align support service structures and practices with the 

demographic and study pattern characteristics of their student body. 

o Support services should be aligned with admissions policy and the 

characteristics of the student body which are a consequence of 

admissions policy and practices.  

o Institutions at the contemporary end of the spectrum need to recognise 

that the student body they attract is not necessarily wanting or needing to 

‘integrate’ into a traditional model. The students recruited under a 

contemporary model will be more diverse than those of the traditional 

model. Institutions need to change their idea of both academic 

engagement and support services and practices to accommodate the 

needs of this more diverse student body. 

o Particular attention should be paid to alignment of financial support; 

academic supports that address common gaps in preparedness of the 

diversity of recruited students; and, where applicable services that are 

approachable and readily accessible online, at regional campuses, and by 

mature age students.  

• Institutions should operate under a whole-of-university inclusive framework 

covering curriculum, pedagogy and academic and non-academic support 

services that draws on the concept of universal design. This will improve 

learning engagement and service approachability and accessibility for all 

students. 

o Committed and respected leadership reinforces practices associated with 

an inclusive universal design framework at all levels within an 

institution. 

o Communication with students must be appropriate for students of all 

ages and study modes.  

o Mechanisms to facilitate communication and interpersonal relationships 

among support staff and between support staff and both academic and 

professional staff with whom students may interact online on in person 

are important to coordinate services and assist students navigate them. 

o Academic staff are key to student retention and success, particularly for 

online and mature age students. Institutions should develop a staff 

training and awareness communication strategy and ensure sessional 

staff are included. Training should include inclusiveness and universal 

design principles and practices.  
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• Constant restructure can detract from success – incremental change that builds 

on existing structure may be an alternative. 

• Institutions should seek out opportunities for sharing best-practice and data, 

such as conferences and professional associations, and for collaboration between 

universities, for example, through benchmarking.  
 

 




