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Chapter 5 

The University of Tasmania (UTAS): a contemporary model 

for a regional university 

Doris Y.P. Leung, Michael Prosser, David Hicks, Allison 

Trimble and David Kember 

Sample 

The sample for the study was undergraduate students enrolled in courses in; arts, 

business, education, health sciences and science. The sample excluded students doing a 

one year end-on Honours degree, as they had already completed a three-year 

undergraduate degree and would not, therefore, be typical of undergraduate students. 

Arts, business, education, health sciences, and science were chosen as disciplines which 

have a good mix of students studying on-campus and online, including those remote 

from any of the campuses. Entry was through a variety of admission modes, indicating 

that the intake consisted of non-traditional entrants together with school leavers with a 

tertiary entrance score. There was a significant proportion of mature students. 

International students were excluded, as with the other three universities. 

The total sample for the study was N = 8911, after those with incomplete records were 

deleted.  

Model testing 

Complete records on all the variables in the model using were available from 8911 

students, and hence were submitted for analysis. The fit indices for the baseline 

hypothesised model suggest an inadequate fit to the data (R-CFI = 0.887, SRMR = 0.0, 

and R-RMSEA = 0.192).  

Based on the multiple MI tests, three paths were added to the model: 

• proportion of full-time load to proportion of units completed 

• proportion of full-time load to year of study 

• proportion of full-time load to dropout. 

The refined model was then re-estimated. The results of the standardized parameter 

estimates of the refined model using admission basis are shown in Figure 4.1. A good 

fit of the model to the data is supported by R-CFI = 0.932, SRMR = 0.055, and R-

RMSEA = 0.055. All the paths in the refined model were statistically significant. The 

proportions of the variation explained by the model for drop-out was 0.116, for 

proportion of units completed it was 0.012, and for GPA it was 0.001.  

 

 



91 

 

 

Figure 5.1: Standardized solution for UTAS 
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Overall model 

As reported in the section above labelled ‘Model testing’, The final model shows a 

good fit to the data. The model was based on a literature review, discussed at length in 

the previous chapter, of the changes which have occurred in the student body and the 

mode of instruction following the transition from elite to mass higher education. The 

good fit of the overall model, therefore, suggests that the combined effect of the 

changes from elite to mass higher education, as represented by the interactions between 

variables in the model, will have an impact on attrition. 

Retention and success need to be treated as a complex multivariate phenomenon. Many 

variables act in concert to impact on outcomes. Even the model in this study is an 

oversimplification, as the variables included in the model were restricted to those 

commonly available in student record systems. The most prominent omission is that the 

influence of teaching and learning is not factored in. 

The other point to be made is that the final model reinforces the validity of 

hypothesising the phenomenon as a path model. The intermediate variables do play an 

important role in the process. There are only two direct paths from presage variables to 

an outcome variable: one to proportion of units completed, one to dropout and none to 

GPA value. Each of the two paths is in addition to paths via the intermediate variables. 

It should also be noted that the presage variables are highly intercorrelated. This means 

that students commonly experience multiple forms of disadvantage, or are forced into 

study choices because of their personal circumstances. 

The hypothesised model predicts well that the variables it includes will affect rates of 

attrition. The change from traditional to contemporary enrolment and course delivery 

models has meant that, for each of the variables included, the characteristics in the 

student body has changed in ways which make attrition more likely. The combined 

effect through the path model is that attrition rises as the characteristics of the 

contemporary model are embraced.  

Mode of study 

The standardised coefficient for the path from mode of study to the first intervening 

variable, age, is among the highest in the model. The coefficient is negative because the 

modes were coded as 1 = online, 2 = mixed and 3 = on-campus, thus reflecting the 

higher attrition for online learning.  

Clearly, online learning has a major impact on dropout rates. Students studying online 

are more likely to dropout than those studying on-campus. This, however, is not a 

single variable effect. Rather, it should be seen as part of a complex model. There are 

no direct paths between mode of study and outcome variables.  

There are also inter-correlations with other presage variables. The inter-correlation 

between presage variables and their paths to age are an indication that mode of study is 

often a function of personal circumstances, rather than a free choice. Mature students, 

those with family responsibilities, residents in remote areas, those whose entry to 

university was delayed by poor results at school, and those unable to afford to relocate 

to a campus commonly have little option but studying online. 
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Basis of admission  

Basis of admission has an indirect path, via the intervening variables, to the outcome 

variables, with moderately high standardised coefficients. Those admitted by modes 

other than performance at secondary school are more likely to dropout, but the 

magnitude of the standardised coefficients for the indirect path indicates that many do 

not. The magnitude of the standardised coefficients on the indirect path from admission 

basis to GPA is lower, showing that basis of admission is less certain as a predictor of 

academic performance. A possible explanation is that students admitted on a basis other 

than secondary school performance are likely to be older. Maturity has been shown to 

be able to compensate to some extent for past academic performance achievement (Jelfs 

& Richardson, 2013; Ke & Xie, 2009; Richardson, 1994; Richardson, 2013; Richardson 

& King, 1998). 

Kember, Leung and Prosser (2019) tested an alternative model in which the variable 

basis of admission was replaced by ATAR score. Students without an ATAR score in 

the database were excluded from the sample. The ATAR model was a better predictor 

of GPA than the basis of admission model. Previous academic performance does impact 

on performance at university. However, the overall model was far better at explaining 

outcomes than the ATAR score alone. 

Remoteness 

Remoteness has moderately strong paths via both intervening variables. Remote 

students are prone to attrition.  

There is an inter-correlation between remoteness and mode of study, with a moderately 

strong standardised coefficient. The obvious explanation is that those who live in 

remote areas, away from campuses, find attending classes more difficult, so opt to study 

online.  

The interrelationship might also suggest an interpretation of why online learners are 

more prone to dropout, consistent with Tinto’s model (1975, 1987). The social 

integration component of the model would appear to be the pertinent element for this 

section of the discussion. For on-campus study, social integration has been 

characterised in terms of the degree and the quality of student-student and student-

teacher contact and interaction. Orientation activities and diverse first-year experiences 

have been included in campus life to help students feel incorporated into college 

society. Teachers are encouraged to feature interaction and activities into their courses 

to encourage the formation of learning communities. However, online students living 

remotely are normally unable to participate in such activities, and so any affiliations to 

social and learning communities are likely to be weaker. 

Instructional design principles for online courses posit building activities and online 

forums into online materials. However, a highly plausible explanation of the model is 

that online interaction and virtual forms of community, as currently operationalized, are 

less effective at developing social cohesion than those which operate on-campus. 

Socio economic status 
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SES has the path with the smallest standardised coefficient to the intervening variable 

age. This can be interpreted as meaning that SES has the least impact on attrition or 

academic performance of any of the presage variables included in the model.  

SES had no significant intercorrelations with other presage variables. The lack of 

significant correlations between SES and the other presage variables was surprising. 

The hypothesised model included the intercorrelations between all the presage variables 

on the assumption that those from a disadvantaged background might be more likely to 

live in remote areas, be part-time students and study online This proved not to be the 

case. The other presage variables were quite strongly related together.  

The low impact of SES in the model seems to suggest that when low SES students are 

admitted, their low SES status then has little impact on whether they succeed. Coming 

from a disadvantaged background need not be an impediment to obtaining a degree.  

There are several possible explanations for this, which are discussed in greater depth in 

the concluding chapter. The most likely explanation is that other variables have much 

greater impact. Another explanation likely to play a part is that the Australian school 

education system sees social equity and inclusiveness as a high priority (Loughland & 

Sriprakash, 2016; Rizvi & Lingard, 2011). As a result, low SES students are prepared 

for University study just about as well as those in higher SES categories. 

Proportion of full-time load 

Proportion of full-time load has paths to both intermediate variables of moderate size. 

There is also a direct path to dropout. The negative sign indicates that desirable 

outcomes are less likely with a smaller load. 

Proportion of full-time load is intercorrelated with admission basis and remoteness. It is 

also likely to be intercorrelated with other variables not included in the model because 

they are not commonly in student record databases. Part-time study is often chosen 

because of employment or carer responsibilities. It is better interpreted as an indicator 

of personal circumstances rather than a direct causal effect on outcomes. 

Intervening variables 

The hypothesis that age and year of study would act as intervening variables was 

largely verified. The modification indices suggested that few direct paths from the 

presage variables to outcome variables would enhance the fit of the model.  

The standardised coefficient for the path from age to year of study is small. The 

magnitude of the impact of a variable via an indirect path is determined by the product 

of the standardised coefficients for each step of the indirect path. The strength of the 

indirect paths from mode of study, admission basis, remoteness, and SES to the three 

outcome variables are, therefore, considerably reduced by the low standardised 

coefficient of the path from age to year study. Proportion of full-time load is a direct 

path to year of study, so this effect is of less significance to proportion of full-time load. 

Outcome variables 
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Of the three outcome variables, the model best predicts dropout. The path from year of 

study to dropout has a much larger standardised coefficient than that to the other two 

outcome variables. Proportion of units completed has a direct path from proportion of 

full-time load. 

The model is much better at explaining attrition than academic performance, as 

measured by GPA. Attrition is more influenced by personal circumstances and factors 

related to mode of study, than is academic performance. Kember, Leung and Prosser 

(2019) showed that replacing basis of admission with ATAR score made the model a 

better predictor of GPA. 

Introduction to the case studies 

Tasmania is the State with the lowest tertiary participation rate. Increasing participation 

has, therefore, been a strategic priority for the University. The model of higher 

education adopted by the University is such as to maximise the opportunity for 

Tasmanians, and others, to enroll and study at the University. UTAS is, therefore, a 

university very close to the contemporary end of the spectrum.  

Flexibility in mode of study is important in enabling students to enroll. The table of 

demographic characteristics of universities (Table 3.1) shows that, of the four 

universities, UTAS has the highest percentage of students not studying on-campus 

(71.3%) and studying less than a 70% load (52%). 

The provision of online study is particularly important to enhancing participation as it 

allows students flexibility over when and where they study. Online students were, 

therefore, of particular interest to the project.  Almost all of the UTAS students 

interviewed in the qualitative phase of the project were online students. Four students 

studied by blended learning, with a flipped classroom design. All four of the case 

studies are of online students. 

Adopting a contemporary model, has meant that the UTAS student body has become 

very diverse. Table 3.1 shows that: 23.6% of UTAS students are in the low SES 

category; 44.4% are mature students over 24; and, 39.7% lived and studied in outer 

regional, remote, and very remote areas. 

The case studies illustrate all these characteristics very well. They also show that the 

students face what we call multiple associated challenges. There are many factors, 

which are not routinely recorded in student record databases, which impact on the 

student’s experience of study. The case studies illustrate very well, the array of multiple 

associated challenges acting in concert. 

Case study 1: Yolande 

Yolande is in her early thirties. She is a mature-aged student studying Education at 

UTAS. She lives in Tasmania with her husband – a high school teacher – and two 

children, aged seven and three. Since having the children she has been a “stay-at-home” 

parent, looking after the domestic side of her family’s life. In 2019 Yolande returned to 

higher education, this time as an online student. Her aim is to get the qualifications to 

work in teaching once her children are both at school. 
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As she was returning to study after a gap of ten years and with all the commitments of a 

busy family, Yolande opted to begin her Education study gradually, as an online, part-

time student. She enrolled in two first year units, and had a very mixed experience 

which she described as “interesting”. One unit was enjoyable, and very positive. The 

instructors had a high level of presence during teaching, and Yolande enjoyed the 

interactions with her fellow students through the unit discussion boards. She became 

familiar and relaxed with the instructors’ and students’ online presence. Having 

established a feeling of connection with the instructors, Yolande felt even more 

motivated to do well in their unit. In relation to the unit she enjoyed, Yolande noted –  

What was good was definitely the visual of their videos they did each week.  The lecturer 

and the tutor did an actual video of themselves, so that made it feel like you were actually 

on the campus with them, that you’re sitting there in a tutorial with them.  So having a 

face to a name, and then working off each other and being really relaxed about it all, it 

just gives you that relaxed feeling, and I truly believe if you are relaxed and excited about 

something, you’ll try harder, as opposed to if you’re scared and nervous and anxious. … 

It  [the relaxed environment] makes me want to try harder because I want to do better and 

be like, I really want to do well here and impress my tutors and get good grades.  It was 

good. 

Her experiences in the other unit were extremely negative. She felt isolated, with little 

connection with either the instructors or the other online students.  

There was just no connection with the people in the other subject.  I didn’t know any of 

the other students online.  Nobody used the discussion board at all.  It was like one 

comment maybe once a week from someone, saying one random question that wasn’t 

really relevant to anyone else.  I didn’t ever see people pop up, whereas in the first unit, 

over the course of the semester, you’re like, oh yeah, that person, that person, you know 

their face by profile picture, and you actually got conversations going with them, and the 

lecturers and all that were really involved in the discussion boards, and that was really 

helpful, but that did not happen with the other subject.  You felt very alone, very alone.   

She was given little feedback about her work or her learning progress by the instructors. 

The assessments for the unit, in which the instructors only marked a random selection 

of the total assignment questions, made her feel that her learning efforts were not 

valued. If this unit had been her only experience of returning to university, she felt that 

she “would be in a much different headspace, going into semester 2, if [she had] even 

made it through semester 1.” 

Some ten years previously, and straight from Year 12, Yolande had enrolled in a full-

time, on-campus degree in Nursing. She withdrew before completing her degree 

because she had decided not to pursue a nursing career. Coming back to tertiary study 

in 2019, Yolande felt more confident about her choices. Her life experience gained 

while away from study proved invaluable.  As she described -  

When I did nursing I was scared, young, anxious.  Walking into that campus was like, oh 

my goodness, where do I go?  I just need to go to the toilet; where’s the toilet?  What 

time’s my class; where’s the class?  I don’t know anyone.  It’s scary, it’s very scary, and 

so you’re dealing with all of that on top of the fact that you’re actually now supposed to 

be understanding the literature that you’re reading, which is so far from almost what we 

get taught in college … 

When I came into the campus to get my books for first semester, I had all those feelings 

again, and I had my three year old with me in the pram, and I’m walking around thinking 

everyone thinks I’m this teenage mum.  No one else has got a kid here with them, and it 

was funny though because it felt so good to walk in there and be like, I have no anxieties 
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right now.  I’ve lived the last 10 years of my life, and I don’t care if I don’t know anyone, 

that doesn’t bother me. 

Yolande found her online learning in Education markedly different to her earlier 

Nursing study. An important factor that now impacts on her learning is the unplanned 

demands involved in caring for her family. In order to cope with unexpected events, 

Yolande’s strategy is to keep a close track of her online learning tasks, use checklists, 

and try to keep ahead. She noted – 

I really just want to do well with this, and having the two kids, I have to push myself or 

I’m going to fall behind. … If you are online, especially with technology nowadays, if 

you get lost in the rabbit warren of all the things on there that you’ve got to be checking, 

you’ve got to be checking the discussion board, checking your emails, checking this, 

checking that, you can get really lost in all that and spend a lot of hours just going, did I 

do that already?  So you’ve got to have a bit of a management plan of ticking off. 

Although Yolande is now passionate about her study, and particularly values learning 

how to learn, when she was growing up her family did not prioritize further education. 

She was the first in her family to continue on to university. Her parents were farmers, 

her brothers left school after Year 12, and her family believed that an activity like 

study, not involving hard physical effort, did not really count as “work”.  

They don’t understand the load, the actual what it takes to study and do the bookwork 

and everything. … It’s like you’re not actually out there physically putting in the fence or 

anything, you’re just sitting there reading, how hard’s that, right? 

She feels that her parents and siblings still do not appreciate the challenges she faces in 

going back to university. She does, however, consider herself fortunate in being well-

supported by her husband who has successfully obtained a tertiary degree. 

An aspect of her online study that Yolande found particularly engaging was the use of 

discussion boards by instructors and students. She values the opportunity they offer for 

“conversations” and exchanging ideas. She found that many of the questions she had 

about her learning were asked on the discussion boards by other students, and she often 

posted queries to clarify information.  

I would usually find the answers to my questions from other people already on there, so I 

was really good with following everybody else’s posts.  I would put something on there 

every now and again if I had a question, or just to clarify things or … Everyone bounced 

off each other really well, and the people would even say, “I had that question too.  

Thanks for asking that”.  So it wasn’t just you got your answer and you went away.  You 

actually said, “Well, I was thinking that too. Thanks for putting that up”.  It was a real 

friendship group with everybody else. 

She did become frustrated with peers who continued to ask questions that had already 

been answered. Overall, Yolande felt that the students who regularly used the 

discussion board formed a supportive group, even though they did not have on-campus 

contact. 

A number of teaching elements contributed to Yolande’s engagement with her 

instructors. These included online lectures where students could see the instructor 

presenting, rather than just the content slides, webinars with questions and answers in 

real time, emails answered promptly, and personalized communications. When asked 

about her personal engagement with the unit instructors, Yolande observed, 
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They did two – webinars, are they called - where you actually get to do the Facetime with 

them and a couple of the other group, so you got to actually say hello and have a chat, 

and emails, they were always good with emails.  If you emailed them about things, it 

would be like two, three days tops before you heard back from either the lecturer or tutor. 

…  We’re all humans.  There’s no need to be like, oh yeah, you’re just a number, or 

you’re just a student.  You’re a person. 

Yolande plans to continue with her Education studies, increasing her academic load as 

her children become more independent. “I love that there is online, especially for mums 

or people that have disabilities or anything that can’t go into campus. … I just love all 

the other little things that I’m learning along the way, and I’m just keeping my brain 

active.” Yolande is now trying to persuade her sister-in-law, who is feeling unfulfilled 

in her current job, to begin university study as well. 

Case study 2: Sarah 

Sarah is a mature-aged student in the 40s, studying part-time at UTAS. She grew up in 

Europe, but has lived in Australia for many years. She has worked at a variety of jobs in 

different fields, and worked in Hobart, Tasmania for some 14 years before moving to 

Melbourne. In order to pursue her university study, Sarah gave up her job in Melbourne 

and moved back to Tasmania with her partner. She is not working while studying, and 

is being supported financially by her partner.  As she told us – 

The whole thing of me quitting pretty much full-time work, a very secure job with very 

good pay, it wasn’t just my decision. It didn’t happen until we were able to afford it. …  I 

can only focus so much on my study because I have so much outside support because my 

partner takes care of the bills. 

Sarah only came to tertiary study in the last few years. As she noted, she hadn’t “done 

mathematics or chemistry for, my goodness, for 30 years, over 25 years. And so much 

has changed since then!” While living in Melbourne she studied for a year at a small, 

privately-run college, which she discontinued in favour of enrolling at UTAS. She 

found the move to a much larger institution somewhat daunting, but has settled in 

comfortably to her study at UTAS. She explained – 

I expected quite a change going from a small uni to a really large environment where it’s 

very anonymous. I felt, that oh, the lectures are full. You can never get hold of your 

educators. So people do talk tall tales a lot, and they can be pretty scary, but I’ve 

succeeded in my first year. 

Last semester Sarah enrolled in a unit which was presented in a non-traditional way. 

Rather than the usual structure of lectures, tutorials and practical sessions, this unit was 

“flipped”. Each week’s information content was set out in MYLO (the UTAS digital 

learning platform) for students to study online. They then attended an “active learning 

workshop” conducted by the unit instructor, where the content was discussed. There 

were also tutorials and practical learning sessions. 

This unit was heavy with content to be understood by students. However, the instructor 

utilized a number of different techniques to engage students and support different 

learning styles. As Sarah observed, “There’s so much variety. You don’t get bored just 

sitting there reading one type of material, or just having one interface style.” In the 

week’s pre-learning content, the instructors provided online lectures of varying length, 

textbook references, academic articles, TED talks, and YouTube videos. In the active 

learning workshops students used an app on their personal devices (phones, tablets etc) 
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to answer questions about the week’s learning, which were then discussed during the 

session. Group work was undertaken using a Cloud-based programme. Online 

discussion boards were available throughout the semester to all students. While Sarah 

found the different ways of presenting content to be engaging and enjoyable, she found 

that, at times, challenges with technology diminished the time left for learning. When 

asked about one of the programmes used in the unit, she commented, “The way that the 

app’s written and presented is sometimes really, really difficult to get your head around. 

You end up wasting all this time trying to understand what they want from you.” 

In relation to the discussion boards used for teaching and learning in the unit, Sarah 

was, for the most part, very positive. She found this opportunity to engage with the 

instructors and other students to be valuable. It was a means for her to get answers to 

questions, and for her to support other students in the unit. She did, however, find it 

frustrating when she was one of the few who posted on the discussion boards. 

It depends how engaged the educators are. It also depends on your university mates, say 

people that are in that unit with you. So yes, if people are engaged and willing to help, 

and ask the question that you might have because they might think that they know the 

answer, or they might be able to put you in the direction. That's what it’s there for 

exactly. … It can be very useful, but otherwise, yeah, when you're putting the effort in 

and no one else is, it can be truly frustrating. 

One of the other units Sarah studied last semester was initially presented in an on-

campus mode, but was changed to online during the semester. She was personally 

pleased with the switch to online learning because of the flexibility it gave her to study 

when, and how, she chose. Other students, however, were unhappy with the change.  

It moved from face on into being completely online. And I was actually quite grateful for 

that. A lot of people complained and they really went like, “What the hell? I did 

undertake this subject because I wanted it to be on-campus.” I'm really happy because it 

gave me so much flexibility. … That little bit of a leeway, having a choice of when I 

want to listen to this lecture, rather than being forced into going there to do it. And 

having this flexibility for me was fantastic. And then you can re-listen to it any time you 

want, and that's what I did over and over again when I was preparing for my exams. I 

would take it with me on my treadmill. I would listen to this when I had time. 

In light of the negative reactions from fellow students about having to study online, 

Sarah suggested it might be worthwhile for UTAS to offer students more information 

about online learning during orientation sessions: explanations about how it works, and 

the important things students should know about this mode of study. In Sarah’s view – 

It’s [online learning] got a lot of bad rap. So I think to engage people more with that I 

think you need some sort of information session, exposure, would be so helpful. … 

Something about how to study online, and promote it, and explain it so people are not 

scared. People are scared when they don’t understand and when they don’t know. 

Case study 3: Regan 

Regan is a mature-aged student who lives in rural Tasmania, about an hour south of 

Hobart. She is studying online due to responsibilities at home and around her property, 

and the distances involved in travelling to campus. She has a partner, who often works 

away, as well as an independent adult son.  
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Before commencing study at UTAS, Regan worked in a variety of different fields, 

including health and fitness and IT. She is now looking for a change in career direction, 

and sees Education as offering many opportunities. She explained that she – 

Started doing literacy tutoring. And I enjoyed that more than I expected to and I guess I 

was looking for something where I felt I would have a range of career options over the 

next decade or two, and … so Education seemed to fit the bill. I wasn’t 100% sure at that 

time that education would be my thing … but I’m certainly really enjoying [it]. 

This is Regan’s first undergraduate degree. Prior to starting first semester Regan 

accessed the online UniStart modules to become familiar with things like the UTAS 

learning platform. She described – 

When I applied and they gave the information about UniStart and things being able for 

free online. I went through not the entire course, I couldn’t do the dates, I was still 

working at the time when the dates of that were on campus, but I did go through some of 

the online modules for that, to help get set up. 

This is her third semester. She is taking a full-time study load of 4 units. 

Although Regan has chosen to enroll as a fully online student because of the flexibility 

it offers, she would have preferred to study on campus to get the ‘university 

experience’. Regan noted that she –  

Had considered it [on-campus mode] when starting, as to whether that was an option, that 

I could, you know, to move or travel to Launceston, but it wasn’t feasible at this point in 

my life. … I was actually going to go to the campus and just hook into a lecture in some 

other unit so that I get the experience of actually going to a university lecture theatre and 

experiencing it in person. 

Some of the major challenges Regan faces in her studies involve procrastination and 

getting distracted by side issues, which she describes as going down unrelated “rabbit 

holes”. She reported that “I do get quite overwhelmed with trying to fit everything in 

and it’s not so much the Uni level as my own personal responses I guess to stress or to 

tasks that are coming.” She finds it difficult to both start on study tasks like 

assignments, and then to complete them, which causes her considerable stress.  

Regan enjoyed the teaching unit she took this semester. She felt that the content was 

well organized, and the lecturer gave valuable feedback and was very accessible and 

responsive to students. Regan made particular comment about the instructor’s 

encouragement of online students collaborating and interacting with one another. This 

motivated Regan to form an on-campus study group with other online students.  

The other key thing in that unit that hadn’t been brought up in other units was that 

Lecturer encouraged people to work together for assignments, not that it was a shared 

assignment, but to meet. …  So when Lecturer invited people to do that, you know, 

suggested it, you know, I put an enquiry out there “is anyone interested in meeting at the 

Sandy Bay Campus to discuss?” And we had a group of four or five of us. … It was just 

nice to meet some people on-campus. 

This was very different to other units she has studied – 

It probably hadn’t been spelled out, but some of that just certainly made it seem – you 

know, there’d been things like “This 100% has to be your own work, ensure you’re not 

working with someone else on it.” So it didn’t lead to any discussion, even though you 

know that students on campus no doubt were catching up. 
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Interaction with people is extremely important to Regan. She finds her online study to 

be isolating, “I’ve found it very isolating being rural and studying.” Although she has 

some engagement with other students when studying online, Regan considers that the 

interactions are not of the same quality as those for on-campus students: few students 

participate in the online webinars, and online tutorials are simply discussion board 

postings with little actual discussion. 

To increase the feeling of belonging to the whole learning community of her online 

units, Regan has suggested that on-campus learning sessions be recorded and made 

available to the online students. 

If it’s ever possible to see or hear the conversations that happen, you know, in a tutorial 

or lecture, I think that would lend a bit of feeling like part of the [course] or part of the 

unit, to someone to hear those. Even if it’s not every one, but some maybe. 

Case study 4: Jasmine 

Jasmine is a UTAS online student in her 40s, enrolled in the third semester of a Masters 

of Teaching degree. She was born overseas, but now lives in Melbourne with her 

husband and two school-aged children. Her spoken and written English skills are 

excellent. She already has a Bachelor’s and Master’s degree in a different professional 

field. Jasmine is currently studying a full-time load of four units, working full-time (for 

financial reasons), and caring for her family. 

In recent years Jasmine decided to change professions, to work as a primary school 

teacher’s aide. As she described it, “I think my heart has always been in teaching and 

when I had my children, I did a lot of volunteering and I just found out that it made me 

really happy when I went into school.” Even so, it took her some time to decide to 

return to university and commit to a teaching qualification. Jasmine explained, “I just 

really always felt that I wasn’t ready for it or whether this was what I was going to 

commit to, and then apparently, I decided last year that this is going to be it.” She chose 

to study online because it provided her with the flexibility she needs. As she stated, 

“Online works better for me because I can still be a mum and I can do my work and I 

can still go to work ... It’s tiring, but it is good.” 

Jasmine considered a number of different institutions when thinking about going back 

to university. She chose UTAS because of the support given by admissions staff, the 

ease of enrolling, and the fact that she was able to discuss her personal circumstances 

directly with a person authorized to make a decision. 

I did go through a few of the universities that was available that did the online option, but 

I just felt there was a fit with UTAS and the way the communication and the support that 

I got even before I started. … They were very prompt in getting back. There were not a 

lot of hoops that I had to go through. The paperwork was fairly straightforward and 

relevant compared to some. … With UTAS I was actually speaking to a person who 

made a judgement and who was willing to listen, so I just found it very approachable. 

The MTeach degree was attractive to Jasmine for a number of reasons. Firstly, it takes 

two years instead of the four-year Bachelor of Education, so she can graduate sooner. 

Secondly, it is offered in an online mode, giving her flexibility in her study 

arrangements. Her first degrees were all on-campus, but she thinks that online study 

better suits her current stage of life. In her interview Jasmine explained that, “I had the 

time and the energy for on-campus then. … Online study just works for me [now] 
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because I can do it, sort of ... work quicker or slower, whichever. Take it ... at a 

reasonable pace that I can manage.” 

Like many students new to online learning at UTAS, Jasmine initially had a lot of 

difficulties with using MYLO, the online learning platform.  

When I started it was nerve-wracking. Like I was in tears and I was like, ‘Oh my God. I 

can’t do this, I need to pause, I don’t want to continue.’…  The lecturer that I did have ... 

I think I sent her, like, 100 emails or something saying that ‘I don’t think I can do this’, 

and she actually called me and she said, ‘No, you can.’  

It’s just because I couldn’t understand MyLO, I didn’t find MyLO very user friendly to 

start off with. There were a million tabs, but then I think it was just like with anything 

else, just getting used to studying online, or just getting used to that sort of a format 

because now I’m thinking, you know where that is, or I know where this is. Sometimes it 

is still a bit tricky because when you’re doing three or four units at the same time, and an 

answer post will come from somewhere and it can be missed and things like that. I think 

initially I found it really hard, but now I’m into my third semester and I’m not finding it 

as challenging. 

She reports that issues still arise from time to time, and recommends use of the IT 

helpline. 

The teaching unit Jasmine studied this semester used a combination of recorded 

lectures, short overview videos, webinars (video meetings), and discussion boards to 

engage online students. Jasmine stated that the instructor took care to present the 

learning content for the unit at just the right level, so everyone could understand the 

subject, as well as how to teach it. She found the short overview videos very valuable, 

because they reminded her of basic content information, and she appreciated the 

humour that the instructor used to lighten the presentations. Although she was unable to 

attend the webinars because of her work and family responsibilities, they were 

recorded, and Jasmine accessed them when it was convenient for her. 

Having enrolled as an online student, Jasmine felt a commitment to post regularly to the 

unit discussion board. She would provide feedback on other students’ posts, and would 

offer her own perspectives on the topics addressed. Jasmine commented – 

It’s a commitment, but I think that it is important to have that discussion board because 

sometimes when you have absolutely no idea what that particular topic was about, you 

can go and you can see what someone else has written and be like, ‘Oh yeah. That makes 

sense.’ And then you go back and have a bit of a think and then come back with your 

own. 

If she fell behind in her study, she contacted the Lecturer to explain, and would go back 

to the postings from previous weeks and catch up. 

Jasmine reported that she developed some familiarity with the other online students 

who posted to the discussion board, having learnt something about them from the 

introduction activity. This connection could be followed up on a more personal basis. In 

Jasmine’s words –  

I didn’t know them, I knew the names, we know their background as in what they’re 

doing, whether they’re mums or dads or where they’ve come from because we have that 

introduction thing that we start off in week 1 where we introduce ourselves, and then you 

see these familiar names through certain units that we share. So, maybe not like a catch 

up thing because most of them are in different parts and things like that. But we do say, 
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‘Hey nice to see you here too,’ that kind of thing, so in that way I might have got to know 

them, not on a personal level like that. But yes. But we do before an assignment, we 

might send a private message or an email to each other saying, ‘How’s it going?’ and, 

‘Did you get this right?’ that kind of thing, but that’s about it really. 

Although she admits that the time demands of work, family, and study are heavy, 

Jasmine recognizes the benefits of having a support network, based on her husband and 

her teacher colleagues, she can rely on. 

At work I do have support from colleagues, they’re very helpful; all of them are teachers, 

they’ve all been there, they’ve all had to do the hard work on learning. So, yes, there’s a 

fair bit of colleagues that I do have that are very supportive. My husband is, he makes 

sure that other things are done so that I’m not a cranky pants at home all the time. … I 

must say I do have support. 

 

 




