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Chapter 7 

The University of Wollongong: On-campus teaching to a 

diverse student body 

Kylie Austin, David Hicks and Allison Trimble 

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, on-campus teaching has been the dominant mode of 

study offered by the University of Wollongong to undergraduates. The hypothesised 

model for Wollongong, therefore, excluded mode of study. Other variables in the 

hypothesised model were the same as for UTAS and Griffith. 

Sample 

The sample starting point was all undergraduate students. As with the other universities, 

international students were excluded, as were any cases with missing data. This left 

15,785 cases with complete records of all variables in the study. 

Overall model 

The refined model for Wollongong showed a good fit to the data. CFI = 0.961, SRMR = 

0.055 and RMSEA = 0.082. RMSEA is slightly over the 0.08 threshold, but, as the 

other fit indices do meet thresholds, the model fit is deemed acceptable. 

The modification indices suggested the addition of five paths to the hypothesised 

model. 

• basis of admission to dropout 

• basis of admission to year of study 

• proportion of full-time load to dropout 

• proportion of full-time load to year of study 

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

 

There are, therefore, three paths directly from presage variables to outcome variables. 

All these paths have smaller standardised coefficients than the paths through the 

intermediate variables. The model is still predominantly a longitudinal path model. 
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Basis of admission 

Basis of admission has a path with a small positive standardised coefficient to age and 

one with a small negative standardised coefficient to year of study. There is also a direct 

path to dropout. Again, students admitted on a basis other than secondary school 

performance do less well in terms of outcomes. However the effect is small. The 

indirect effects through the intermediate variables are greater than the direct effect. The 

impact of university study can, therefore, compensate to some extent for those who 

enter with lower qualifications. Students admitted on a basis other than secondary 

school results can succeed in completing their studies by adapting to university study. 

Remoteness 

Remoteness has a path with a small standardised coefficient to age. Part of this effect 

may be because students at the regional campuses tend to be mature students. The other 

part of the effect is that it is the path from presage variables, through the intermediate 

variables, to the outcome variables 

Remoteness is significantly intercorrelated with SES and proportion of full-time load. 

The explanation is that the students with term addresses in the more remote categories 

tend to study at the regional campuses. Some areas in proximity to these campuses are 

classified in low SES categories. 

SES 

Once again, SES has the path with the smallest standardised coefficient to the 

intervening variables. It has a significant intercorrelation with remoteness, and a 

significant, but very small, intercorrelation with full-time load. 

There is, therefore, consistency across UTAS, Griffith, and Wollongong. These are 

three universities which have sought to meet social equity goals by recruiting low SES 

students. Once these students are admitted, being of low SES status has limited impact 

on their chances of successful outcomes. 

Proportion of full-time load 

Of the presage variables, proportion of full-time load has paths with the highest 

combined standardised coefficients through the intervening variables. There are also 

direct paths to dropout and proportion of units completed, with small positive 

coefficients. 

Proportion of full-time load has significant intercorrelations with basis of admission, 

remoteness and SES. Students choosing to study part-time are doing so because of other 

factors.  

The intercorrelations should be noted. Students opt for a part-time mode because of a 

variety of factors and circumstances. The case studies illustrate very well how students 

have to juggle multiple associated challenges. It is hardly surprising that they feel 

limited in their capacity to take on a full-time load. It may be true that those who enrol 

in a part-time mode tend not to perform quite as well as those with a full-time load. 
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However, the part-time mode should be regarded more as a symptom of multiple 

adverse circumstances than a causal effect on performance. 

Intervening variables 

The Wollongong model had more paths added as a result of the modification indices 

tests than the UTAS and Griffith models. Of these, three were direct paths from presage 

to outcome variables. Paths through the intervening variables, though, have a greater 

contribution to the model. 

Outcome variables 

Consistent with UTAS and Griffith, the model is much better at explaining attrition 

than academic performance. In the case of the indirect paths through the intervening 

variables, the Wollongong model has a weak link to proportion of units completed. 

There is, though, a direct path from proportion of full-time load, with a moderately low 

standardised coefficient. 

For all four universities in the study, the models have shown a good fit to the data. In 

other words, the path models provide a credible explanation of the processes examined. 

Retention and success are complex multivariate phenomena. 

Introduction to the case studies 

The students who participated in this study are all enrolled at Wollongong’s regional 

campuses. 

In 1993, Wollongong established the first of its regional campuses in the Shoalhaven. 

Since then, the network has been extended so that students in regional areas can benefit 

from a university education close to home. Wollongong’s regional campuses include, 

campuses at Batemans Bay, Bega, Shoalhaven (Nowra) and Southern Highlands (Moss 

Vale). 

With an array of outreach and enabling programs, each regional campus offers a range 

of undergraduate and postgraduate degrees, with teaching on-site and via high-speed 

internet links with Wollongong and other campuses. The Shoalhaven campus also 

includes a sub-campus of Wollongong’s School of Medicine which is dedicated to 

training doctors for regional, rural, and remote Australia.  

As at 2019, almost 3,000 students have graduated from Wollongong’s regional 

campuses. This includes more than 650 from Batemans Bay, more than 500 from Bega, 

207 from Southern Highlands, and about 1,600 from Shoalhaven. It does not include 

students who completed part of their degree at these campuses before transferring to 

Wollongong or another institution to complete a program of study not available locally. 

First-in-family students make up 62.5 per cent of the Batemans Bay Campus student 

population, while 53.5 per cent of students at Shoalhaven are the first in their family to 

attend university. 

Case study 1: Tom 
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Tom is a mature-aged student in his forties, enrolled at a small regional Wollongong 

campus. He shares his home with his partner and her extended family. In order to 

support his family, he studies full-time during the day and works at night, leaving little 

extra time for social and family life. 

He has a strong preference for face-to-face study, on-campus. As a result of restricted 

unit offerings at his campus, as well as his personal circumstances, he studies in a 

blended mode, with online lectures and a mix of on-campus and online video-

attendance tutorials. The shift to increased online learning concerns him because of his 

limited computer skills. 

I prefer face-to-face with people. To be honest, I didn’t really know too much about what 

I could do online and that wouldn’t have suited me either way because actually at the 

time I was pretty computer illiterate, so that would have been a big challenge for me 

anyway. 

There was a gap of around 20 years between Tom finishing high school and enrolling in 

university. He had initially hoped to become a high school teacher, but his marks were 

not good enough to get into university. After leaving school he completed a Certificate 

III at TAFE, and worked in a number of unskilled manual jobs. The overall aim for his 

university studies is to gain tertiary qualifications and increase his employment 

opportunities. 

So I just did basically really low-skilled manual jobs that really were never gonna 

provide an opportunity for me further down the track in any type of career pathway. I 

needed to get more qualifications and skills, I guess, to look more attractive to an 

employer. 

This has been underpinned by a realization that he does not want to do manual labour 

for the rest of his working life. 

Because I’ve worked in such low-skilled, unqualified jobs, my motivation was more 

about the fact that I couldn’t see myself doing that type of work for the rest of my life. If 

I can get into uni, and let’s say it takes me five years or six years, however long it’s 

gonna take now, I just thought that surely that’s gonna be better than working the next 60 

years, doing terrible jobs where it’s not gonna be conducive to having a family or 

relationships, those types of things. So that was probably one of my main motivations. … 

I didn’t wanna do unskilled work for another 50-60 years. 

He also felt a personal challenge and curiosity about the wider world. 

Traveling overseas, I got to see some different cultures and, I guess, just questioning the 

world a little bit, just from my own social perspective. So that made me curious and 

wondered if I could do that through a more, I guess, professional level or a qualifying 

level such as for university. 

He enrolled to study at Wollongong because it had a regional campus in his local area. 

When I realised that there was a university here, I was like, “Okay, I can do this and still 

stay in my roles that I was doing for work at that time and try to balance – try to further 

benefit myself in education but also have a job that I could keep offsetting my life at 

times”. Having a campus here was a really big defining factor because I probably would 

never [have] moved to a major city or a bigger regional area to do that…too many 

challenges involved in that for me considering where I was in my life then. 

Although he was not first in his family to attend university, the subject of higher 

education was not one discussed within Tom’s family. He experienced a considerable 
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amount of self-doubt when he thought about enrolling in university, given the length of 

time he had been away from learning, and his limited academic skills. 

It was pretty daunting. I actually didn’t think that it was really actually gonna go 

anywhere because I’d had such a long gap. It was pretty scary actually. Starting here, it 

was really weird. I guess you’re always doubting yourself for a start, especially when 

you’ve being disconnected from formal education for a while. I would say [I] definitely 

[had] self-doubts about that. My other thing was, whether or not I actually had the skills 

or the capacity to understand what I would be learning here, because it was something I 

hadn’t experienced. 

Tom found his first semester very challenging, and relied quite heavily on the assistance 

of support staff and his fellow students. 

I hadn’t written an essay for so long. So it was like I had to utilise every possible thing I 

could utilise here. So I was at Learning Development every week. I was asking other 

students, whether they’d be one or two years on, even just how to use some of the 

programs on the computers or the dashboard learning sites, e-learning and things like 

that. So those things, for me, were the challenge, let alone the content that I was trying to 

get from the lecturers and the tutors.  

Together with other like-minded students he formed a peer support network to help him 

through his studies. 

I had probably two or three students of similar age because we’re a little bit older; they 

were going through some of the same experiences. So basically we’re our support 

network ourselves as well. … You find a lot more mature age students here at regional 

campuses or people that have been disengaged from learning for a period of time. 

Everyone is literally here to study and learn, and you’ll make friends and get on with it, 

so the family community. 

However, he quickly felt positive about his decision to enrol at university. This was 

largely due to the nature of his learning environment. The regional campus offered him 

small classes, and easy availability of student support services. 

I love the place [the regional campus]. A lot of the people were really encouraging and 

supportive and they challenge you to be the best you can be as well. … You're a little bit 

isolated [online] I guess. Whereas at least if you’re up on campus you’ve got people that 

you can contact daily, whether being personal or phone them up. … I just basically just 

showed up every week [to learning development sessions] because I needed to know 

everything. So for me, that was a really big motivation that helped me get through uni, 

big support service that was.  

It is so accommodating, encouraging, supportive, if you need access to tutors or to the 

campus managers or to whoever it may be, careers. I feel that it’s much easier to be able 

to go and quickly chat to them than say possibly on the main campus where you might be 

fighting with 5,000 other people and they all need to go see their careers, so then you 

have to book an appointment. So I think we have the same services offered as main 

campus but I think probably our access to them is probably a lot better, in the sense of the 

quality that they offered but a lot more easier access. 

Tom especially appreciated his access to members of the academic staff, and the 

personal relationships he established with them. 

Even though your lecturers and your tutors are highly-esteemed individuals, you don’t 

feel that there’s this big power authority gap between you and them, which was 

something that was quite difficult to get used to. That you could just go approach them or 

ask them something or if you didn’t understand something in class, you could ask them. 
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It wasn’t an issue, whereas before at school and even at TAFE, it was like, you didn’t 

really wanna do that because you felt uncomfortable doing it. But here, it’s much more 

accommodating. It felt more inclusive. … You go stop into their office and have a quick 

chat or talk about something. So I think those things our regional campus would probably 

much more available than probably what they would be on the main campus. 

He found that the support offered by the academic staff added to his own desire to 

succeed. 

The close-knit, personalised support that you get, it certainly encourages you to better 

yourself but also to try to, I guess, repay some of the investment the people have given 

you as well. That’s motivation to keep trying to do as well as you can because if other 

people have given you their time, their support, their effort, they’ve invested in you as a 

student, so you wanna try to reciprocate that, to do the best that you can do for them. 

Even now, well into his tertiary education, Tom still faces challenges in balancing work 

and study. 

That’s something that a lot of people do find, especially if they’re doing casual work or 

part-time work, that they have to find that balance with work and a uni life. I think in my 

aspect, I was lucky because I’d come in during the day and get all this nourishing 

environment and learn all these really fascinating things and at the night, I could 

basically – I go and pull beers or whatever at the local club. So it was like I could get my 

intellectual nourishment here during the day, then I could go to work during the night 

time, where it was my zone-out time and process some of the stuff that I thought about 

today at uni. So in that way, they've offset each other in quite a good way. Social life 

didn’t really exist. I didn’t really have a social life. But your family life, that did impact a 

little bit. 

But you just have to work through it and keep going because, at the end, it was gonna be 

hopefully better opportunities from it. 

Tom views his experience of tertiary study as life-changing. 

I always had to do it here ‘cause that's the only place that I knew that could help me 

through it. … This place is – well, for me, that’s changed my life, personally. There’s no 

doubt about that.  

Case study 2: Jane 

Jane is a 26 year old business studies student. She works three days a week in her 

family’s business, and studies on-campus at a small regional Wollongong campus for 

two days each week. Jane lives with her parents. Her father undertook some university 

study when he was young, and both her sisters enrolled in tertiary study. Although one 

sister withdrew before completion, her other sister graduated with her degree. 

Jane’s motivations for study are mixed. She has been feeling bored in her work at the 

family business, and is looking for a new challenge. She also thinks that the on-the-job 

knowledge she is receiving from her father may not be wholly current. 

I got halfway through last year and decided I was really bored and signed up to uni for a 

business degree. … My dad has been in business for over 50 years now.  He's trained a 

lot of me but a lot of his knowledge is outdated now, so it's up to me to take on that role 

… A lot of it was I was a bit bored with that and I could just feel my brain wasting away. 

Boredom was my main motivation. I was just a bit sick of doing the same thing day in, 

day out and I thought, “Let's try something different.” 
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This is Jane’s second attempt at university. She initially enrolled as a school-leaver after 

finishing high school. At that time she took on a full-time study load online, as well as 

working full-time. After failing most of her first semester subjects, she dropped out. 

I have been working pretty much full-time since I left high school. I did attempt to do a 

full-time load of uni online in the first year out of high school, as well as working full-

time. It did not go well. 

She now recognises that she was personally unprepared for university, and that her 

workload was unrealistic. 

I [wasn’t] very self-motivated or self-disciplined to be able to go, “This needs to be 

done,” and I definitely bit off more than I could chew. So I didn't consider the enormity 

of the workload that was involved in choosing to do university and things. So for me it 

was just, “Oh, well I can do it at night.” I couldn't, and I just ignored all the letters that 

kept turning up. 

She also lacked the necessary time management and study discipline skills to study 

successfully. 

I was pretty unprepared for it. I didn't know how to research, I didn't know what notes to 

take, or just even manage my time correctly. 

At that first attempt, Jane enrolled in a Bachelor of Arts. However, she was ambivalent 

about the degree. She was unsure whether she was studying to broaden her knowledge, 

or whether she wanted to gain a qualification that would be useful beyond university. 

I didn't really have a huge direction of where I wanted to go, so I decided to take up a 

Bachelor of Arts. … I found the stuff that got interesting [was] not going to help me in 

the real world but it was literature and things like that. A lot of my question was, “Why 

am I doing this?” 

Importantly, Jane now recognises that when she struggled with her earlier study it may 

have helped if she had sought out support. However, at the time, she did not have the 

necessary awareness or the willingness to do so. 

I didn't have the support network. I could email someone but I don't do well with that. … 

I wasn't that well-educated at that time, in terms of seeking support, taking time off, 

seeking that sort of thing because I didn't know what it was I was meant to be looking for 

or I didn't really understand the academic consideration process. 

Her current study experience is a much more positive one. She feels supported by her 

fellow students, as well as by the academic staff. 

I think tutors are great for the most part. … They were generally answering any of the 

questions and put us on to the people who can answer questions. If I've got an issue, I can 

find people pretty easily. 

Coming down here has been super, super helpful. Just having the people around and the 

people that you can communicate with, not only with your tutors but your peers and 

fellow students and people in the administration that got answers to any inquiries that you 

might have. It’s been good. It's a much better experience. 

She has developed good study habits. 

Basically I allocate certain amount of time to get through it. I sit there, I focus, and then 

if I absolutely can't focus, then I'll just go, “Okay, time out. Let's do this. Get you back on 



 

125 

 

track.” Ultimately I try and work out what it is that's causing me to lose focus first, try 

and deal with that, and then I move on. 

She also feels that her life experience outside university has helped her studies. 

[My] real-world experience before going into university. It’s helped my education as 

well, and my ability to study and my skill levels. I can relate a lot of my study to real life 

experiences and situations and skills and going, “Yeah, I can use that there,” or “I can use 

this here,” and applying it to daily life. 

Nonetheless, Jane still faces challenges with work and family commitments that affect 

her capacity to study. 

Family commitments start getting in the way. So we'll have family birthdays or events.  

One nan will have a turn and I'll have to go and see her or something. Something else is 

happening, and it's always in the back of your mind. And then there are your social 

commitments, and my friends going through stuff, and things like that. So I do need to 

balance that, and sometimes you just need to separate, draw the line. If I know I'm going 

to see this person, then I can make sure that the work is done before that. 

Jane ascribes much of her current success in studying at Wollongong to the supportive 

learning environment. The regional campus she attends has small, on-campus classes, 

and offers greater flexibility than might be possible at a larger university. She feels that 

this makes study more attainable for mature-aged students like herself. 

I find it very flexible. I enjoy the small classes and I find that there’s probably bit more 

freedom than for students [at the main Wollongong campus]. I find that it's probably 

more geared towards mature-aged students, and I think that's a good thing. 

Case study 3: Juliette 

Juliette is a mature aged Indigenous woman who has young children. She is a single 

parent, living close to campus. Juliette is studying at a small regional Wollongong 

campus. Before enrolling at university Juliette did a number of online TAFE courses, 

and worked in rehabilitation and health care settings. 

The motivations for Juliette to enroll in university were complex. Her study at TAFE 

had not challenged her. She had positive encouragement from her mother, who had 

herself begun higher education. She felt unfulfilled being a stay-at-home parent. And 

the fact that the campus was very close by was also a factor. 

I found TAFE wasn't challenging. And then my mum went to uni and she was always 

very, “Be better.  You can be better.” I've been a stay-at-home mum for about two years 

and I was really bored…. So I started looking at TAFE courses again and I look at them, 

I'm like, “I’ve done all these, so I'm gonna have to go and do it a different way or go 

somewhere else.” And then circumstances got me to move to [place name]. I was like, 

“Oh, while I’m here I'll go check out the uni.” 

Juliette’s ultimate aim is to become a social worker. Unfortunately that qualification 

was not offered on the local campus, and Juliette was not in a financial position to move 

to the main Wollongong campus at Keiraville. 

Wollongong is extremely expensive. I'm on a disability pension. As soon as you mention 

something along those lines to employers, they're “Oh, no,” and run away. So it's really 

hard to get employment. Down here, the most paid rent is 350 a week and that's for a 
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four-bedroom house. You go to Wollongong, a one bedroom place is 400 a week. It's just 

unrealistic for someone with nearly four kids. 

Nevertheless, she decided to enrol as a face-to-face student at the local campus for a 

year, to see if she was suited to tertiary study. 

The original plan was to come here, do a year, get the feel for it, have the face-to-face 

interaction, so that way I can build myself up to the standard that needed to be existing. 

Then I’d go online and do an actual degree that I want to do and enjoy. … There's not 

much available down here. So the idea is, at the moment, to get 48 credit points with the 

UOW, then go off online. 

She is now in her second year at university, and is combining some face-to-face units at 

her local campus with online learning from Charles Sturt University (CSU). 

Having experienced both on- and off-campus learning, Juliette reports that she really 

enjoys the independent learning involved with online study. At Wollongong the 

majority of classes are delivered by video-conference (VC), which involves a lecturer 

or tutor, often at the Wollongong campus, synchronously delivering the content to 

students at multiple campuses. 

I think maybe my online educational experience in the past influenced me to be able to be 

– or willing to do the VC stuff to actually do a degree or a subject even that I enjoy. I did 

a psychology subject through VC last semester. … I found it fine. 

I prefer online. … I like it because there's less provided to you and you have to find more, 

so I go and find things that actually make sense to me. 

At the same time, she recognizes the challenges associated with studying off-campus, 

especially the degree of isolation, and her own tendency to procrastinate.  

I know they say, “Oh, do it at your own pace online,” It’s like, “No, you just get to 

choose whether you go somewhere or stay at home,” and I don't like staying at home 

because then you start procrastinating and doing stuff. 

As a response to the solitary nature of the online study environment, Juliette is 

continuing to enrol in units offered face-to-face at the local campus because of the 

social interaction she gets with academic staff and fellow students. 

I might as well stay here and have the face-to-face and a reason to leave the house every 

day. ‘Cause that's pretty much why I've stayed, is that this is a reason to leave the house 

every day. … This is my social life.  Coming in here and saying “H”’ to Edith, and 

saying “Hi” to Ida and everybody. That's my social outlet. 

To manage the problems of procrastination she has worked hard to develop good study 

habits, and has implemented a structured study plan to ensure that her learning stays on 

track. 

I have a wall of whiteboards that are calendars, notes and all kinds of stuff. That's my 

best thing I've ever done. I have allocated days where this day is this subject and this day 

is this subject. And then when I look at the whiteboard, it’s like, “Okay, this assignment 

is due first,” so I'll get that one a bit further going before I start the next one, that's due 

afterwards with a different subject. 

Having moved around a good deal, and being fully occupied with caring for her family 

and studying, Juliette currently has little time for a social life, and has not yet 
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established a personal support network of friends external to the university to help her 

meet the challenges she faces. 

Literally, I do not have a social circle. If I was in hospital and need someone to take care 

of my child, I literally would not have anyone to call. 

However, as shown by the following comments, she has found valuable support at the 

local campus through personal connections she has formed with her peers, as well as 

with the local campus manager. 

There is one particular tutor that I'm just – she just doesn't explain things or click with me 

and quite often I sit down with the students afterwards and going, “None of that made 

sense,” and they'll interpret. So I'm like, “Oh, okay. Now, it makes sense.” 

Everybody knows you when you walk down the hallway. 

[The campus manager] is amazing. She is extremely helpful. … She's really good and 

really supportive. I go in there with brainstorming ideas all the time and she’s like, “Oh, 

yeah, go do this.” She's just good for that kind of stuff. And she's very warm and 

welcoming. 

Juliette has tried to utilise the campus student support services provided by 

Wollongong, but perceives some of them to be limited, slow, and unhelpful.  

I find that there's not really any support here when it comes to learning development, and 

when you do ask for support, it's a week or two down the track when you get it. And it’s 

like, “What happens if I've only got a week or two to go until the assignment is due? I'm 

screwed.” The counselling service I've used … It's very basic. The disability service is 

handy, because that's something I can't outsource. She’s helped me with a few things, 

when I’ve gone, “Crap, I need a week extension,” and academic consideration, or 

something like that. But if she wasn't there and [I] had to do it myself, I would. 

In contrast to her experiences with the Wollongong regional campus, the availability of 

academic support was a factor she took into account in deciding to enrol to study with 

CSU, together with the greater variety and relevance of the units available there. 

Subject opportunity, tutor opportunity, and then tutoring as in tutorials with your lectures 

and then actual tutoring with other students or whatever, that doesn't exist here [at the 

regional campus]. There's not much support. It's got the basics that you need, but if 

you’re actually struggling, and this happened to me quite a lot, you have to outsource. 

They [CSU] have got a lot more support, and it's immediate. You don't have to wait a 

week. It's there when you need it. Whether it's counselling, academic support, learning 

development, all that kind of stuff, it's always there 24/7. Which is awesome. … There's 

more of each type of thing, there's more when it comes to tutoring, there's more when it 

comes to lectures, there's more psychological and academic support. … They try to 

actually pinpoint where people have been struggling. They're a lot more immediate in 

answering emails. They're just more prompt on everything. 

Exercising considerable self-efficacy and individual agency, Juliette has addressed the 

lack of support available to her at the regional campus by “outsourcing” supports and 

linking with external providers. 

So I've got a membership with Studiosity, and because I cross-institutionalised with CSU, 

that's offered for free when I'm enrolled with them. Best thing ever. And the ALLaN 

Team. The ALLaN Team is better than Studiosity, because there’s an actual person 

interacting with you. And then I've got Grammarly, that as well. I've had to put shout-

outs on Facebook for people that have previously done subjects that I've done and stuff 
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like that for support, ‘cause the only PASS subjects here, like the peer-assisted things, are 

very, very minimal. So if you want something, you’ve got to do it yourself. 




