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1
____________________________________________________________________

INTRODUCTION

1.1 Overview

This report discusses findings from a survey of 202 first year students at Murdoch
University conducted in 2004.  The questionnaire distributed was that used for the
2004 National Study of the First Year Experience at nine universities across Australia,
carried out by the Centre for the Study of Higher Education (CSHE) at the University
of Melbourne. The same survey method was used for the Murdoch survey and the
national survey, so the findings reported here can be reliably compared with those for
the 2004 national study. To facilitate comparison we have organised this report using
the same section headings and approaches to analysis as those used in the 2004
national report.

The 2004 CSHE National Study of the First Year Experience was the third in a series
conducted at five year intervals. The three studies, spanning a decade, have assembled
a unique database on the changing character of first year students’ attitudes,
expectations, study patterns and overall experiences on campus. There have been
substantial shifts in the Australian higher education system over the past decade,
which have contributed to changes in the nature of the first year experience. They
include:

• A policy environment which has established the conditions for greater
competition between universities for undergraduate students, leading to
intensified marketing activities by universities and greater student choice in
courses and subjects, more flexibility in modes of delivery and more pressure
on staff to be innovative in teaching and learning.

• The internationalisation of Australian higher education, with vigorous
recruitment of international students from South-East Asia and beyond, greater
student diversity, and consequent reflection and adjustment in approaches to
teaching and learning, the curriculum and modes of delivery.

• Greater responsiveness to the needs of first year students during their
transition to university and their first year on campus, in part as a result of the
findings of the first CSHE study in 1994. The number and range of transition
programs and support services designed principally or primarily for first year
students appear to have risen dramatically. The quality of teaching overall has
also been the subject of scrutiny and enhancement as part of the wider trend
towards evaluation, accountability and quality assurance for all university
activities.

• A dramatic change in the use of information and communication technologies
in teaching and learning and other aspects of university activities. Australian
universities are in various stages in the adoption of university-wide learning
management systems that provide academic staff and students with new
teaching and learning opportunities.

• Changing patterns of student finance and student debt which impact on the
decision-making of prospective students. Once enrolled at university, many
students now undertake significant amounts of part-time paid employment.
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1.2 The survey method and the questionnaire

Details of the survey method are in Appendix 1.

In light of the key factors that now have an impact on the first year experience, the
questionnaire included a specific focus on:

• student identity and sense of belonging to a learning community, including
the role of orientation programs in fostering a sense of connectedness to the
university.

• first year engagement with learning, peers and academic staff, reflecting a
growing concern that students are becoming disengaged by virtue of
increased involvement in off-campus activities, including paid work.

• a comprehensive set of items on a range of information and communication
technologies (ICTs) aimed at examining how, when and where first year
students are using ICTs and how useful they deem these technologies to be
for enhancing their learning.

• items exploring how first year students are managing their commitments, in
recognition of the well-documented rise in full-time students’ commitment to
part-time paid work.

1.3 The Murdoch sample

The Murdoch University sample comprised 202 students. This represents a return rate
of 27 per cent of the sample of first years to whom the survey was distributed. Around
two-thirds of respondents (68 per cent) were females, which is largely in line with
similar surveys. The majority of respondents (56 per cent) were aged 19 and under; 19
per cent were aged 20-24 years and one quarter were 25 years and over.

The questionnaire included two measures of socioeconomic status (SES), the first
derived from respondents’ home postcode and the second from their parents’
education.  On the postcode measure of SES, respondents were evenly spread, with 30
per cent coming from a ‘higher’ SES background; 30 per cent from a ‘medium’ and
35 per cent from a ‘lower’ SES background. In terms of parents’ education, the
distribution was much more uneven, with 18 per cent in the ‘higher’ group; 23 per
cent in the ‘medium’ and 59 per cent in the ‘lower’ group. This is consistent with 39
per cent of respondents being the first in their family to go to university. As expected,
first years who are the first in their family to go to university are more likely to come
from families where parents have lower rather than higher levels of education.

The majority of respondents (70 per cent) were born in Australia, although higher
proportions had mothers and father born overseas (45 per cent and 47 per cent
respectively). Only 4 per cent were born in a South East Asian country, with none
born in China or Vietnam and only one born in each of Hong Kong and Indonesia.
Nevertheless, 49 per cent of all respondents born overseas had come to Australia
during the last ten years.  Three per cent of respondents were full-fee paying overseas
students.
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Only 5 respondents identified as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islanders (ATSI) (2.5 per
cent of the whole sample). Where appropriate, we report findings relating to ATSI
background; however, the small number precludes any separate analysis for ATSI
students or comparison of findings for ATSI students and non-Indigenous students.

The majority of respondents (81 per cent) were enrolled in a Bachelors degree course;
only 2 per cent were enrolled in an undergraduate diploma. Respondents were
predominantly full-time enrolled students; however, 13 per cent were enrolled part-
time.

Table 1.1 shows the distribution of students according to DEST Broad Fields of
Education (BFOE). This is a ‘non-unique’ distribution as some respondents are
studying in more than one field. It should be noted that the number of respondents in
the fields of Engineering and Related Studies, Information Technology, Architecture
and Building and Food and Hospitality, are too small to be an adequate sample for
analysis. They have therefore been excluded in findings reported by BFOE in this
report.

Table 1.1 Respondents by Broad Field of Education (% of students), n=202

   Broad Field of Education (non unique) %

Society and Culture

Management and Commerce

Education

Health

Science

Creative Arts

Engineering and related

Information Technology

Agriculture and Environment

Architecture

Food and Hospitality

25

14

15

11

17

6

3

1

8

0

1

1.3.1 Interpreting the findings

Throughout the report we note statistically significant relationships between and
among subgroups. In all cases, these relationships are significant at p<0.05 or higher,
unless otherwise stated. Specific data on the respective significance levels are
provided in the tables where relevant. Appendix 2 contains a glossary of terms used
for demographic student groups in this report.
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The sample is large enough to report statistically significant findings with some
confidence. However, some of the significant relationships found in the national 2004
sample of 2,344 first years across nine institutions are not found in the Murdoch
sample of 202 students. In a smaller sample, it is more difficult to obtain statistically
significant findings. Reference to the report of the national study is necessary for a
fuller understanding of the diversity of the first year experience, especially for
different sub-groups of students. The findings reported here can be reliably compared
with findings from the national study. However, we encourage Murdoch University to
use these snapshot data as a starting point for closer investigation of local issues. The
final chapter highlights several such issues, along with many areas in which the
university is to be commended in relation to the first year experience.
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2
____________________________________________________________________

ASPIRATIONS, CHANGE AND UNCERTAINTY

IN THE FIRST YEAR

2.1 Reasons for enrolling

Almost all respondents agreed that the intrinsic satisfaction of studying in a field they
were really interested in was an important reason for enrolling at university, and the
degree of importance attached to this item was very high (Table 2.1). Improving job
prospects was also important for a large majority. Surveys have consistently shown
that students rate both interest and job-related reasons as important motivations for
attending university. However, the very high level of agreement with the item,
‘studying in a field that really interests me’ is notable in this group of first years.

Three-quarters of respondents agreed that ‘developing my talents and abilities’ was
important. The expectations of parents and friends were of relatively minor
importance. They were a factor for one in five respondents and, not unexpectedly,
students aged 19 years and younger, and those enrolled full-time rather than part-time
(associated with being a younger student) were more likely to rate such expectations
as important.

Table 2.1   Reasons for enrolling (% of students agreeing and mean rating),
N=202

Reason Agree
(ratings of 4 or 5)

Mean rating
(5=very

important)

Studying in a field that really interests me 99 4.9

Improving my job prospects 80 4.2

Developing my talents and creative abilities 74 4.0

To get training for a specific job 69 3.9

The expectations of my parents or family 19 2.5

There is no clear pattern of gender differences associated with intrinsic and job-
related reasons, as females were more likely than males to agree with items related to
both types of reasons. All females agreed that studying in a field that interested them
was important and significantly more females felt that training for a specific job was
important. On the other hand, males and females were equally likely to feel that
developing their talents and improving their job prospects were important. There may
be some relationship here with the type of course students were enrolled in –
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significantly more females were enrolled in education, which could partly account for
their view that training for a specific job was an important reason for enrolling.

Students in the 20-24 year old aged group viewed developing their talents as more
important than did younger or older students. Developing talents was also associated
with being a high achiever (defined in the study as students who received an average
mark of 71 per cent or more in semester 1 – see Appendix 2). Respondents in paid
work were significantly more likely than students without paid work to view
improving their job prospects as important. HECS fee paying students (paying either
upfront or deferred) rated studying in a field that interested them as more important
than did other non-HECS fee paying students. No other significant differences
showed up in relation to any of the study’s main sub-groups.

2.2 Sense of purpose

CSHE research and other studies indicate that adjustment to university is linked to
having a clear direction and sense of purpose. Three items are included in the ‘sense
of purpose’ scale (Table 2.2; see also Appendix 1 section A1.3). Table 2.2 indicates
overall that a large majority of respondents have a clear sense of purpose. A minority,
around one in eight, are undecided about their future and regard their first year as a
period of ‘marking time’. Seventy per cent know the type of occupation they want.

Table 2.2 Sense of purpose (% of students agreeing and mean rating)
n=202

Agree
(ratings of 4 and 5)

Mean rating
(5=very important)

I am clear about the reasons I came to
university

88 4.4

I know the type of occupation I want 70 3.9

University is just marking time while
I decide my future

12 1.9

Being clear about the reasons they came to university was associated with being
female, being a mature aged student (25 years and over) and being a high achiever. A
significantly larger majority of mature aged respondents agreed with the item (96 per
cent compared with 86 per cent of younger students). Younger students, especially
school leavers, are sometimes more uncertain about their direction in the first year.

Age was also a factor in knowing the type of occupation students want; older students
were clearer about this. So, too, was low (postcode derived) SES. Lower SES students
were more likely than ‘higher’ or ‘medium’ SES students to know the type of
occupation they want. Two BFOEs showed significant differences from the mean
response to this item. Education students, whom we can assume have a clear
occupational aim, had a higher than average level of agreement; Science students,
whose occupational aim is likely to be less clear, had a lower than average rate of
agreement.
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‘Marking time’ in the first year is associated with being male, being younger than 25,
being a low achiever and studying Management and Commerce. It is worth noting
that no Science student agreed that they were just marking time at university;
suggesting that while Science students may not be clear about their future occupation,
they do have a sense of purpose in being at university.

Being in paid work or not did not appear to be associated with sense of purpose for
this group of first years.

In summing up, we can say that tertiary education has in many ways become more
focused on career and job outcomes and on preparing students for employment, as is
evident in university marketing activities. The overall high level of what we call
‘sense of purpose’ may partly reflect a relatively clear view of what university
education is about.

2.3 Prior to enrolment in 2004

2.3.1 Previous study

Although the scope for inclusion in the sample was first-time first years, the
questionnaire asked whether students had completed or commenced any previous
university, VET or enabling course. Table 2.3 shows the percentage of respondents
who had commenced or completed a previous course. Around 13 per cent had
previously commenced a university course and much smaller proportions had
previously studied in the VET sector.

Table 2.3 Previously commenced or completed courses (% of students)
(n=202)

Type of course commenced or completed before 2004 % of students

Completed a university degree/ diploma course 1.5

Completed a university enabling course 4.0

Completed a VET course 1.5

Commenced a university course 12.9

Commenced a VET course 2.0

Being enrolled in an enabling course was associated with part-time rather than full-
time enrolment, with being in the 20-24 year-old age group rather than being younger
or older, and with relatively low achievement in Semester One. No clear pattern
emerged in regard to those who had previously enrolled in but not completed a
university course. However, this group did include 50 per cent of the small number of
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full-fee paying overseas student (FFPOS) respondents. Other studies indicate that this
is not unexpected.

2.3.2 Deferring first enrolment

Students choose to defer their entry to university for a range of personal reasons;
around 20 per cent of Murdoch students had deferred. This figure is significantly
higher than that of the national sample (11 per cent). Unfortunately we have no data
on reasons for student deferral at this stage.

2.3.3 Other current enrolments

In addition to their internal enrolment at Murdoch, four per cent of respondents were
enrolled in external or distance units, one per cent in external subjects or units
delivered totally online, one per cent in OLA Open Learning units and five per cent in
subjects or units in another institution.

2.4 Change and uncertainty

Earlier CSHE surveys (McInnis & James 1995; McInnis, James and Hartley, 2000)
indicate that some first year students experience a period of uncertainty in deciding
what course they want to do and in settling into university life.  Students who do not
receive their first course preference sometimes experience some frustration and
dissatisfaction. Seventy percent of the Murdoch respondents received their first
preference, leaving 30 per cent with decisions about how best to make good use of
opportunities which were not their first choice.

2.4.1 Course and enrolment changes

It seems that in their first year, most students decide to stay with the course preference
they receive and those who want to change, plan to do so in the second year. Only 5
per cent of Murdoch respondents changed their course after enrolment, and 2 per cent
changed institution. However, 22 per cent said they hoped to change course in 2005
and 7 per cent said they hoped to change institution.  Low achievers were more likely
than high achievers to say they hoped to change their course in 2005. Students in the
‘medium’ SES category were more likely to hope to change institution than those in
the lower and higher SES categories.

2.4.2 Withdrawing from subjects or units

Twenty one per cent of students had withdrawn from an average of 1.5 subjects or
units by July-August 2004. They tended to be mature aged students, reflecting
perhaps a greater range of pressures on older students with varying responsibilities.
Withdrawing was not associated with part-time enrolment for this group of
respondents; however, part-timers who did withdraw tended to withdraw from more
subjects or units than did full-time enrolees.
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2.4.3 Thinking about deferring

Students were asked whether they had thought seriously about discontinuing/
deferring at any stage in first semester. Twenty three per cent of respondents said they
had done so. This figure is slightly lower than that of the national sample (27.6 per
cent). Table 2.4 summarises their reasons for considering deferring. The most
important appear to be emotional health (60 per cent), thinking they might fail (52 per
cent) and financial reasons (45 per cent).  Students are likely to interpret ‘emotional
health’ in different ways, so a range of personal circumstances are likely to be
included here. It would be unwise to take the analysis further as the total number of
respondents who considered deferring is quite small (46) and the numbers citing
various reasons much smaller still.

Table 2.4 Reasons for considering deferring (% of students) (n=46)

Reason % agreeing (ratings
of 4 and 5)

Mean rating
(5= v. important)

Emotional health 60 3.6

I thought I might fail 52 3.1

Financial reasons 45 3.0

Physical health 33 2.6

I wanted to change courses 33 2.4

I dislike studying 29 2.6

Family commitments 28 2.3

Paid work commitments 15 1.9

University wasn’t what I expected 14 2.2

I found employment 14 1.7

Problems with daily travel 12 1.7

2.5 Summary

A large majority of first year students in the Murdoch sample have a clear sense of
purpose in coming to university, and their reasons for choosing tertiary study are both
occupation and interest-related.  A minority are much less clear, with 12 per cent of
first years saying that they are just marking time in their first year. For some school
leavers especially, the first year is a time of some uncertainty about the right course
and their future direction. About one in five students seem to have some degree of
uncertainty; 21 per cent had withdrawn from some units; 23 per cent had considered
deferring sometime in the first semester and 22 per cent hoped to change their course
in the second year.
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3
____________________________________________________________________

STUDENT EXPECTATIONS AND ADJUSTMENTS

TO UNIVERSITY STUDY

3.1 Student expectations of first year university

First year students’ expectations of what it will be like to be a university student play
a determining role in their attitudes towards study and in the quality of their
experience. Table 3.1 shows the comparative mean scores of selected groups of
students in regard to expectations.

Overall, 11 per cent of Murdoch respondents felt that university had not lived up to
their expectations. On average, they did not have strong levels of agreement with this
item, with mean ratings all lower than the ‘neutral’ point of 3. However, expectations
in the first year are connected to achievement levels, to gender and to age. Lower
achievers tend to feel more strongly about unmet expectations than their higher
achieving counterparts. So too do younger students, compared with those 25 years and
over. No students over 25 years agreed that university had not lived up to their
expectations, while 23 per cent of younger students did. Although there is no
significant difference between the mean ratings of males and females, males are
significantly more likely than females to say that university had not lived up to their
expectations (19 per cent compared with 7 per cent).

Table 3.1 ‘University just hasn’t lived up to my expectations’:
Comparative mean ratings by selected student group
(1=strongly disagree, 5=strongly agree)

Mean rating

Males
Females

2.38
2.10

Age 25 or older
Age less than 25

1.81
2.50*

Full fee-paying international students
Domestic Australian students

2.67
2.19

Combined degree course
Single degree course

2.06
2.22

High achievers
Low achievers

1.91
2.58**

 * significant at .01; ** significant at 05



11

3.2 Adjusting to university assessment and standards

Receiving feedback on the first major piece of assessment is an important milestone
for students in the first year. In a two-part survey question students were asked to
estimate their average overall mark for first semester. They were then asked whether
this mark was higher, lower or the same as they expected when they started their first
year. Table 3.2 gives the percentage of students placing themselves in each grade
category.

Table 3.2 Self-assessments of average overall mark for semester one
(N=202)

% of students

Less than 50%  2

50-60% 15

61-70% 38

71-80% 39

81-100% 7

Just over half of the respondents (53 per cent) said their average mark for the semester
was about the same as they expected; 26 per cent said it was higher and 21 per cent
said that it was lower than expected. This suggests that around one in five students are
likely to have confronted the reality that they are not performing as well as expected.

To supplement these findings, we asked first year school-leavers (i.e. those students
who had completed secondary school in the year previous to the survey) whether the
standard of work at university was much higher than they expected. A quarter of
school leavers agreed that it was. A comparative analysis did not show any clear
associations between school leavers who found the standard of work higher than they
expected and our main demographic groups. However, across disciplines, the field of
Agriculture and Environment had the higher proportion of students finding the work
more difficult than they expected.

3.3 Making adjustments from school to university

Table 3.3 summarises findings about how school leavers see the comparison between
school and university. They reveal a somewhat mixed picture. A large majority really
wanted to go to university, and more than half felt there was a lot of pressure at school
to go on to tertiary study. However, less than half said their final year was a good
preparation for the study they were doing at the time of the survey, and that they
received good advice from their teachers about course choice. It is perhaps not
surprising that only a third agreed that subjects at university clearly build on school
subjects – university is expected to take students into different fields of interest and
thought. One in four did not feel that they were really ready to choose a university
course and one in five would have preferred a general course in their first year.
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Table 3.3 School and university compared, (% of school leavers agreeing that a
statement is important)

Item % of school leavers
agreeing (ratings of 4

or 5)

During Year 12 I really wanted to go to university 78

At my school there was a lot of pressure to go to university 54

My final school year was a very good preparation for the study
I am now doing

42

I received good advice from teachers at my school about
choosing my course

42

The subjects at university clearly build on my study at school 33

My parents have little understanding of what I do at university 27

I was not really ready to choose a university course on leaving
secondary school

26

The standard of work expected at university is much higher
than I expected

25

I would have preferred starting with a general first year at
university before choosing a specific course

21

I feel pressured by the financial commitment made by my
parents to send me to university

17

High achievers felt more strongly about going to university than did low achievers.
Males were about twice as likely as females to say they would have preferred a
general first year.

Some subgroup differences pertaining to transition from school to university emerged
from the data based on students’ BFOE. These include:
• Society/Culture and Management/Commerce students were more likely to say

they preferred a general first year
• Health students said they felt most pressured by their parents’ financial

commitment to send them to university.
• Society/Culture students felt less strongly that their final secondary school year

was a good preparation for university study.
• As we noted above, Agriculture/Environment students had above average levels

of agreement that the standard at university is higher than they expected, and they
felt more strongly about this.

3.4 Mature age students’ expectations of university

For the purposes of comparing the experience of school-leavers (aged 19 years and
younger) with older students, we define students aged 20 to 24 years as non-
traditional age and those 25 years and older as belonging to the mature age category
for first year undergraduate study, as classified by DEST. Sometimes, these students
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are grouped together under the heading of non-traditional age students. There has
been an increase over the past decade in the proportion of respondents in the non-
traditional and mature age categories for first year undergraduate study at the national
level.

In terms of student expectations regarding grades in the first year, age plays a key
role. Significantly more students aged 25 and over received marks higher than they
expected during the first semester of study. This may reflect the general lack of
confidence experienced by many older students who often feel daunted at the thought
of sharing classes with younger students when they return to study after years of being
involved in home or work settings. The average Semester One mark for students 25
and over was higher than the overall average and they were also more likely to receive
an average mark of between 81 and 100.

3.5 Adjusting to study in first year

3.5.1 Academic orientation

Through the CSHE national first year studies a series of items known as the
‘academic orientation scale’ (see Appendix 1 section A1.3) has been developed. Items
comprising this scale in 2004 are shown in Table 3.4. Findings suggest a relatively
high level of academic orientation.

Table 3.4 Academic orientation, (% of students agreeing and mean rating),
(N=202)

Item % of students agreeing
(ratings of 4 and 5)

Mean rating
(5=strongly agree)

71 4.0

66 3.8

I enjoy the intellectual challenge of
subjects I am studying

Lectures often stimulate my interest in the
subjects

I get a lot of satisfaction from studying 57 3.6

The overall mean for the three item scale is 3.8 (on a scale of 1-5 where 5 is strong
agreement). Seventy per cent of students enjoyed the intellectual challenge of their
subjects; two thirds found that lectures stimulated their interest and 57 per cent
received a lot of satisfaction from studying. Factors associated with academic
orientation are high achievement and being a mature aged student. Broad fields of
education did not appear to be associated with academic orientation for this group.

3.5.2 Academic Application

While the academic orientation items gauge students’ satisfaction with and enjoyment
of academic endeavours early in their university experience, it is also important to
monitor their behaviours and attitudes towards study during the adjustment process.
Table 3.5 shows findings for items which form the Academic Application scale (see
also Appendix 1 section A1.3). One third of students found it difficult to get
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themselves motivated to study and just under that proportion regularly sought the
advice and assistance of teaching staff. The latter item may indicate a diligent
approach and/ or that the student may have been experiencing difficulties.

Having difficulty in getting motivated to study is associated with being male, being a
low achiever, and being a ‘domestic’ student (as opposed to a full-fee paying overseas
student) in the Murdoch sample.  Perhaps not surprisingly, students who were not in
paid employment were more likely than employed students to regularly seek the
advice and assistance of teaching staff. The former were more likely to have the time
to do so.

Table 3.5 Academic application, (% of students agreeing and mean rating),
(N=202)

% agreeing
(ratings of 4 and 5)

Mean rating
(5=strongly

agree)

33 3.0I find it difficult to get myself motivated to
study

I regularly seek the advice and assistance of
the teaching staff

31 3.0

Other indicators of students’ application to their academic work included whether
students had a quiet place to do their university study. A large majority (71 per cent)
said they did have such a place.

We also asked students about the frequency of behaviours which do not necessarily
constitute study, but which arguably relate to their academic involvement. All but one
or two students (99 per cent) said they frequently or sometimes buy books from the
university bookstore. A smaller proportion of students (88 per cent) borrowed library
books. Seventy two per cent of first year students agree that the library collection is
adequate for their needs.

3.6 Summary

Most students feel that university has lived up to their expectations; however, age
plays a part in students’ adjustment to university life. The majority of school leavers
sampled really wanted to go to university but they had mixed feelings about how
secondary school prepared them for what they would face when they began studying.
Less than half felt that school was a really good preparation for university.
Nevertheless, most found they enjoyed the challenge of university subjects and were
stimulated by the lecturers, although low achievers were less likely to feel this way.
Mature aged students tended to have a higher academic orientation than did younger
students, perhaps because of their greater sense of purpose. However, they often come
with low expectations about how well they will perform and find that they get higher
marks than they anticipated. The one-third of first years who said they found it
difficult to be motivated to study are of concern. They were likely more likely to be
males than females and to be low achievers rather than high achievers.
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4
____________________________________________________________________

ENGAGING WITH LEARNERS AND

LEARNING AT UNIVERSITY

Students’ engagement with learning and the learning community is now
internationally recognised as a prominent indicator of the nature and quality of the
first year student experience. Engagement refers to the time, energy and resources
students devote to activities designed to enhance their university learning. These
activities typically range from a simple measure of time spent on campus or studying,
to in- and out-of-class learning experiences that connect students to their peers in
educationally purposeful and meaningful ways. Equally important are factors
contributing to potential disengagement. Attempts to draw causal connections must be
treated cautiously; nevertheless, some research has identified a link between apparent
disengagement and increased hours of paid off-campus employment.

This chapter documents several simple quantifiable indicators of engagement and then
focuses on measures of engagement at the institutional level, with peers and
academics and through online means of communication.

4.1 How students spend their time

We asked students how many days per week (including evenings and half days) they
typically spend on campus during semester. Table 4.1 shows that most spend between
three and five days per week on campus; the mean is 3.88 days.  This compares with
the national average of 4.18 days on campus per week. One per cent of students in the
Murdoch sample said they spent no days on campus.

Table 4.1 Number of days per week usually spent on campus, (% of students),
(N=202)

1 day 2 days 3 days 4 days 5 days 6 days 7 days

3 6 27 28 31 2 2

We also asked how many hours per week students spent on a number of work and
study activities during a typical 7-day week during Semester One. Table 4.2 shows
the mean number of hours per week they reported. Murdoch respondents had on
average 14.3 hours of course contact, compared to the national average of 16 hours
per week. The Murdoch figure is no doubt affected by the 13 per cent of students
enrolled part-time and the relatively small sample size compared to the national
sample. Further analysis at the institutional level is warranted in order to investigate
these figures in greater depth.

Murdoch first year students reported devoting an average of 12.2 hours per week to
private study, which is somewhat higher than the national average of 11 hours per
week. The minimum “two for one” rule of thumb (i.e. two hours of study for every
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one hour of class time), acknowledged in the literature as a factor contributing to
students’ engagement with their study (Kuh, 2003), does not appear to be applied by
the Murdoch students sampled here.

The mean number of hours of paid work in Table 4.2 is that for all students. The mean
number for first year students who were in paid employment was 14.8 hours. Chapter
5 discusses the role of paid work and examines various aspects of paid work in
students’ lives.

Table 4.2 Mean number of hours per week, study and paid work activities
(N=202)

Activity Mean hours per week

Course contact 14.3

Private study 12.2

Paid work 9.4*

Using the web for study/research 4.4

Using the web for recreation 3.9

* Average hours per week for all students, i.e. those studying and in paid employment and those
studying only.

Some important relationships emerging from the data include:
• Younger students (19 and under) have above average course contact hours, and

mature aged students have below average, a function no doubt of their different
enrolment patterns.

• Mature aged students (those over 25 years) do more private study than students
younger than 25 (15.1 hours compared with 13.8 hours for 20-24 year olds and
10.4 hours for those 19 years and younger). Mature aged students’ hours of
private study are significantly above the average of 12.2 hours and those of
younger students are significantly below the average.

• Course contact hours were related to BFOE. Health, Science, and Agriculture and
Environment students have above average course contact hours, and
Society/Culture/ Management and Commerce and Education students have below
average hours.

• As perhaps expected, under 19 year olds are more likely to be studying only, than
be in paid employment and studying.

• Students in paid employment study significantly less per week on average than do
their non-employed peers (11.0 hours per week compared with 14.5 hours per
week).

• Full-fee paying overseas students spend more hours doing private study than do
‘domestic’ students, and the reverse is true for hours spent in paid employment. It
should be remembered that the number of FFPOS in the sample is very small;
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however, the finding that domestic students are more likely than FFPOS students
to be in paid employment is supported in other studies.

Respondents reported that they spent a total of 8.3 hours per week using the web, 4.4
of them for study and research and 3.9 for recreation. A significant inter-group
variation in using the web was that, as we might expect because of the different
demands of full- and part-time study, full-timers spent significantly more time on the
web for study and research purposes than did part-timers (4.7 hours per week
compared with 2.6 hours).

4.2 Measures of student engagement in the first year

4.2.1 Institutional factors and student engagement

The questionnaire sought student feedback on the perceived impact of orientation
programs on their experience and sense of belonging within the university
community. Half of the Murdoch first years (51 per cent) believed that the orientation
programs they had attended provided them with a good introduction to the university.
Almost half (48 per cent) felt that these programs helped them to develop a sense of
belonging in the university community. This means that around 50 per cent of
respondents either had neutral or undecided views about orientation programs, or did
not believe that they had helped them feel at home at university.

Table 4.3 presents findings for a range of items related to engagement with university.
The first three items refer to choice of subjects. Adequate advice about subject
choices can help student adjustment. Less than half of respondents (41 per cent) felt
that they had been given helpful advice when choosing subjects. However, 73 per cent
were satisfied with the subject choices they made and 57 per cent agreed that the
range of subjects to choose from was satisfactory. The findings suggest that while the
majority of these students felt that they did not get helpful advice from the university
about choice of subjects, they were finding advice elsewhere or were able to make
choices themselves with which they were satisfied.
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Table 4.3 Indicators of student engagement at the institutional level, (% of
students agreeing and mean rating) (N=202)

% agreeing
(ratings of 4

and 5)

Mean rating
(5= strongly

agree)

I am satisfied with the subject choices I made
this year

73 4.0

I was satisfied with the range of subjects/
units from which I could choose this year

57 3.6

I was given helpful advice when choosing
my subjects/units

41 3.2

I really like being a university student 80 4.2

I really like being on my university campus 64 3.8

I feel I belong to the university community 56 3.6

I am not particularly interested in the extra-
curricular activities or facilities provided

39 3.1

Given that only 42 per cent of school leavers thought they got good advice about
course choice at their secondary school (Table 3.3), further information is needed
about how students make their choices. We would maintain, in general, that if
students perceive that they have been well advised academically and feel satisfied
with their choices, they are more likely to be committed to their studies and
academically engaged.

Some differences emerged in relation to students in different disciplines.

• Science students were particularly likely to say they had helpful advice when
choosing subjects; the reverse was true for Society/Culture students.

• A higher than average proportion of Science students was satisfied with the
range of subjects from which they had to choose.

The next three items in Table 4.3 are concerned with feelings of belonging and
satisfaction with being at university. A substantial majority (80 per cent) like being a
university student; almost two-thirds like being on the campus and 56 per cent feel
they belong to the university community. Females feel more strongly than males that
they like being a university student, and like being on the campus. Mature-aged
students were more likely than younger students to really like being a university
student, perhaps because of their greater sense of purpose in being there (Table 2.2).
Being a high achiever compared with a low achiever is also associated with really
liking being a university student.
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Students’ involvement in both social and academic activities contributes to their
engagement. Around 40 per cent of respondents said they were not particularly
interested in participating in extra-curricular activities at university. There are a
number of possible explanations for this. They include students’ participation in paid
work, and the greater proportion of mature aged students who have work and family
commitments which make participation in extra-curricular activities difficult. This is
supported by the finding that full-timers and are more likely than part-timers to be
actively involved in extra-curricular activities and part-timers are more likely to say
they keep to themselves at university. In a similar vein, younger students are more
involved than mature-aged students in extra-curricular activities. It should be noted
that interest in extra-curricular activities is not the same as actively being involved.
Only a minority of respondents (10 per cent) said they were actively involved in such
activities.

4.2.2 Engaging with academic staff

Academic staff play a key role in contributing to students’ engagement with their
study and the learning community as a whole. We asked students if they were
confident that at least one teacher knew their name; 63 per cent said they were. It is
perhaps a concern that more than one-third believed they were not known to at least
one staff member.

4.2.3 Engaging in the learning environment

An important factor contributing to students’ engagement with learning and with
peers and academics is the fostering of an environment in which students participate
actively and develop a sense of belonging in both small and large group settings. Such
opportunities manifest themselves in many ways, but opportunities to ask questions
and contribute to group discussion are particularly conducive to engagement. Table
4.4 shows the frequency of selected behavioural indicators of engagement and
disengagement.

Table 4.4 Selected classroom engagement/disengagement behaviours (% of
students engaging in behaviours at least sometimes), (N=202)

Selected classroom engagement/
disengagement behaviours

% of students engaging in
behaviours at least sometimes

Ask questions in class or contribute to class
discussion

Make class presentations

Come to class without completing readings or
assignments

Skip classes

95

95

71

57
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Only a small minority of students never ask questions or contribute to class discussion
and never make class presentations. On one level, this indicates a high level of
engagement; however in most class and teaching situations it would be mandatory to
participate in these ways, at least occasionally. We can gain further understanding by
looking at responses to another questionnaire item. Twenty per cent of respondents
feel uncomfortable participating in group discussions such as tutorials. Feeling
uncomfortable did not appear to be associated with any of our major respondent
groupings – it appears that students who are not comfortable contributing are spread
across all groups. Around 70 per cent of students come to class somewhat unprepared
at least occasionally, and 57 per cent skip classes, at least occasionally.  While
coming unprepared to class appears to be common, it is of note that 42 per cent say
they never skip classes. A further item, ‘You can miss a lot of classes in this course
because most notes and materials are on the web’, is also a potential indicator of
disengagement. Twenty-seven per cent of students agreed that this was so.

Skipping classes and coming to classes unprepared is associated with being a younger
student, i.e. a non-mature aged student and with being a Society/Culture student.
Education students skip classes less so than do students in other disciplines.  It also
appears that Society/Culture students more frequently come unprepared to class.
Students who are in paid work tend to skip classes more so than do those who are
studying only.

4.2.4 Signs of disengagement

The questionnaire asked students to provide information on some of the more typical
behaviours which may signify disengagement. Two such indicators are presented in
Table 4.4 above – skipping classes and coming to class without completing readings
or assignments. These two items, together with the item, “You can miss a lot of
classes in this course because most notes and materials are on the web’ form a weak
but useable scale which we have called the Prepared and Present Scale. The scale
points to the extent to which first year students prepare for class and consider class
attendance valuable, and underline the importance of considering a range of possible
indicators of engagement and disengagement in an effort to better understand the
experiences, needs and expectations of first year students.

4.2.5 Engaging with peers in the learning community

The research literature widely acknowledges that the more frequently students interact
with peers in the learning community in educationally purposeful ways, the more
likely they are to engage with their learning. In recognition of the importance of peers
in student engagement, the questionnaire included items aimed at determining the
forms and frequency of peer interaction in the first year. Four of these items comprise
the Peer Engagement Scale enumerated in Table 4.5 (see also Appendix 1 section
A1.3).

The majority said they studied with their peers in some form and engaged with peers
both in and out of class on projects or assignments, at least sometimes.  Most
frequently they worked with other students on projects during class; however, two-
thirds worked with classmates outside of class on group projects and studied with
other students at least occasionally. The former no doubt reflects to some extent the
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greater emphasis placed on group work and collaborative projects in many subject
areas in recent years. On the other hand, the two-thirds of respondents who study
together with other students may perhaps reflect situations where this is a choice
rather than a requirement in a course.

Very few students frequently borrowed course notes and materials from other
students. This type of borrowing may be interpreted as a sign of failure to attend class
and of potential disengagement. However, it is also possible to view borrowing in a
positive light, as a way in which students compare notes or perhaps clarify their
understanding of content.

Table 4.5 Peer engagement scale: (% of students) (N=202)

frequently sometimes never

Work with other students on projects during
class

14 59 27

Work with classmates outside of class on a
group assignment

14 53 33

Study with other students 17 50 33

Borrow course notes and materials from friends
in the same subjects/units

4 48 48

Variations in the patterns of peer engagement for different groups of first years are
somewhat unclear.  We can say that full-timers tend to study more with other students
and to work with classmates outside of class on group assignments more than do part-
timers. This is likely to be because part-time enrolees are older and more likely to
have a variety of demands on their time. Part-timers also say that they tend to ‘keep to
themselves’ at university.

Lower SES students (according to postcode) tend to work with other students on class
projects more so than do higher SES students. It is unclear why this should be so.

Borrowing practices are most evident among younger students and full-timers. There
is no evidence from the data that students in paid work rely more heavily on
borrowing course notes than their non-employed peers as a replacement for attending
classes.

We also asked students how often they interacted with peers in matters pertaining to
their course of study. Twenty seven per cent worked with peers on course areas in
which they had problems on a daily or weekly basis and 39 per cent said they got
together with peers to discuss their subjects at least weekly. On the other hand, 20 per
cent of students said they never got together with other students to discuss subjects or
units.
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Another indicator of student engagement is connectedness with peers through
friendship ties. Around three-quarters (74 per cent) of first year students had made at
least one or two close friends during their first year at university. Nevertheless it
seems that around one-third typically ‘keep to themselves’ at university. Being a part-
time student is a key factor here. Part-timers are less likely to have made close friends
and more likely to say they keep to themselves.

The only apparent BFOE differences related to working with other students were:
• Agriculture/Environment students tended to borrow course notes from friends

more than did other students.
• Health students were most likely to get together with other students to discuss

subjects and units.

4.2.6 Engaging through online technologies

Questions regarding ICTs explored the extent and frequency of use, reasons for email
use in the learning community, extent of web usage for study purposes and whether
students regarded their use of ICTs in educational settings as useful or not. While we
recognise that ICT use is by no means synonymous with engagement, the unique
communicative capabilities of the technology as well as its increasingly ubiquitous
‘anywhere-anytime’ qualities offer much to those seeking ways to optimise student
engagement in the 21st century (Krause 2004).

Access to computers

Substantial majorities of students are satisfied with their access to computers at
university (92 per cent) and where they live (90 per cent).

Using ICTs to engage with the learning community: frequency and range of use

Table 4.6 presents the items forming the Online Engagement Scale (see also
Appendix 1 section A1.3).

Table 4.6 Online engagement scale (% of students), (N=202)

% of students engaging in behaviours
 daily or weekly

Use email to contact lecturers/tutors 19

Use email to contact friends in the course 20

Use online discussion groups 15

Use web-based resources and information
designed specifically for the course

70
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In summary:
• The widespread use of web-based course resources is evident; 70 per cent of

students used such resources on a daily or weekly basis.  A minority of 6 per cent
say they never used web-based resources.

• Email use was much lower, with around 20 per cent using email to contact peers
or lecturers either daily or weekly. However, 43 per cent never used email to
contact friends in the course and 17 per cent never used email to contact lecturers
and tutors.

• Regular use of online discussion groups was somewhat limited, with only 15 per
cent of students using them daily or weekly.

It is somewhat surprising to find that first year students make relatively limited use of
email as a study tool and a key means of communicating with members of the
learning community. This runs contrary to some of the more widely held views of
students’ reliance on email in learning contexts.

Group differences

Some group differences which might be expected did not emerge in this group of
respondents. The only apparent age difference was that mature aged students were
less likely to contact lecturers and tutors by email than their younger counterparts.
There was a trend for students who were not in paid employment to use course web-
based resources and information more than their employed counterparts but the
differences did not reach significance.  No differences emerged according to gender
and type of enrolment (full-time and part-time).  Students in combined courses used
online discussion groups more than did single degree students.

There are some indications of varying patterns of ICT use across the fields of
education, a not unexpected finding given the varying nature of the disciplines.
Society/Culture students had above average use of online discussion groups and
Education students had below average use. While there was a relatively high and
consistent use of web-based resources and information across all BFOEs, Creative
Arts students had a much lower than average use. Health students also made less use
of such resources but not at a significantly lower level.

Student perceptions of usefulness of ICTs for learning

If first year students are to engage with learning and the learning community through
ICTs, they must see these resources as beneficial to their experience rather than an
‘add-on’ of limited use. Students were asked how useful (on a five-point scale) they
found a range of ICTs in their course. Table 4.7 shows the percentage of the total
number of students who indicated they had used a form of ICT, and the percentage of
‘users’ who found these ICTs useful (a rating of 4 or 5 on a 5-point scale).



24

Table 4.7 Percentages of students who had used ICTs and found them useful
(ratings of 4 or 5)

% of all
students who

had used ICTs

% who found
ICTs useful*

Online course resources (e.g., notes and materials
on the web)

98 80

Using email to contact lecturers/tutors 85 75

Using email to contact other students 67 58

Computer software designed specifically for the
course

52 48

Learning at my own pace using online resources 45 57

Online discussion groups with other students 44 47

Online/virtual tutoring (electronic access to
tutoring support)

31 44

Subjects offered online with no face-to-face
classes

23 38

* These are percentages for ‘users’ only.

A brief summary of the findings follows.

• Use of web-based materials and information is widespread and considered useful,
with 98 per cent of respondents saying they use these materials; 80 per cent of
those students have found it useful.

• A substantial majority have used email to contact lecturers and tutors and three
quarters of those students have found it useful.

• Two-thirds of students have used email to contact other students about course
related matters and 58 per cent of them have found it useful.

• Around half of respondents (52 per cent) have used computer software
specifically designed for a course and just under half of them find it useful.

• Less than half of respondents report that they use online resources as a tool for
assisting them to learn at their own pace, and almost 60 per cent of them value the
resources as a learning tool.

• Online discussion groups continue to involve a minority (44 per cent) and almost
half of them find it a useful form of engagement.

• Use of online tutoring is still a minority experience (31 per cent of students) and
just under half of those who have experienced it find it useful.

• Fewer than a quarter of first years had experience with online subjects (i.e. no
face-to-face classes) and 38 per cent of them report positive learning experiences
in such contexts.
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Overall, online course resources and email contact with lecturers, tutors and other
students, are most widely used and considered most useful. Students are less familiar
with online discussion groups and virtual tutoring and a relatively small minority has
experience of subjects offered totally online. There are likely to be a number of
factors behind the lack of familiarity. These include the extent of ICT integration into
the curriculum, academic staff expertise in developing and implementing a range of
online resources for evaluating student engagement and availability of adequate
resources to support effective ICT use by both staff and students.

4.3 Patterns of subgroup engagement

Table 4.8 provides a summary of the patterns of engagement (with peers, with online
learning and through being ‘prepared and present’) for selected demographic
subgroups.

Table 4.8 Selected student subgroups showing above average engagement on
three engagement scales

Subgroup category Peer
engagement scale

Online
engagement scale

Prepared and
present scale

Age -- Age 19 Age 25+

In paid employment/
studying only

-- -- Studying only

Socioeconomic
background

Low SES -- --

Full-time/part-time Full-time Full-time Part-time

Combined degree/
single degree

-- Combined --

The Table illustrates that full-time students and lower SES students typically engage
with peers more than the average first year student.

Younger students, full-timers, and those enrolled in combined degrees (also likely to
be younger) emerge as above the average for online engagement.

Mature aged students, part-time enrolees and those studying only (compared with
those studying and in paid employment) are above average on the indicators of being
‘prepared and present’.

4.4 Summary

‘Engagement’ with university life and learning is multifaceted. It is about both time
use and involvement with staff, peers, and various aspects of the learning
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environment. The weekly pattern of activities for younger and older students varies in
some predictable and some less predictable ways. Younger students have more course
contact hours; mature aged students have more hours in paid work. However, mature
aged students spend more hours in private study.  Our measures of engagement show
a somewhat mixed picture. A large majority of students really like being a university
student and somewhat more than half of them feel they belong to the university
community. Nevertheless, some potential indicators of disengagement, such as
coming to class unprepared and being willing to skip classes are relatively common,
although not frequent behaviours.

Engagement with some forms of online learning are high. Students use web-based
course resources widely and tend to value them. Email use is much lower, with
around 20 per cent using email to contact peers or lecturers either daily or week.
However, it is generally valued. Regular use of online discussion groups is somewhat
limited, with only 15 per cent of students using them daily or weekly. Students are
also not very familiar with online discussion groups and virtual tutoring and a
relatively small minority has experience of subjects offered totally online.
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5
_____________________________________________

MANAGING COMMITMENTS

IN THE FIRST YEAR

5.1 Introduction

How students manage their commitments in the first year of university study depends
on both individual and institutional factors. At the individual level, there are
attitudinal factors such as academic orientation, academic application and sense of
purpose (discussed in Chapters 2 and 3); skills such as time management and study
techniques; other commitments and pressures, including paid work, family
responsibilities and how students are financing their study overall. At the institutional
level, the nature of their course, course contact hours and other course demands also
have a bearing on how commitments are managed. This chapter first outlines the ways
in which respondents are financing their university courses, their sources of income
and their engagement in paid work, and then discusses the extent to which students
are managing their academic and paid work commitments.

5.2 Financing of study

Sixty-nine per cent of students were HECS students deferring their payments; 24 per
cent were HECS students paying upfront fees; 3 per cent were international full fee-
paying students and 3 per cent were Australian full fee-paying students (Table 5.1).

Table 5.1   Students’ fee status, (% of all students), (N=202)

Fee status Proportion of students sampled

HECS student paying upfront 24

HECS student deferring payments 69

International full fee-paying student 3

Australian full fee-paying student 3

Other 1

We know that parents often make substantial contributions to younger students’
university education. Thirty per cent of students aged 19 years and younger were
paying HECS fees upfront, significantly greater than the average, suggesting the
likelihood of parental payment of fees. Only 15 per cent of 20-24 year olds and 17 per
cent of mature aged students were paying upfront HECS fees. As might be expected,
students from a higher SES background (postcode derived) were more likely to be
paying full fees and students from a lower SES were more likely to be HECS students
deferring their fees.
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5.2.1 Sources of income

Table 5.2 shows the main or only sources of income for full-time and part-time
students. As expected, full-time students were more likely than part-timers to be on
Youth Allowance/Austudy/Abstudy and to rely on part-time work (although in each
case the difference is not significant). Part-timers relied more on full-time work, a
scholarship, or their spouse/partner.

Table 5.2 Main or only source of income for full-time and part-time students
(% of students) (N=202)

Main or only source of income Enrolled full-time Enrolled part-time

Youth Allowance/Austudy/Abstudy 29 13

Part-time/casual work 39 22

Full-time work 2 26**

Parents/family 32 30

Savings   9 4

Scholarship/Cadetship 4 17*

Spouse/partner 5 17*

*  significant at .01  ** significant at .05

Reliance on income from part-time and casual work was relatively high. Thirty-nine
per cent of full-time, and 22 per cent of part-time enrolled students said their main or
only source of income was from part-time or casual work.

5.3 Students in paid work

Overall, sixty three per cent of students were in paid work. Part-time enrolees were
slightly more likely to be in paid work than full-time enrolees (69 per cent compared
with 62 per cent; however, the difference was not significant.  This section discusses
various aspects of students’ involvement in paid work.

5.3.1 Reasons for doing paid work

There was a strong relationship between age and the reasons commencing students
take on paid work. Three-quarters of 19-year olds said they worked in order to be
more financially independent of their family and 89 per cent to afford ‘extras’ (Table
5.3). Younger students were less likely than average to work to meet basic needs;
nevertheless, more than half the 19 year old respondents did, indicating that they were
supporting themselves to a substantial degree. Improving employability after
university did not figure largely as a reason for being in paid work. The majority of
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20-24 years olds worked to meet basic needs, to afford extras and to be more
financially independent of their parents. This is consistent with their either still living
with or being partially financially dependent on their parents. Older students, who
were more likely to be part-timers, worked to support themselves and their families
and to pay off current debts and loans.

There are some indications of a relationship between socio-economic status and
taking on paid work. Lower and medium SES students (postcode derived measure)
were more likely than higher SES students to work to support their family. Medium
SES students were more likely than higher SES to work to pay off current loans or
debts.  There was a trend for more lower SES students to work to meet basic needs;
however, it did not reach significance. It is worth noting that higher SES students
were more likely than medium SES students to work to improve their employability
after university.

The only gender difference in relation to reasons for being in paid work was that
females were more likely than males to work to be independent of their family.

Table 5.3 Reasons why different age groups undertake paid work
(% of different age groups responding to the question)

aged 19 aged 20-24 aged 25+

To be more financially independent of family 74++ 68 19+

To meet basic needs (such as rent, food transport) 54+ 77 73

To afford extras (such as travel and
entertainment)

89++ 86 42+

To improve employability after university 33 27 19

To save for paying off future HECS debts 24 9 19

To pay off current loans or debts 16+ 36 50++

To gain work experience relevant to the course 9 18 15

To support family 1+ 4 46++

++ significantly more than the average for all respondents
+  significantly less than the average for all respondents

Of interest also is the finding that students in paid employment were more likely to
say that one of their reasons for enrolling was to improve their job prospects. This is
likely to be associated partly with the tendency of older students and those already in
the workforce to undertake further study to enhance their job prospects.

5.3.2 Hours of paid work

We asked respondents to say how many hours on average they spent in paid work in a
typical seven day week in Semester One.  Considering only those students who were
in paid work, the average was 14.8 hours. Not unexpectedly, part-time enrolled
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students worked on average significantly more hours per week than full-time enrolled
students (23.4 compared with 13.5 hours).

Table 5.4 shows the distribution of hours in paid work for those students who were in
paid work only.

Table 5.4 Hours of paid work for students who were in paid work (% of
students), (N=128)

1-5 hrs 6-10
hrs

11-15
hrs

16-20
hrs

21-25
hrs

26-30
hrs

31 hrs
or more

12 28 22 24 5 2 7

5.4 Coping with study, employment and other commitments

5.4.1 Paid work and academic work

We did not undertake a separate detailed analysis of how full-time students in paid
work were coping. Since 87 per cent of the total number of respondents were full-time
students, the findings reported here for all employed students (which will include
some part-time students) are likely to accord with those for full-time employed
students only.

We asked students about the extent to which paid work interfered with their academic
work. Sixty per cent of employed students believed that paid work interfered at least
moderately with their academic work and 12 per cent believed that it interfered
severely. There was a trend for part-timers to regard paid work as interfering more,
but it was not significant. There was, however, an association between age and work
interfering. Older students (over 19 years) were more likely to say paid work
interfered severely; and over 25 year olds were more likely to consider that paid work
interfered at least moderately with their academic work. Having children or other
dependants no doubt adds to the difficulties of balancing commitments for older
students.

Responses to several other items add to our understanding of the impact of paid work.
Of the minority of students who had considered deferring in the first semester, 23 per
cent of those who were in paid work said that work commitments had been a factor in
their considerations. We have also seen that those in paid employment are more likely
to say they skip classes (section 4.2.3). In addition to paid work hours, there were
some differences in the pattern of daily activities for students in paid employment and
those who were studying only. Those who were studying only were more likely to
spend at least three hours in private study a day, and to spend more than three hours
per day on household or family duties. Paid work did not seem to have an impact on
the amount of time workers spent travelling to and from university.



31

5.4.2 Comprehending and coping

The Comprehending and Coping Scale is concerned with the extent to which students
are successfully coping with and managing their study. Five items were reversed in
constructing the scale (see Appendix 1 section A1.3). The items are:
• ‘I find it quite difficult to comprehend a lot of the material I am supposed to

study’;
• ‘I frequently feel overwhelmed by all I have to do’;
• ‘I have had difficulty adjusting to the style of teaching at university’;
• ‘My course workload is too heavy’, and
• ‘I find it really hard to keep up with the volume of work in this course’.

The mean for all respondents on ‘comprehending and coping’ was around the neutral
point (3.07) on a scale of 1-5. The scale is related to achievement. High
achievers–those who had an average Semester One mark of more than 70 per
cent–had a significantly higher mean score on the Comprehending and Coping Scale
than did low achievers. Students in the medium SES category (postcode derived) had
a higher mean score compared with lower SES students.

Although ‘comprehending and coping’ is associated with achievement, we would
maintain that it captures more than achievement. The business of managing well is
quite complex. It is about keeping up with academic work demands, coping with the
workload, comprehending material and adjusting to a university style of teaching, all
of which can be affected by a range of individual and teaching related factors and
other commitments in one’s life.  The relationships between ‘comprehending and
coping’ and other factors need to be tested further in future research.

The survey included other indicative items about coping. For example, we asked
students the extent to which they were strategic about managing their academic
workload. Nearly 40 per cent agreed that they were strategic in managing their
workload; however, one-quarter did not think they were. It is difficult to say whether
this is a matter for concern or not. It may be that students attached various meanings
to the word ‘strategic’ or they may have other ways of coping than a strategic
approach to managing their workload.

5.5 Summary

Being in paid work as well as studying has now become the norm for full-time
enrolled students as well as part-time students. Over sixty per cent of full-time
students in this sample were both studying and in paid work. It is apparent that
students regard paid work as interfering with their academic work to some extent,
although only a minority say that the impact is severe. Perhaps predictably, it is older
students, who are more likely to have family and other commitments, who are most
likely to feel that it interferes. Paid work does, however, appear to have an impact on
the available time for private study, the tendency to skip classes and time to be
involved in extra-curricular activities at university. Paid work aside, ‘comprehending
and coping’ in the first year at university, while related to achievement, needs to be
further explored.
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6
____________________________________________________________________

PERCEPTIONS OF TEACHING AND

 SATISFACTION WITH COURSES

6.1 Perceptions of teaching in the first year

A substantial majority of students are positive about the teaching at Murdoch. Over 80
per cent of respondents in 2004 agreed that the quality of teaching in their course was
generally good and that staff weare enthusiastic about the subjects they taught.
Around three-quarters of them thought that most academic staff were approachable,
good at explaining things and tried to make their subjects interesting (Table 6.1).
Somewhat fewer, but still a majority, agreed that staff were usually available to
discuss students’ work and made an effort to understand student difficulties. Between
35 and 40 per cent said that staff usually gave helpful feedback and took a personal
interest in their progress. Overall, the findings are consistent with staff putting
considerable efforts into their teaching, but perhaps not having sufficient time to
devote to detailed feedback and personal attention to students.

Table 6.1 Perceptions of teaching, (% of students agreeing) (N=202)

% agreeing
(ratings of 4 and 5)

The quality of teaching in my course is generally good 84

Staff are enthusiastic about the subjects they teach 84

Most of the academic staff are approachable 77

The teaching staff are good at explaining things 73

Staff try hard to make the subjects interesting 72

Staff are usually available to discuss my work 58

Staff make a real effort to understand difficulties
students may be having with their work

54

Teaching staff here usually give helpful feedback
on my progress

38

Most academic staff in my subjects take an interest
in my progress

35

The nine items in Table 6.1 form a Teaching Scale. Subgroup differences in relation
to perceptions of teaching are summarised below.
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• High achieving students had more positive views of teaching than did low
achieving students.

• ATSI students were more positive than non-Indigenous students (however,
there was only a very small number of ATSI respondents).

.

6.2 Perceptions of the course overall

Table 6.2 presents findings on the three items which make up the Satisfaction Scale:
‘I am finding my course intellectually stimulating’; ‘Overall, I am really enjoying my
course’ and ‘Overall, I am very satisfied with my university experience so far’.  It
shows generally high levels of course satisfaction and enjoyment. Only about five per
cent of students are not satisfied.

The only sub-groups differences within the sample were that females had a higher
mean satisfaction with their course than did males, and those doing combined courses
had a higher satisfaction than students doing a single degree.

Table 6.2 Satisfaction with course of study, (% of students), (N=202)

Disagree Agree

I am finding my course intellectually stimulating 4 81

Overall, I am really enjoying my course 5 81

Overall, I am very satisfied with my university
experience so far

6 76

6.3 Summary

Findings concerning teaching indicate that lecturers and tutors are putting substantial
efforts into their teaching. They are perceived as interested and enthusiastic about
what they teach. However, only a minority of respondents perceived teachers as
giving helpful feedback and taking a personal interest in students. This pattern is
consistent with there being considerable time pressures on staff. A substantial
majority of first year students in 2004 were well satisfied with their course and were
enjoying their course. Few subgroup differences emerged on either of the scales,
suggesting a relatively high level of consensus across the first year student body.
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7
____________________________________________________________________

THE FIRST YEAR EXPERIENCE OF

SIGNIFICANT STUDENT GROUPS

7.1 Introduction

The size of the sample allows for some analysis of differences in the experiences of
subgroups of first year students. However, as discussed in Chapter 1, because of the
relatively small sample, it is harder to obtain statistically significant results from sub-
groups comparisons. Therefore, some differences apparent in the national study are
not in evidence in this dataset. We have not been able to analyse in detail the
experiences of two subgroups of students, whose experiences have been shown
through research to be quite distinctive in some respects. They are Indigenous
students and full-fee paying overseas students. The sample included only five
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students and six full-fee paying overseas
students.

We have chosen the following three variables for analysis: SES background, gender
and age.

7.2 The effects of socioeconomic background

The data were analysed using the postcode definition of socioeconomic status (SES)
and three groups were analysed, lower, medium and higher SES. Demographic
differences between the groups included: higher SES students were more likely to be
younger school-leavers and lower SES students were more likely to be over 25 years.
Higher SES students tended to live in the city and lower SES students in rural areas.
As expected, parental education levels were higher for the higher SES group
compared with the lower, and lower SES students were more likely to be the first in
their family to go to university. The lower SES students were more likely to have
attended a government school, and to have been a HECS student deferring fees.
Higher SES students were more likely than both medium and lower SES students to
be low achievers. This finding is perhaps related to their younger age.

Although differences in SES had little bearing on the reason students had considered
deferring, lower SES students were more likely to have thought about deferring.

There was little variation in the proportion of students in different SES categories
undertaking work; however, their reasons for doing so differed. A relatively high 70
per cent of higher SES students were in paid work, compared with 56 per cent of
medium SES students and 66 per cent of lower SES students. As we have already
reported, lower and medium SES students tend to undertake paid work in order to
support their families, and medium SES students also say paying off current loans
debts is an important consideration. On the other hand, improving their employability
is more important for higher SES students.
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7.3 Females and males

The survey data were analysed for potential differences in the demographic
characteristics and the responses of males and females. Some of the anticipated BFOE
differences were apparent, in that more males were studying Information Technology,
Engineering and related studies and Agriculture and Environmental studies, and more
females were studying Education and Creative Arts.

Important differences emerged in the attitudes of the sexes towards their university
study. The female students in the sample were more satisfied with their university
study than male students; exhibited a stronger student identity and had a stronger
sense of purpose in being at university. They also felt more strongly that they were
part of a group of students committed to learning. Despite, or perhaps because of their
greater sense of purpose and stronger sense of student identity, females were more
likely to feel overwhelmed by all they had to do. As reported earlier, in deciding to
come to university, studying in a field that really interested them was more important
for females than for males. So too was training for a specific job and improving their
job prospects.

On the other hand, males were more likely to say they were marking time at
university, that they found it difficult to get motivated to study, and difficult to adjust
to a university style of teaching.

Females also tended to have more positive views of some aspects of teaching at
university, and to view their fellow students as having a positive attitude towards
learning.

7.4 The influence of age

The three groups analysed – students aged 19 years or younger, 20 to 24 years and 25
years and over – represent school-leavers entering higher education directly from
school, those who put off entry for a year or two, and ‘mature-age’ students.

There were marked attitudinal differences across the age groups. The older students
were very focused on their objectives. They indicated clear sets of goals and
expressed fewer concerns about getting motivated to study. They also expressed high
levels of satisfaction with their study and indicated they enjoyed the intellectual
challenge of their courses. Table 7.1 summarises some of the main areas of contrast in
the attitudes of school-leavers and mature-age students (25 years and over).
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Table 7.1 Comparison of the attitudes of school-leavers and mature-age
students (25 years and over)

School-leavers (age 19 years)
more likely to:

Mature-age students (age 25 years and
over) more likely to:

Feel more stronger that university wasn’t
what they expected

Spend more hours in the day on social
activities and recreation

Be studying only (and not engage in paid
work)

Have made at least one or two friends at
university

Be actively involved in extra-curricular
activities

Be marking time while they decide their
future

Skip classes

Consider that they can miss classes

Engage in online discussion with other
students

Have a strong academic orientation and
student identity

Have a strong sense of purpose

Work consistently throughout the semester

Be engaged with learning

Really like being a university student
Spend three or more hours per day on private
study

Be strategic about managing their workload

Keep to themselves at university and be
uninterested in extracurricular activities

7.5 Summary

In summary, students in the sample from lower SES backgrounds tended to be in the
mature age bracket and from rural areas. They were also more likely than their peers
to be the first in their family to attend university and to have considered deferring
their study. A greater proportion of students from high SES backgrounds were
employed part-time. Consistent with existing research, females in the sample tended
to be more positive about the quality of teaching and their university experience
overall. They had a stronger sense of purpose and identity than their male
counterparts. Age also played a significant role in student differences in this study.
Mature age students tended to have a clearer sense of purpose and found it easier to
motivate themselves than their younger peers. There would be merit in the university
exploring subgroup differences in greater detail in an effort to determine the specific
support needs of demographic subgroups in the first year at Murdoch.
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8
____________________________________________________________________

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

8.1 Overview

This study points to a number of findings which should prove instructive in informing
the work of Murdoch University and its support for students in the first year of
undergraduate study. In interpreting the data, it is important to bear in mind that
females were over-represented in the sample, a quarter of the sample fell into the
mature age category, and three BFOEs accounted for the majority of respondents (i.e.
Society and Culture, Management and Commerce, and Education).

8.2 Aspirations, change and uncertainty in the first year

There was a particularly high level of agreement among respondents that they were
studying in a field that really interested them. There was a clear sense of purpose
among the majority of respondents, but the university may wish to be mindful of the
fact that one in eight students remained uncertain of their future and felt that they
were marking time at university. School leavers appear to have particular needs in this
regard. Providing students with information about career possibilities and creating a
forum in which they might voice their concerns and uncertainties about the future is
an important first step in helping younger students, in particular, to realise that they
are not the only ones experiencing these concerns and fears.

One fifth of students sampled had deferred their study. This is significantly higher
than the national sample. There may be some merit in examining reasons for student
deferral more closely and in monitoring the relative success of those who defer. In
some cases, deferral may be a positive choice which allows young people a chance to
mature and consider their options more carefully. In other cases, it may prolong their
uncertainty and they may enter university without the support of students in a similar
age cohort. The relative merits of deferring study continue to be examined at the
national level and this may be an area worthy of further study at Murdoch.

Over one fifth of respondents said they were hoping to change their course at the end
of the 2004. While this is relatively consistent with national figures, Murdoch may
wish to explore this figure further, examining reasons for students’ planned course
changes. One area of focus may be the quality of information provided to students
about the course prior to enrolment. On the other hand, it is pleasing for the institution
that such a small minority were considering changing institution.

Mature age students emerged as a group of students worthy of closer study. More
among this group tend to withdraw from subjects. Once again, it would be useful to
give thought to the type of advice provided to mature age students prior to enrolment.
They may also warrant specialised support on how to manage their study with the
many other life commitments typical in the experience of mature age students. Often
the older students tend to “bite off more than they can chew” and find it difficult to
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cope when they are not doing as well as expected. The socioemotional needs of
mature age students warrant particular study in the emerging university sector.

Respondents provided a number of reasons for considering deferral during their first
year. This is another area worthy of closer study. In particular there is scope for
examining ways of supporting students who cite emotional health as a reason for
considering deferral. There is increasing recognition of how critical it is for student
support services to work alongside academics to assist first years in areas such as
uncertainty regarding their own skills and abilities, time management, and fear of
failure.

8.3 Student expectations and adjustments to university study

Age and achievement levels play a significant part in shaping students’ expectations
of university. The higher education sector is in the process of acknowledging the
importance of shaping and managing student expectations instead of being driven by
them. The data from this study show, for example, that the school-leaver subgroup is
one which would benefit from the voicing of explicit expectations on the part of the
university. Equally, these students need to understand more clearly what they might
expect when they enrol to study at Murdoch. Another group of concern is the low-
achieving group. These students appear to have unmet expectations. It may be that
they entered university with unrealistic expectations or lack of understanding about
what to expect. Communication of expectations and shaping of student expectations
prior to, on and subsequent to enrolment in the first year is a critical component of a
successful first year experience.

A minority of school-leavers felt that their final school year was a good preparation
for university study. This finding highlights the importance of maintaining ongoing
and strong links between the university and schools. This is most typically done at the
institutional level through a Transition Program or the like, but links between
academic divisions and secondary schools is equally important. These ties between
the institution and school teachers and careers advisers enhance the likelihood of
young people being well prepared and informed regarding the university style of
teaching and learning, and building realistic expectations about the university
experience. This is particularly important for young people from disadvantaged
backgrounds who often lack the cultural and social capital of many of their peers.

On the whole, respondents demonstrated a positive academic orientation and it is
pleasing to see that one third of students regularly sought advice and assistance from
academic staff. This sense of connectedness, while guarding against over-reliance on
staff, is critical for students in the first year. Nevertheless, one third of students found
it difficult to get motivated to study. Once again, this draws attention to the
importance of integrating student support and study skills with the academic in-class
experiences of first year students. Academics need to address issues pertaining to
student motivation and uncertainty directly in class and to be explicit about the
warning signs students might look for, and the particular difficulties they may face at
different times during the semester. In this way, students will learn that they are not
alone in their uncertainty and difficulties.
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8.4 Engaging with learners and learning at university

Study and course contact patterns are educative in terms of gauging the extent of
student engagement with learning and the learning community in the first year. While
these indicators are limited, they nevertheless point to areas on which institutional
policy and practice may focus. For instance, school leavers spend significantly less
time studying than their mature age peers; while those in paid employment study
significantly less per week than those not employed. There is a strong case to be
argued for sharing these and similar figures with students as part of a strategy to shape
their understandings of what is expected of them in the first year of study, and how
they might best benefit from study skills and time management workshops. Paid
workers among the student body, in particular, need strategies and guidance on how
to balance their workload appropriately and how to judge for themselves the optimal
number of paid work hours for them.

It may be somewhat of a concern to those responsible for the transition and
orientation programs of the university that only half of the respondents believed that
these programs provided them with a good introduction to the university and helped
them to develop a sense of belonging. The 2004 national study of the first year
experience examined the socioemotional dimension of students’ sense of belonging to
the institution. While this item is just one indicator, it may be an area worthy of
further investigation at the institutional and academic division and school levels.

There would also be merit in exploring ways to provide helpful advice to students
when choosing subjects or units since fewer than half (41 per cent) felt that they had
been given helpful advice in this area. Nevertheless, it is pleasing to see that the
majority were satisfied with their choices.

We know that students’ perceptions about whether they are known personally at
university count for a great deal. Murdoch may wish to explore division or school-
based approaches to ensuring that students have carefully planned and semi-regular
personal contact with academic staff. In some institutions, academic
departments/schools arrange for an interview between every first year student and an
academic member of staff up to three times in the first year. In this way, students are
more likely to feel that they are more than just a face in the crowd. It also increases
their sense of accountability and gives them opportunities to raise questions in a more
personalised conversational setting.

The level of student participation in class among the sample is particularly impressive
and well above the national average. The figure is no doubt partly affected by the
BFOEs represented in the sample. Nevertheless, it points to good practice in terms of
student involvement and interaction in class. It should be noted, however, that just
under one third of respondents admitted to feeling uncomfortable participating in
group discussions. This should be borne in mind as lecturers and tutors continue to
explore ways of providing a supportive and safe class environment conducive to
student participation.

The issue of student preparation for and participation in classes continues to be a
concern across the higher education sector. A majority of students in the sample
admitted to coming to class unprepared at least sometimes, and students in paid work
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tended to skip classes more so than did their non-employed peers. These phenomena
should not be accepted as inevitable or the norm. We encourage institutions to
continue to monitor student engagement through preparation and participation in class
and, particularly for those employed part-time, to explicate and operationalise
guidelines and expectations as to class attendance and participation. Use of class time
for short assessment tasks or the inclusion of attendance as an assessable component
are just two strategies to consider. The main strategy, though, is for academics,
particularly those in small group settings, to identify, monitor and follow through with
those at risk early in the first year. Often it is a case of explicating the value of class
attendance and participation and following this up in practice.

It is very pleasing to see that three quarters of Murdoch respondents had made one or
two close friends during their first year. However, as is so often the case, the part-
timers tended to lack such friendship ties. Increasingly, institutions are examining the
unique needs of demographic subgroups, such as part-time enrolees and mature age
students. In this case there appears to be an argument for devising strategies for part-
timers to assist them in making a more successful social integration into the learning
community.

The vast majority of first year students sampled had used online course resources and
found them useful. The majority had used email to contact lecturers and peers, but
only a minority did so regularly. Depending on the priorities of the university, some
effort may be expended on development of good practice in the use of online
discussion as part of a suite of tools for course delivery, since this did not feature
significantly in students’ use of ICTs. More importantly, if the institution is to offer
subjects online (one fifth of respondents said they had studied in this way), then
resources should be devoted to ensuring that online learning experiences are positive
and productive. In this sample, just over one third of students who had taken an online
subject said they found it a useful way to learn. This finding not only points to the
importance of ensuring good practice in online curriculum development and delivery,
but also to the importance of face-to-face contact for students, particularly in the first
year.

8.5 Managing commitments in the first year

Students’ part-time paid work commitments and their impact on the quality of the
student experience continues to be an issue of interest across the sector. Two thirds of
the respondents in this survey were engaged in some form of paid work, working an
average of 14.8 hours per week. The most common reasons for younger students to
commit to paid work were to be financially independent of their families and to afford
extras. Students from lower and medium SES backgrounds were more likely to work
to support their family.

The reality is that we are not going to stop students from engaging in paid
employment and, in fact, there is mounting evidence to suggest that paid works helps
students to develop a range of skills including time management and communication
skills. The key responsibilities for institutions are to ensure that they: a) monitor
students’ commitment to paid work; b) provide early and ongoing advice about how
to self-monitor one’s academic progress and the potentially harmful impact of
excessive amounts of paid work during semester; and c) make expectations clear
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regarding time commitments to the course of study. These expectations should be
voiced at all levels of the institution and supported through documentation and advice
provided to students at the course and subject level.

8.6 Perceptions of teaching and satisfaction with courses

In response to a series of items regarding perceptions of teaching and their course at
Murdoch, first year students were positive about a range of areas. In particular, they
perceived the quality of teaching as good and rated staff as enthusiastic and
approachable. The area of some concern is that relating to feedback. Feedback on
assessment and progress is crucial for first year students early in their experience.
Often this is provided in a range of ways which students do not necessarily label as
‘feedback’. Nevertheless, there may be some merit in following up on this issue
through the use of early assessments in the first semester of first year. A range of
forms of feedback may be used, including written, verbal, online, group and
individual feedback across the disciplines.

8.7 The first year experience of significant student groups

A priority of the national study in 2004 was to examine a range of subgroup
differences in the first year experience. Murdoch University data allowed us to
analyse differences on the basis of SES, gender and age. A range of demographic
subgroup differences emerged, as outlined in the previous chapter. These point to the
need for a more sophisticated approach to understanding and researching the first year
experience on the basis of subgroup differences both at the national and institutional
level. As the student body becomes increasingly diverse, so their needs for diversified
forms of orientation and transition support increase. While a university wide transition
support program is to be encouraged as a way of building a sense of community, there
is nevertheless a strengthening argument in favour of developing alongside existing
programs, support which is responsive to the unique needs of demographic subgroups
such as those studying part-time, those in the school-leaver and mature age categories,
and those in lower SES bands who may be the first in their family to attend university.
These initiatives are not only critical to enhancing the quality of the first year but also
to the larger issue of student retention and the ongoing quality of the undergraduate
experience.
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APPENDIX 1

A1.1 Survey method and data analysis

The scope for inclusion in the sample was internal, first year, first time students at
bachelor and ‘other undergraduate’ level, stratified by the DEST Broad Fields of
Education (BFOE). A 25 per cent sample of all students in scope was sought. Where
the sample selected for a BFOE was less than 50 students, the instruction was to
increase the sample to 50, and if total enrolments for the BFOE were less than 50, to
include all first year students within scope in that field. All Indigenous students
enrolled in non-award and enabling courses were included. Two mail-outs, the second
around three to four weeks after the first, were made. The second mailout went only
to students who had not responded by that time. A proportion of surveys were not able
to be used for various reasons. These included returns from students not enrolled in
first year, surveys returned due to changed addresses, and returns received after the
cut-off date for data entry.

A1.2 Statistical analyses

SPSS software enabled the production of descriptive statistics and cross-tabulations.
Independent t-tests were used to determine significance levels of relationships
between nominated variables. Significance levels are reported at p<0.01 and p<0.05.

A1.3 Reliability of scales

Table A.1 Reliability of existing and amended FYEQ scales, 2004

Scales Reliability

Academic orientation
The lectures often stimulate my interest in the subjects
I enjoy the intellectual challenge of the subjects I am studying
I get a lot of satisfaction from studying
Items omitted in 2004
I really enjoy the theoretical content of my subjects
So far I have found most of my subjects really interesting
Lectures are a valuable source of learning for me

Cronbach alpha:
0.7829

Sense of purpose
I know the type of occupation I want
I am clear about the reasons I came to university
Studying at university is just marking time while I decide my
future
Items omitted in 2004
Being at university will really help me get what I want in life

Cronbach alpha:
0.6792
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Student identity
I really like being a university student
University hasn’t lived up to my expectations
Items omitted in 2004
I think university life really suits me
I really like the atmosphere at this campus

r=-0.54771

(p<0.001)

Academic application
I find it difficult to get myself motivated to study
I regularly seek the advice and assistance of the teaching staff
Items omitted in 2004
I worked consistently throughout first semester
I have a strong desire to do well in all my subjects

r=-0.21481

(p<0.001)

Teaching
The staff make a real effort to understand the difficulties students
may be having with their work
Teaching staff here usually give helpful feedback on my progress
The teaching staff are good at explaining things
Most of the academic staff in my subjects take an interest in my
progress
Most of the academic staff are approachable
The quality of teaching in my course is generally good
Staff are usually available to discuss my work
Staff are enthusiastic about the subjects they teach
Staff try hard to make the subjects interesting

Cronbach alpha:
0.8814

Course satisfaction
Overall I am really enjoying my course
I am finding my course intellectually stimulating
Overall I am very satisfied with my university experience so far

Cronbach alpha:
0.8143

1 items reverse coded

The 2004 questionnaire comprised a number of items related to student engagement.
Based on previous research the project team believed that some of these could be
grouped together to describe a number of underlying constructs of engagement in the
first year. Factor analyses were undertaken to test our hypotheses. Three engagement
scales emerged as a result of this analysis. Scale items and reliabilities are presented
on the following page.
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Table A.2 Reliability of new FYEQ scales, 2004

Scales Reliability

Peer engagement
I borrow course notes and materials from friends in the same
subjects/units
I study with other students
I work with other students on projects during class
I work with classmates outside of class on group assignments

Cronbach alpha:
0.6326

Online engagement
I use email to contact friends in my course
I use email to contact lecturers/tutors
I use online discussion groups
I use web-based resources and information designed specifically for
my course

Cronbach alpha:
0.5963

Comprehending and coping
I find it really hard to keep up with the volume of work in this
course
I feel overwhelmed by all I had to do
My course workload is too heavy
I find it difficult to comprehend a lot of the material I am supposed
to study
I have had difficulty adjusting to the style of teaching at university

Cronbach alpha:
0.7490

Prepared and present
I skip classes
You can miss a lot of classes in this course because most notes and
materials are on the web
I come to class without completing readings or assignments

Cronbach alpha:
0.5009
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APPENDIX 2
GLOSSARY OF TERMS

Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander
(ATSI)

A student self-identifying as being of Aboriginal or
Torres Strait Islander origin. The term ‘Indigenous’
is used to encompass these two categories.

Broad Field of Education (BFOE)
classification (known as Broad Field
of Study prior to 2001)

A classification of courses based on similarity in
terms of the vocational field or specialisation or the
principal subject matter of the course.

Commencing student A student who is enrolled after the census date and
has enrolled for the first time in a given course at the
institution since the last census date.

Domestic or local student An Australian citizen with Australian home address
and eligible for participating in the Higher
Education Contribution Scheme.

High and low achieving students Based on self-reported average grades. High
achievers are those with an overall average mark of
70% or higher in first semester, low achievers
reported a grade of 60% or below.

Low socio-economic status (SES)
classification

A DEST equity group – classified by applying the
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Index of
Education and Occupation to postcodes of students’
home residence. Australian postcodes in the lowest
quartile of the Index are defined as low SES.

Non-traditional age or mature age
student

For the purposes of comparing the experience of
school-leavers (aged 19 years and younger) with
older students in the cohort, we define students aged
20 years and older as belonging to the non-
traditional age category for first year undergraduate
study. In some contexts, these students are known as
‘mature age’ students, but typically the latter
category refers to students 25 years and older.

School-leavers Those who completed secondary education in the
year prior to the survey. Typically aged 19 years or
younger.

Type of attendance Full-time or part-time enrolees

Note: Some of the above are adapted from DEET, 1995




