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ABSTRACT
The aim of this study was to generate theory on how select cohorts of low socio-economic
status (SES) students in Australia, who enrol in a university undergraduate course through an
alternative pathway program, ‘deal with’ the experience of being a student during their
transition to, and throughout, their university journey. The research captures a significant
period of change in Australian higher education history, with the Australian Government
becoming increasingly involved in widening participation and allowing universities to uncap the
number of places offered to students. The study is significant and timely as equity in higher
education increasingly appears on policy agendas across the globe, as well as in Australia where
students from low SES backgrounds are under-represented. The study was driven by a desire to
deduce implications for equity policies in higher education. The focus was on how students
from low SES schools, who enter university with an Australian Tertiary Admission Rank
(ATAR) less than the standard cut-off advertised by their chosen university, and who are
accepted through alternative pathway programs, experience and deal with the challenges of
university-life. The study was longitudinal, spanning across three years (February 2015 –
February 2018).

Two theoretical paradigms guided this study. Interpretivist theory was used during the first
stage of data collection and analysis to uncover the perspectives of the participants in this study,
and the meanings they were making of their experiences throughout their university journeys.
In the final chapter of the thesis, critical theory is applied for an analysis of the power
relationships between low SES students and other stakeholder groups such as universities and
governments. There was particular focus on equity issues that have historically had an impact
on higher education outcomes. Relevant concepts included globalisation, neoliberalism,
privatisation and marketisation, equality, social justice, social class and cultural capital.

Four research questions were generated encompassing the categories of expectations and
concerns; adjustment and transition; experiences and outcomes; and hindsight and projects. A
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case-study approach was undertaken where two Australian universities were chosen due to their
equity admissions policies. All students entering each university with an ATAR less than the
standard cut-off advertised for that university were invited to participate in this study. A total of
seventeen students participated in this study: Eleven from University A and six from University
B. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and document studies at each of the
case-study universities. Approaches to data collection and analysis were consistent across the
two universities allowing for cross-case comparisons. In the final chapter of this thesis,
subsequent comparative analysis along the trajectory of the participants’ journeys facilitated an
analysis of the ‘bigger picture’ patterns of power relations in society, especially relating to
equity in higher education, including the implications for better support for low SES students in
their journeys to, and during, university.

Themes emerged over time and were grouped according to the categories in the four research
questions: expectations and concerns; adjustment and transition; experiences and outcomes;
and, hindsight and projections. A further two categories were addressed: changes over time and
equity. The pattern of themes emerging under each category varied somewhat between the two
universities, but there were more similarities than differences. These six categories formed the
basis of propositions presented in Chapter Seven of this thesis which were synthesised to
provide possible ‘food for thought’ in other settings. Whilst the participants’ experiences varied
over time, there were four constant themes throughout their journeys: academic challenges;
social insecurities; financial pressures; and, stress and anxiety. Two prominent findings
encompassing the academic and social concerns of students were the prevalence of ‘imposter
syndrome’ and the need for a sense of belonging.

The thesis concludes with a number of recommendations in relation to policy and practice at
government, university, school and community levels. Suggestions are offered on how to
enhance the learning experience for low SES students in universities, beyond the localised
settings of this study, as well as implications for further research.
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CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
Introduction and aim of the study
The aim of the study reported in this thesis was to generate theory on how select cohorts
of low socio-economic status (SES) students in Australia, who enrol in a university
undergraduate course through an alternative pathway program, ‘deal with’ the
experience of being a student during their transition to, and throughout, their university
journey. Henceforth, this cohort will be referred to as ‘alternative pathway, low SES
students’. The study was driven by a desire to deduce implications for equity policy in
higher education. As Pitman and Vidovich (2012, p. 766) stated, “themes of ‘equity’
and ‘quality’ resonate throughout many national and international discussions
concerning higher education policy and practice”.

The study is significant and timely as equity in higher education increasingly appears on
policy agendas across the globe, as well as in Australia where students from low SES
backgrounds are under-represented (Devlin, 2013; Tranter, 2012). During 2007 to
2013, the Rudd and Gillard Labor Governments’ policies put pressure on universities to
offer more places to low SES students. However, as the Abbott Coalition Government
(2013 - 2015) pushed for the deregulation of higher education, thereby allowing
institutions to increase fees to all students, students from low SES backgrounds were
challenged even further. The Turnbull Coalition Government (2015 - 2018), which
announced budget cuts of up to $2.2 billion in December 2018, followed by the
Morrison Coalition Government (2018 - ), have done little to improve the plight of low
SES, higher education students.
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A high school student’s university entrance ranking is not necessarily an indicator of his
or her ability to succeed in higher education (Birch & Miller, 2007; Blyth, 2014;
Brändle & Häuberer, 2015; Carpenter, Dearlove, & Marland, 2015; Harvey &
Luckman, 2014; Kirby & Dempster, 2014; Monash University, 2011; Murphy,
Papanicolaou, & McDowell, 2001). Furthermore, as Marks’ (2013, p. 1649) study
reported, students from low SES backgrounds with strong academic capability can
reasonably be expected to gain entry to university, including to elite courses. On this
matter, Palmer, Bexley, and James (2011, p. iii) argued that improvements in equity and
equality in educational participation and opportunity were necessary. Moreover, they
stated that strategies for promoting and implementing equity in participation, and
identifying students who, given the opportunity, can succeed, should be carried out
fairly. Furthermore, these authors affirmed that disadvantaged students should also be
maintained and supported, and should be a priority for university admissions. They
asserted that there is a need to consider the implications for equity associated with
relying on rigid entrance requirements. Nevertheless, universities often struggle to
provide low SES students with academic programs and environments to support and
motivate them, and enhance their learning experiences as well as equity of outcomes
(Devlin, 2013; Wharton, Goodwin, & Cameron, 2014). On this, Wharton et al. (2014)
maintained that much can be learned when universities listen to their students’ voices.
This may place universities in better positions to improve programs aimed at enhancing
equity into the 21st century, and also to empower students. Such a focus on the ‘student
voice’ is a major feature of the study reported here.

Following this introduction and outlining the aim of the study, eight parts follow. First,
key concepts are defined. Second, the chapter introduces the notion of first-year
experience and transition to higher education. Third, it describes the significance of the
study. Fourth, interpretivism and critical theory paradigms are explained. Fifth, the
2

research questions are presented. Sixth, a brief overview of the methodology, including
means of data collection and data analysis, is provided. Seventh, the scope of the study
is highlighted. The chapter then concludes by describing the structure of the thesis.

Definitions of the key concepts
The following paragraphs define some key concepts relating to the research aim of this
study. Alternative pathways, also known as ‘flexible’ or non-standard entry, give
students opportunities to commence university other than through standard entrance,
sometimes under provisional status (Aird, Miller, van Megen, & Buys, 2010; Cumming
et al., 2013; Foster, 2009; Pilkington & Lock, 2012). Such alternative pathways might
apply to high school students whose academic achievements have been adversely
affected by certain disadvantages or exceptional circumstances. Throughout the study
reported in this thesis, the term ‘alternative pathway’ is used to describe the way in
which participants entered university.

In the study, ‘disadvantaged’ refers to students under-represented at university due to
geographic, demographic, ethnic, Indigenous and/or socio-economic circumstances
(James et al., 2008). The particular focus in the study was on the sub-set of
disadvantaged students who were from low socio-economic backgrounds and who
entered university through specific alternative pathways. These pathways allowed
students from schools identified as low SES to enter university with a ranking less than
the standard cut-off advertised for their specific university and course. More
particularly the schools had an Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage
(ICSEA) score of approximately 1015 (Australian Curriculum Assessment and
Reporting Authority, 2012). The ICSEA score takes into account the location of a
student’s high school (whether it is in a metropolitan, rural or remote area) and the
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number and proportion of Indigenous students who attend the school. It should be
noted here that in a minority of cases, some students attending lower SES schools may
not come from low SES backgrounds. Other factors taken into consideration are
parental background and level of education, and general information on the family’s
background (Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority, 2013b).
In 2001, the Western Australian Department of Education decided to increase the age
children commence primary school by six months to align with other Australian States
and Territories (Department of Education and Training, 2005). This brought about
reduced student numbers in school years for that cohort until 2014. The year 2015 was
the first university entrance year in Western Australian for students affected by this
legislation and it was the first year of data collection in this study.

A focus on dealing with transition to, and the expectations, experiences and concerns at,
university is central to the research aim of the study. Given this focus, an interpretivist
approach was adopted for data collection and initial analysis in this study. Such a focus
necessitates investigating the perspectives of alternative pathway students over their
first year at university, and through to the start of their fourth year. The study
specifically sought to identify patterns found in the initial perspectives of participants,
the meanings they attached to those perspectives, how they acted as a result, and any
changes that took place in their perspectives in light of their actions (O'Donoghue,
2018). The notion is that the nature of the patterns identified, represent how
participants deal with their experiences at university.

In the statement of aim, ‘transition’ is used to describe a process of adjustment for
students “to, during and from the higher education experience” (Kantanis, 2000, p. 2).
Four principal areas of transition for first year students at university have been in the
academic, personal and social, geographic, and administrative spheres. All have
4

required academic and social adjustment, integration and acceptance of a new
environment (Briggs, Clark, & Hall, 2012; McInnis, James, & Hartley, 2000). In the
study reported here, transition refers to undergraduate students embarking on their first
year at university. Whilst the main focus of this study was on first year, the experiences
and concerns of the participants were reported through to the start of their fourth year of
study for those who remained at university.

First year experience and transition to higher education
Research on the first year experience in higher education has been carried out in many
countries around the world, although predominantly in such English speaking countries
as Australia (McKenzie, Crawford, & Jaquet, 2013; Penn-Edwards & Donnison, 2014;
Wojcieszek, Theaker, Ratcliff, MacPherson, & Boyd, 2014), Canada (Jansen & van der
Meer, 2012), New Zealand (Zepke, Leach, & Butler, 2014), the United Kingdom (UK)
(Denovan & Macaskill, 2013) and the United States of America (USA) (Eckles &
Stradley, 2012; Morales, 2014). Other notable research on transition to university has
emanated from Hong Kong (Yau & Cheng, 2013), Italy (Cotabile, Cornoldi, De Beni,
Manfredi, & Figliuzzi, 2013), Japan (Ito, 2014) and Turkey (Bulbul & Acar-Guvendir,
2014). Although the number of students participating in higher education has varied
across and within national borders, emerging issues on transition have not been
restricted to any one region, and universities in both developing and developed
countries have faced similar problems (Atweh & Bland, 2007; James, Krause, &
Jennings, 2010; Ogude, Kilfoil, & du Plessis, 2012; Yorke & Longden, 2008). With 30
per cent (on average) of students withdrawing or considering withdrawing in their first
year, retention has been of concern to universities on a global scale (Raciti & Mitchell,
2010). For example, in the USA, enrolment in higher education increased from nine
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million in 1980 to 20 million in 2012, but completion rates did not keep pace with this
increase (Tinto, 2012).

Student experience overall, and in first year in particular, has gained more attention
amongst those interested in student success in higher education, and is deemed to be
crucial to a student’s academic success (Harvey & Drew, 2006; Johnston &
Kochanowska, 2009; Kift, Nelson, & Clarke, 2010; Knox & Wyper, 2008; Krause,
2005; Krause, Hartley, James, & McInnis, 2005; Longden & Yorke, 2009; Miller et al.,
2008; Nicol, 2008; Tinto, 2009; Whittaker, 2008). Keeping students at university and
having them succeed is important to them for financial and personal reasons (Harvey &
Drew, 2006; Yorke, 1999), to the university for its reputation and financial situation
(Zimitat & Sebastian, 2007), and to the nation for reputation, economic and social
reasons (James et al., 2010). Additionally, researchers around the globe continue to
question why students drop out during first year and ask what can be done about it
(Kantanis, 2000; McPhail, Fisher, & McConachie, 2009; Yorke, 1999).

Even before starting university, the stress and competitive nature of high school can
have a profound and lasting impact on young adults (Hillman, 2005a). McInnis et al.
(2000) reported that two thirds of school leavers claimed university study was more
demanding than high school, and that students not only required help with their
academic transition, but with their overall adjustment to university life. Whether
straight from high school or following a gap year, or longer, students generally find the
processes, and what is expected of them in higher education (socially and the academic
learning process) involve a completely different set of values, principles and habits from
what they have been accustomed to (Miller et al., 2008; Harvey & Drew, 2006).
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According to Dawson and Pooley (2013), transition of any kind that involves moving
into an unfamiliar environment can bring about stress, fear, anxiety and uncertainty.
Transitioning to university falls into this category. Dawson and Pooley reported that
feelings of fear, anxiety and uncertainty were far more stressful for first year students
than for those continuing into second year and beyond. Dias and Sa (2012, p. 277)
stated also that transition was necessary to bring about a change of skills for a new and
dynamic environment that requires “learning new codes that brand intellectual and
social life”. Further, whilst Kift et al. (2010) maintained that students were primarily at
university to learn, the way in which they learnt and how successful they were in their
first year could depend on the students’ academic and social transition, the support they
received, and how they responded to a variety of teaching and learning settings.

Transition for first year undergraduates can be problematic (Atweh & Bland, 2007;
Chow & Healey, 2008; McPhail et al., 2009; Payne & Percival, 2008; Tieu, 2009).
Increasingly, it is recognised that this transition affects a student’s success, both
academically and socially, along with attrition rates. On this, Smit (2012) raised a
controversial and less reported phenomenon, namely, the higher education institution’s
response to the student’s transition. Universities may, for example, need to change in
response to the transition of a more diverse 21st century student population (Morales,
2014; Rissman, Carrington, & Bland, 2013; Wharton et al., 2014). Equally, moving the
onus of ‘transition issues’ and under-preparedness away from the students (particularly
low SES students) and onto the universities is even more reason to listen to the students
and respond to them in a timely fashion.

Smit (2012, p. 369) has stated that the deficit mind-set of institutions can bring about
“stereotypes, alienate[s] students from higher education and disregard[s] the role of
higher education in perpetuating the barriers to student success”. In addition, this mind7

set can reproduce the already stratified nature of education in society. This thesis is
based on a view that a valuable way to discover how to overcome transition issues, and
to determine the most suitable solutions for supporting these students, is to generate
theory about what it is like to be an under-represented first year university student, and
how these students deal with their lives during transition in first year, and through to the
start of their fourth year.

Significance of the study
The study reported in later chapters of this thesis is significant for several reasons.
First, it fills a gap in the literature in terms of the focus on a particular sub-set of first
year university students entering university through alternative pathways targeted
specifically at low SES students. Whilst considerable research has been carried out on
the transition to university of undergraduate students in general, little work has been
undertaken on how low SES undergraduates, who commence university through
alternative pathways with Australian Tertiary Admission Rank (ATAR) less than the
standard cut-off advertised by the university, deal with their experiences. It is timely to
investigate how this group of students deal with their lives during the transition to, and
into further years of their university study.

Second, whilst large scale quantitative studies have been carried out on transition
(Bulbul & Acar-Guvendir, 2014; Cotabile et al., 2013; Dawson & Pooley, 2013; Lizzio,
Wilson, & Simons, 2002; von Treuer & Marr, 2013; Yau & Cheng, 2013), few
qualitative studies have been carried out on the perspectives of students about their
experiences in first year and beyond, or on the meaning of these experiences (Denovan
& Macaskill, 2013). Brown, Stevens, Troiano, and Schneider (2002) stated that there
has been an increased use of qualitative research methods to gain better understanding
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of the interactions between university students and their higher education environments.
In the study reported in this thesis, theory regarding how students deal with their lives
(given the various situations that arise throughout first year and beyond) was generated.

Third, the study provides a greater understanding than we have to date on the first year
transition journey and beyond, and its implications for university policy and practice. It
is important to recognise the times in which key changes in student needs take place,
what students experience and what factors take place in student decision making
processes. Study of these matters is crucial in generating theory about how students
deal with their situation.

Fourth, by drawing on the ‘student voice’, this study provided the participants with
opportunities to reflect on their own journeys, not only through first year but through to
the start of fourth year, and see changes in their expectations and experiences. Future
students can read these accounts and thus increase their awareness and understanding of
how they, themselves, might overcome challenges. This, in turn, may help to
strengthen their understanding of experiences and achievements (including expectations
and engagement) throughout their university journeys, and potentially lead to higher
levels of self-esteem, self-awareness, motivation, empowerment and reduced attrition
rates (Wharton et al., 2014).

Fifth, the generation of theory itself is significant because of its broader potential and
relevance to universities’ transition and support programs. Relevant stakeholder groups
include university students, academics, support staff, high school staff and families. It
is anticipated that with this understanding, plans can be undertaken to try to ensure that
the student experience be improved, that attrition rates be reduced, and that universities
consolidate strong reputations for supporting students from diverse and often
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disadvantaged backgrounds throughout their university journeys. As O’Donoghue
(2018, p. 59) stated, insights may “provide a framework for developing enlightenment
and guiding activity [for institutions with] similar and related contexts who share some
of the same concerns” in dealing with students with backgrounds similar to the study
participants.

Research paradigms: interpretivism and critical theory
Two theoretical paradigms were used to underpin this study, namely, interpretivism and
critical theory. These paradigms were compatible with qualitative research. While the
use of interpretivism dealt with individual social interactions, a critical theory focussed
more on ‘bigger picture’ patterns of social advantage and disadvantage. Accordingly
both informed the study at different points in data collection and analysis.

Interpretivism
An interpretivist paradigm was used for data collection and initial analysis. According
to O’Donoghue (2018), an interpretivist framework means that participants are free to
give reasons for their answers, and allows researchers to gain an understanding of how
people attach meanings to their lives in an everyday setting. Interpretivism was deemed
to be most appropriate for this study because it focuses on how students deal with their
everyday life and experiences, and the meaning of these interactions and events, across
their first year, and through to the start of their fourth year at university. Interpretivists
largely use interviewing to gather data for generating theory on how students manage,
deal with, or cope with situations that occur during their transition (Brown et al., 2002;
O’Donoghue, 2018).
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Critical theory
Critical theory focuses on power relationships between social groups, especially
between advantaged and disadvantaged groups. On this, Vidovich (2013, p. 23) stated
that “knowledge is increasingly currency and power in globalising times”; therefore, in
the context of higher education, asking questions about whose interests are being
served, who are the privileged, and who are the oppressed or marginalised in our
society, is an important area on which to focus. Similarly, Pitman (2011, p. 99) stated
that critical theory “highlights the importance of identifying the subjective nature of
power and whom it represents”. This paradigm was considered relevant for the study
because it was anticipated it would reveal equity issues due to power imbalances
between minority groups and those who hold the dominant positions in society (Scott &
Morrison, 2006). It was drawn upon to complement the interpretivist approach and,
especially in a second level of analysis, aimed at ‘closing the loop’ on student
perspectives and the overarching key concept of equity.

Research questions
The central research question derived from the overarching aim of the study reported in
this thesis was as follows: How do select cohorts of low socio-economic status (SES)
students in Australia, who enrol in a university undergraduate course through an
alternative pathway program, ‘deal with’ the experience of being a student during their
transition to, and throughout, their university journey and what are the implications for
equity?

This central research question was broken down into four more specific research
questions to enable the perspectives of participants to be determined in a systematic
way. These research questions were based on the meaning of the concept of
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‘perspectives’, which is central to the notion of how one ‘deals with’ one’s reality.
They were as follows:
1. What are the academic and social expectations and concerns of students from
low socio-economic backgrounds, who enter university through alternative
pathways, once they have accepted an offer to study their chosen course at their
chosen university, and what reasons do they give for having these expectations
and concerns?
2. What strategies do the students have for dealing with their expectations and
concerns throughout their adjustment and transition to university, and what
reasons do they give for utilising those strategies?
3. What experiences do the students encounter, and what outcomes do the students
expect, from their strategies to cope with academic challenges, and what reasons
do they give for these strategies?
4. With the benefit of hindsight, what strategies might the students have used and
what did they identify as the potential benefits in dealing with their university
journeys, and what projections do the students have for their futures?

Overview of methodology
The methodology of the study was underpinned by interpretivism and critical theory. A
case-study approach with face-to-face, one-on-one, semi-structured interviews was also
adopted. This was considered appropriate as the focus was on an in-depth exploration
and understanding of the patterns of perspectives, and actions, of participants within the
natural setting of their university. All aspects of the methodology are explicated in
detail in Chapter Four.
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Case-studies and participant selection
According to Yin (2014), a case-study approach is deemed ideal for studies that involve
research into complex social contexts where an in-depth, insightful understanding
within natural environments is sought. Case-studies allow the researcher to examine a
phenomenon within its everyday context, in this instance the university environment.
The case-studies for the study reported here were selected to represent two different
types of universities in Australia in order to examine potentially different approaches to
selection and support of students from low SES backgrounds. According to Maxwell
(1996), when choosing participants, it is important to represent, as accurately as
possible, the settings, times, individuals and activities involved.

All students entering the universities in question, and with rankings less than the
standard cut-off advertised for their respective university, were invited to participate in
the study. Every student who responded and was interested in participating was
included. All of these were invited to participate in the one-on-one interview process.
Eventually, eleven students from one university and six students from the other
participated.

Data collection
The three main interview rounds were conducted over a period of one year to establish
how alternative pathway students dealt with their first year at university and why they
acted the way they did. A further three interviews took place at the start of second, third
and fourth years to provide longitudinal data. As the data collection took place across
three years, patterns were sought in the perspectives of students and in the stated actions
they took as a result of changes in their perspectives. Interview questions were
formulated to correspond with the notion that perspectives relate to participants’
intentions, their stated strategies, the significance they attach to these, the outcomes they
13

expected, and the reasons they gave in relation to everything they stated. These were
the basis for the first round of interviews at the start of 2015. Interviews continued in
this vein through to the start of 2018. In addition, it was decided from the outset that
the questions could be altered as the research project unfolded.

Individual interviews
Data were collected, recorded, transcribed and analysed through in-depth semistructured interviews that took place at approximately four month intervals across the
participants’ first year at university. Approximately 45 minutes was allowed for the
first interview and 30 minutes for the second and third interviews, whilst subsequent
interviews in second, third and fourth year were approximately 15 minutes long. The
participants themselves sought the continuation of interviews in second, third and fourth
years; they found the interview process valuable.

Semi-structured interviews allowed for further unanticipated questions to emerge as the
interview progressed. It also enabled the wording of the questions to vary depending on
how the participant responded (Punch, 2009). Participants who left the university or
took a break from study were invited to attend all interviews in order for the researcher
to gain an understanding of why the student chose to leave, whether they returned and
where their paths had led.

Data analysis
Grounded theory methods of data analysis were adopted for the systematic collection,
organisation and analysis of the data based on the students’ experiences within the
university environment (Glaser & Strauss, 1968; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). It was not
the intention to embrace all aspects of grounded theory methods. Rather, open and axial
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coding were used as data analysis techniques, and the generation of propositions
(Creswell, 2008; O'Donoghue, 2018).

Open coding was used to conceptualise and categorise the data through making
comparisons and asking questions, and through breaking down and examining the data.
Line-by-line coding typifies the interconnectedness of this grounded theory method of
analysis; data recording and data analysis occur simultaneously. Also, by transcribing
the interviews and commencing the coding process at that stage, it was possible to allow
the data to inform the ongoing research process. In addition, through the open coding
process, concepts were developed.

Axial coding, as described by Corbin and Strauss (2008, p. 199), is the process of
linking or grouping categories already identified to determine whether they can be
“verified, invalidated, or amended”. The process regroups the data in new and different
ways around the axis of the central idea or phenomenon being investigated, in this
instance, first year transition to university, and beyond into the start of fourth year.

A cross-case analysis was undertaken to look beyond the individual participants and
consider broader relations in higher education. To this end, critical theory was drawn
upon to ‘close the loop’ in this second level of analysis by relating matters back to the
wider issue of equity in higher education, and to the patterns of advantage and
disadvantage that exist in society. According to Kincheloe and McLaren (2011),
qualitative research which is underpinned by critical theory, sometimes reveals evidence
and perspectives that institutions may not want to hear. It was important that this
approach inform the study to provide an in-depth understanding of the equity issues
facing the participants, thus “informing the analysis of bigger picture patterns of power”
and social justice (Vidovich, 2013, p. 28).
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Structure of the thesis
The purpose of this chapter was to introduce the study of how select cohorts of
alternative pathway, low SES students dealt with being a student during their transition
to, and throughout, their university journey. The structure of the remaining chapters in
this thesis is now outlined.

Chapter Two outlines the contextual background of the study and focuses on first year
university experience in a global context. It also summarises issues for disadvantaged
students in higher education with a focus on socio-economic status. It has four
subsections: measuring student socio-economic background; a scan of disadvantage for
higher education students in Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development
(OECD) countries; an overview of disadvantaged students in higher education in the
UK and the USA; and, a focus on disadvantaged students in higher education in
Australia. The chapter also outlines evolving Australian Government policies, relevant
to equity and disadvantage in higher education, between 1900 and 2015.

Chapter Three focuses on central concepts relevant to the study. It presents a
comprehensive review of the literature pertaining to globalisation and neoliberal
ideological changes, including marketisation and privatisation, which have an impact on
equity in higher education. It also traces the reshaping of equity in a global knowledge
era and its influence on higher education into the 21st century. In addition, the chapter
examines, more specifically, the literature on equity in relation to first year university
transition. It identifies six key sub-themes: student diversity; student adjustment and
transition; student support; student academic and social belonging (encompassing
‘imposter syndrome’); student engagement; student empowerment; and, student
success. The final part of the chapter focusses on a suite of concepts closely related to
equity in education, namely, equality, social justice, social class and cultural capital.
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Chapter Four outlines the methodology adopted for the study. This includes an
exposition on how the researcher located herself within the study. It also outlines the
research aim and central research questions, the use of qualitative research, the
theoretical framing of interpretivism and critical theory, the research methods
employed, participant selection within the case-study universities, data analysis, crosscase analysis, trustworthiness and ethical considerations.

Chapters Five and Six present the findings from the two case-study universities, A and
B, respectively. These chapters include an outline of the background to each university
setting and its alternative pathway; the participants’ pre-university circumstances; the
main findings from the data presented across six time frames between 2015 and 2018,
delineating the students’ journeys through university; and, selected vignettes to illustrate
individual participant journeys.

The final chapter, Chapter Seven, synthesises the principal findings by making
comparisons across the two case-study Australian universities. Critical theory was
drawn upon to examine changing power relationships in Australian higher education
and related issues of social justice and equity for students. The chapter concludes with
recommendations for policy and practice in higher education at government, university,
school and community levels. In addition, implications for further research are presented.
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CHAPTER TWO
CONTEXTUAL BACKGROUND
Introduction
This chapter discusses the contextual background to the study and locates it in time and
place, as well as within the broad construct of equity in higher education. It is in three
main parts. First, it gives an overview of accounts on the first year experience at
university in a global context. Second, it summarises issues related to disadvantaged
students in higher education, with a focus on low socio-economic status (SES), and it
includes four sub-sections: measuring student socio-economic background; a scan of
disadvantage for higher education students in Organization for Economic Cooperation
and Development (OECD) countries; an overview of disadvantaged students in higher
education in the United Kingdom (UK) and the United States of America (USA); and, a
focus on disadvantaged students in higher education in Australia. Third, the chapter
addresses Australian Government policies relevant to equity and disadvantage in higher
education that evolved between 1900 and 2015. Throughout, it is recognised that
‘disadvantage’ can incorporate a number of different dimensions, in addition to low
SES, which is the focus of the study. As such, in this chapter, unless referring
specifically to the low SES participants in this study, ‘disadvantage’ is used as a broad
term to include low SES.

The first year experience at university in a global context
Whilst this study of alternative pathway, low SES students is located within specific
Australian settings, it is important to understand the broader global and national
contexts (Naylor, Baik, & James, 2013). Once at university, a student’s first year
experience does not take place in a vacuum. It involves interaction with, and response
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to, peers, academic and professional staff, the university infrastructure, clubs, societies,
and much more. It is an holistic, evolving process encompassing not just classroom
experience but the total student experience. Harvey and Drew (2006, p. 138) noted that
a student’s feeling of satisfaction with the institution is “an important but sometimes
overlooked variable in determining the quality of the undergraduate experience”.

One major problem linked to a student’s first year at university is attrition. This was
recognised as being a complex phenomenon that is more common in first year than in
any other year, and that is a global concern (Forsman, Linder, Moll, Fraser, &
Andersson, 2014; Knipe, 2013; Lotkowski, Robbins, & Noeth, 2004; Maher &
Macallister, 2013; Marr, Nicoll, von Treuer, Kolar, & Palermo, 2013; Mavungu &
Cachalia, 2014; Sellar & Storan, 2013). For example, in Europe, attrition averages have
been recorded at around 30 per cent (Jansen & van der Meer, 2012), with Italy’s
attrition rate being as high as 40 per cent in 2013 (Cotabile et al., 2013). Nine years
previously, in the USA, more than 42 per cent of low SES students failed to complete
their degrees within a six year period (Tinto, 2004).

Reasons for attrition are numerous, and many have been attributed to unfulfilled
students’ expectations and the reality of the first year experience (McPhail et al., 2009).
Other reasons included the higher education curriculum; financial issues (including low
income); lack of university preparedness; isolation and alienation; homesickness and
living arrangements; being the first in the family to attend university; lack of academic
confidence; previous academic experience; a lack of social integration and support
networks to develop a sense of belonging to the institution; whether a student ‘fits’ into
the institution; perseverance, commitment and ‘grit’; and, a mismatch between student
expectations of their course choice and the reality of the experience (Angulo-Ruiz &
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Pergelova, 2013; Eckles & Stradley, 2012; Forsman et al., 2014; Hayes, 2014; Maher &
Macallister, 2013; Rissman et al., 2013).

The authors above highlighted student-centric reasons for student attrition during first
year. Complementing this perspective, Wilcox, Winn, and Fyvie-Gauld (2005)
highlighted institution-centric reasons for attrition especially inadequate student support
by universities. Such lack of support can give universities a bad reputation and,
ultimately, may lead to poor financing (von Treuer & Marr, 2013; Winchester & Lees,
2014). Thus, taken in a global context, transition to university and the first year
experience, especially for students from low SES backgrounds, has been identified as an
important issue.

Disadvantaged students in higher education with a focus on socio-economic status.
According to Reiger (2014, p. 2), the focus for universities in the 21st century should be
on the success and learning outcomes of low SES students. He added that cultural
diversity in higher education is “the cornerstone of a successful, inclusive society”.
Other researchers, including Rissman et al. (2013), agreed that cultural diversity was
becoming far more the norm than the exception in higher education.

The following paragraphs address and summarise additional characteristics of the first
year experience specifically related to students from low SES backgrounds. First, the
way in which socio-economic status is measured in a number of different countries is
addressed. This is followed by an overview of higher education for disadvantaged
students in OECD countries, and then the next section focuses on the UK and the USA.
Subsequently, an outline of disadvantage in the higher education sector in Australia is
also given.
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Measuring student socio-economic background
One of the main problems in making clear comparisons between nations is the lack of
consistency in the way data on the socio-economic background of students, their
cultural capital and social class is measured. Different countries use different measures.
The UK, for example, employs an Educational Equity Index score that measures
“accessibility as a ratio of socio-demographic characteristics (specifically, parental
education) of students to socio-demographic characteristics of the entire population”
(Usher & Medow, 2010, p. 46). The USA employs the Nam-Powers Occupational
Status Score, which uses measures of income and educational status, and is preferred
over the Duncan Socio-economic Index that is associated with census data and is
deemed to be less reliable (Oakes, 2014). In Australia, an Index of Socio-Educational
Advantage (ICSEA) score is used to indicate social class and cultural capital, and
includes parents’ education level (Connell et al., 2013). Nevertheless, there continues to
be unequal access to higher education in many nations. This is despite the advent of a
more diverse generation of students, and the number of people taking up study in higher
education also being far greater than in previous generations (OECD, 2014, p. 194).

Disadvantage for higher education students in OECD countries
Increased student participation in higher education in OECD countries has been
accompanied by increased diversity in the demographic profiles of the student
population (OECD, 2014). The importance of encouraging students from
disadvantaged backgrounds to aspire to higher education is beginning to be heeded by
authorities in universities and governments within OECD countries (Brownlee, Walker,
Lennox, Exley, & Pearce, 2009; Gale & Tranter, 2011; Harris & Harris, 1995; Harris &
Palmer, 1995; Larmar & Ingamells, 2010; Levy & Murray, 2005; Palmer, O'Kane, &
Owens, 2009). The OECD (2012) report, Output of Educational Institutions and the
Impact of Learning, stated that students from low SES backgrounds in Ireland had a
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greater than 30 per cent chance of completing higher education, and that students in
Canada, Denmark, Finland, France, the Netherlands and Sweden had a greater than 25
per cent chance of completing. Other OECD countries, including Korea, have also
increased their educational attainment numbers since the 1980s (Reiger, 2014).

Internationally, the increase in wealth and its unequal distribution, has continued to
grow since the 1980s, particularly in the larger countries of the developing world which
look to “education as a tool for both development and equity” (Neubauer & Tanaka,
2011, p. 1). Overall, it is generally accepted that a good education improves a person’s
employability, financial status, long term health, and their overall quality of life, and
particularly for students from disadvantaged backgrounds (Brennan & Naidoo, 2008;
Morales, 2014; Mulvenon & Robinson, 2013; Powdthavee, Lekfuangfu, & Wooden,
2015). More specifically, according to Saar and Aimre (2014), low socio-economic
background in Estonia has had a strong negative impact on students making the
transition to higher education, and that inequality thus can persist. In addition, the
OECD (2014, p. 188) reported that the way in which “skills are distributed across a
population has significant implications on how economic and social outcomes are
distributed within the society”. Furthermore, the returns from a higher education
qualification, particularly for a student from a disadvantaged background, includes not
only social and financial benefits to the student, but also an increase in the economic
value of their nation (Hackett, 2014; Maher & Macallister, 2013; Morales, 2014;
Mulvenon & Robinson, 2013; Powdthavee & Vignoles, 2007). Conversely, as
Gregorutti, Espinoza, Gonzalez, and Loyola (2014) noted, countries such as Mexico and
Chile, which underwent higher education deregulation in the 1980s, were struggling
with quality control, and poorer students were grappling financially with the increased
cost of fees.
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Usher and Medow’s (2010) research found, in relation to OECD countries, that access
to and affordability of higher education confronts governments across the globe. They
also observed that Finland, Norway and the Netherlands were leading the international
community regarding accessibility and affordability. Other nations ranked strongly in
either accessibility or affordability, but not both. For example, accessibility and
affordability for students in Portugal have been negatively affected as a result of higher
education deregulation, particularly in the case of disadvantaged students (Cerdeira,
Patrocínio, Gil Cabrito, Machado, & Brites, 2012). Furthermore, Usher and Medow
(2010) argued that the future of education for young people around the world can hang
on the ‘right’ decisions being made by policy makers.

Disadvantaged students in higher education in the UK and the USA
As Australian higher education policy has historically and traditionally been derived
from the UK and the USA, these two nations were given separate emphasis to the other
OECD countries discussed in the previous section. Since the late 20th century, the UK
Government has committed to widening participation in higher education and
encouraging disadvantaged groups to participate and succeed, thereby increasing a
student’s level of human capital (Shah, Lewis, & Fitzgerald, 2011; Watson, 2005).
Wilkins, Shams, and Huisman (2013) reported that, with increases in university fees in
the UK, students have been choosing to study at less expensive and less prestigious
institutions. This trend was also reported for the USA where it was noted that whilst
there was an increase in the number of low SES students in higher education, few
students had the opportunity to attend and succeed at the nation’s more elite institutions
(Flores & Shepherd, 2014; Southgate & Bennett, 2014). In addition, according to
Rissman et al. (2013), universities in the UK have displayed signs of inflexibility and
inequitable practices when it comes to access for disadvantaged groups. This, it was
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concluded, indicated a contradiction, namely, committing to widening participation
whilst increasing fees (Shiner & Noden, 2014).

Krause (2007) stated that more students in the UK and the USA were spending less time
on university campuses and that, whilst observing and documenting patterns of
classroom experiences was relatively easy, research focussed on out-of-class student
experiences with their peers was more challenging. Krause (2007) also observed that
the student experience, and thereby satisfaction and retention, is greatly enhanced when
students feel engaged and integrated into the higher education environment. Low SES
students generally require higher levels of support to ensure the positive development of
their academic and social belonging to the institution. When positive, these formal or
informal experiences, both in and out of the classroom, can lead to academic and social
culture and engagement which have been linked to overall success (Rissman et al.,
2013; Tinto, 2012; von Treuer & Marr, 2013).

Knox and Wyper (2008) noted that personalisation in higher education was a common
phenomenon in the USA education sector for some time. They (Knox & Wyper, 2008)
also explored this concept for the UK higher education sector, defining personalisation
as the tailoring of services to individuals, taking into account strengths, weaknesses,
needs and interests. This, they argued, can make students more aware of, and able to
manage, their individual learning, something that is particularly important for students
from low SES backgrounds. Further, this can have a positive impact, adding value to
the student experience in terms of “student engagement, motivation, building
confidence and enjoyment” (Knox & Wyper, 2008, p. 84). Additionally, they argued,
when students are treated as individuals and given the confidence to set achievable
goals, they can become better and more autonomous learners. In contrast, massification
was associated with a ‘one size fits all’ approach. Overall, Knox and Wyper (2008)
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argued that the benefits of personalisation can be reflected in both retention and student
satisfaction. Students, they stated, like to have personal feedback, like to be known, like
individual attention, and place a high value on personalising their first year experience.

Disadvantaged students in higher education in Australia
Traditionally, Australia has borrowed education policy from the UK and the USA and
has introduced policies encouraging a widening of participation in higher education.
This, as in many countries, has had implications for access, affordability and student
success. Between 2007 and 2012, for example, with the Australian Labor
Government’s focus on widening participation, low SES student participation increased
by 27.8 per cent (Koshy, 2014). Furthermore, regarding access and affordability,
Australia performed similarly to countries in Europe, the USA, New Zealand and
Canada (Usher & Medow, 2010).

Towards the end of the 20th century, the number of students wanting to attend university
in Australia grew more rapidly than university funding, and the latter was seen by
governments as a growing burden. By the 21st century, university admission was
primarily based on competitive academic performance. Rissman et al. (2013) reported
that despite the increase in university enrolments, university attendance rates of low
SES students in Australia had remained at around 15 per cent of the total student
population since the late 1900s. However, six years later, Universities Australia (2019)
found that between 2008 and 2015, there was a 66 per cent increase in low SES students
commencing higher education in Australia.

From the 1980s, there was also ongoing concern in Australia over high attrition rates
(despite transition support), particularly amongst first year undergraduates, regardless of
their backgrounds (Parle, 2009). However, as von Treuer and Marr (2013) reported,
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attrition amongst low SES student groups was greater than for higher SES groups.
Successful transition to university, and reduced attrition rates, is important for all
students, but particularly for those from low SES backgrounds. In many Australian
universities in the mid 2000s, attrition rates were around 25 per cent and had been for
the previous decade (Gabb, Milne, & Cao, 2006). Furthermore, first year attrition rates
were much higher for Indigenous students (35 - 39 per cent between 2000 and 2003)
compared to non-Indigenous students (22 - 23 per cent) (Devlin, 2009).

The concept of equity in higher education (central to this study) continues to be an issue
for governments, higher education institutions, families and the students, both in terms
of inputs and outputs, and also outcomes reflected in attrition rates. Government
policies with an emphasis on supporting students from low SES backgrounds in higher
education will have a bearing on access, affordability and success.

Evolving Australian Government policies on equity in higher education
This section considers the evolution of Australian higher education policies on equity in
higher education. Particular reference is made to policies and legislation that have an
impact on students from low SES backgrounds. Australian Government policies on
higher education have evolved rapidly over several decades and through many changes
in government (Appendix One). Despite Australia having 40 universities, and over 120
other higher education institutions, and with Government expenditure exceeding $26
billion in 2012, it was argued by Norton (2013, p. 2) that higher education “does not
always attract the policy focus and public interest that might be expected”. Indeed,
there had been dramatically different approaches to policy on equity, access,
participation and, ultimately, outcomes in higher education over time. To gain a greater
understanding of the associated core issues, it is valuable to examine the impact of the
various Australian Government policies in the higher education arena. On this, each of
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the following paragraphs highlights particular decades and dominant political themes on
higher education in Australia.

1901 to 1939: Universities as a State responsibility
Government policy on higher education in Australia changed dramatically following the
early 1900s when the Australian Government took its lead from the UK. The early
1900s brought about the modern Commonwealth of Australia (Parliamentary Education
Office and Australian Government Solicitor, 2010). In addition, the Australian
Constitution was formulated (Commonwealth of Australia, 2014) and specific issues of
national interest (such as posts and telegraphs, customs, defence, and immigration) were
defined as being Commonwealth powers. Education, including establishing and
funding universities, remained the responsibility of the States and Territories
(Melbourne Centre for the Study of Higher Education, 2017). Some universities were
established prior to national Federation. For example, The University of Sydney was
established in 1850, The University of Melbourne in 1853, The University of Adelaide
in 1874 and The University of Tasmania was established in 1890. Soon after, two other
States established universities. These were The University of Queensland in 1909 and
The University of Western Australia in 1911. Throughout this period, access to higher
education was limited to a small, elite group of students, namely, those who could
afford it as opposed to those who needed to earn an income.

1940s: Australian Government intervention in universities
World War II brought changes to the Commonwealth Government’s view on higher
education. On this, Laming (2001) identified a shortage of skills in science fields
prompting universities and government to work together to address war-time problems
through such initiatives as the Commonwealth Technical Training Scheme. Further, the
Labor Governments of Curtin (1941 - 1945) and Chifley (1945 - 1949) were keen to
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ensure that suitable repatriation and resettlement programs were established for War
Service personnel who were not equipped for the new industrial climate.

Laming (2012, p. 14) also noted that during the 1940s Prime Ministers Chifley and
Curtin had the support of Menzies, the Leader of the Opposition, who believed that
education allowed ordinary men and women to become “not leaners but lifters”.
Further, The Universities Commission (1943), The Education Act (1945) and the
Referendum of 1946 brought about the introducation of greater financial support for
students, and resulted in university enrolments more than doubling to almost 32,000 in
1948 (Coaldrake & Stedman, 1998; Laming, 2012). Further still, the Australian
Commonwealth and State Governments showed a high degree of cooperation in
education and training policy during both the war years and the immediate post-war
reconstruction period. Overall, also, the increased financial support for low SES
students appeared to widen access to higher education for students from less privileged
backgrounds (Laming, 2012).

1950s: Commonwealth grants and widening participation
Supported by the States Grants (Universities) Bill in 1951, Liberal Prime Minister
Menzies (1939 - 1941 and 1949 - 1966) assisted universities by providing grants which
increased enrolments (Laming, 2012). Furthermore, the Murray Report (1957)
highlighted severely inadequate resources in higher education that were predicted to
become more acute with post-war enrolments which rose from 28,792 in 1953, to
36,465 in 1957, and which were anticipated to lead to a 100 per cent increase to some
80,000 enrolments by 1967 (Murray, 1957). According to the Murray Report (1957, p.
36), the high failure rate of students across university courses, particularly in their first
year, was an ill-afforded “national extravagance”. Australian students were seen to be
ill-prepared, being up to eighteen months younger than their European counterparts and
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lacking the experience necessary to succeed at university especially in areas such as
“undirected study which develops self-reliance and critical judgment” (Murray, 1957, p.
36).

The Murray Report further observed that financial pressures not only affected student
success at university but also prevented some students of ‘able intellect’ even
considering enrolment. On this, less than half of university students received any
financial assistance and, half of those who did, held Government scholarships.
Furthermore, Menzies inherently believed in the right of all suitably-qualified
Australians to be able to have a university education, and that universities should be
centres for intellectual rigour. At the same time, he was troubled about the possible
negative consequences of the massification and debasing of higher education (Carr &
Jones, 2013).

The significant growth in demand, and the success of widening participation, led to a
higher education resource crisis and, subsequently, to further change in Government
policy (Gale & Tranter, 2011). Over the next five decades, massification of the higher
education sector remained a concern as did the need for widening participation.
Regarding this, Appendix Two of this thesis shows the significant increase in student
enrolments in Australia in higher education across those five decades to 2015
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2019; Department of Education Employment and
Workplace Relations, 2008; Department of Education Training and Youth Affairs,
2000).

1960s: A two-tier higher education system
As noted by Gale and Tranter (2011), in the early 1960s Menzies gave the Universities
Commission, headed by Sir Leslie Martin, the task of reporting on what was seen as the
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resource crisis in higher education. The sector was expanding at a rapid rate yet
demand for places was going unmet, and indeed commerce and industry required more
graduates, not least because a mining boom in 1963 had stimulated the economy and
jobs (Laming, 2012). Laming (2012) also reported that, as a consequence, the costs
associated with running universities were increasing significantly. Further, the high
demand also put universities at a risk of lowering standards.

To address the ‘resource crisis’, the Martin Commission (1965) recommended
increasing the number of universities (with consequent increases in costs) and also
recommended instituting a system similar to that of the American provincial colleges
(Laming, 2001). This scheme proposed a three-tier higher education system in
Australia: universities, Colleges of Advanced Education and teacher-training institutes.
According to Laming (2001), this gave a way to preserve the exclusive nature of
university whilst meeting the needs of business and industry through an alternative
avenue of education in a different style of institution. Menzies rejected the idea of the
teacher training institutes as being separate, and so a new ‘binary’ higher education
system came into being: universities and Colleges of Advanced Education. With the
widening of participation came not only increased operational costs but also an
increased need to support a more diverse student population, both academically and
financially. By the mid 1960s, government financial support for students had started to
take effect with 37 per cent of Australia’s full-time students having all of their
university fees paid by the State and receiving a means-tested living allowance; an
additional 39 per cent of students received bursaries and/or cadetships (Douglas, 2014).

1970s: Abolition of fees at universities and colleges of advanced education
The Whitlam Labor Government of 1972 to 1975 provided a key turning point for
equity in higher education in its first year (Whitlam, 1972). Whitlam reasoned that
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spending on education was not just for the nation and its people, but was also crucial to
providing equality of opportunity. Whitlam (1972, p. 3) argued that “a student’s merit
rather than a parent’s wealth should decide who should benefit from the community’s
vast financial commitment to tertiary education”. Accordingly, he increased spending
on the higher education sector through the abolition of fees at universities, Colleges of
Advanced Education, teachers’ colleges and Technical and Further Education (TAFE)
institutions. Furthermore, Whitlam recognised that, under previous governments, the
lower SES students had far less educational opportunity than their more privileged
peers. The introduction of means-tested allowances opened the doors of higher
education to such students.

According to Smart (1991), the Australian Government assumed full responsibility for
financial support of higher education in Australia in 1974, leaving no role for the States
to play in determining higher education policy. However, the global economic crisis in
1975 brought about a monetarist approach to economic thinking leading to a reining in
of public spending and improving opportunities for the expansion in the private sector
(Marginson, 1997). Consequently, increased Government spending and other initiatives
in higher education were abandoned. Treasurer Bill Hayden’s action was significant; by
limiting the role of government to hold back inflation, he introduced neoliberalism to
Australian thinking (Lavelle, 2005). According to Courvisanos and Millmow (2006, p.
22) the belief was the “government should stay out of the economic system in order to
allow the market mechanism to operate for the benefit of shareholders and the managers
of capital”. The Fraser Liberal Government of 1975 to 1983, continued this focus on
economic management through reducing government expenditure. According to
Laming (2001), economist Milton Friedman’s visit to Australia in 1975 was especially
influential in the development of a needs-based approach to education funding.
Coaldrake (2000) recounted Friedman’s view that increasing education levels in the
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population was of no benefit to society and that government subsidies should not be
applied to the higher education sectors.

1980s: Needs-based education funding
During Liberal Prime Minister Fraser’s term in office, Australian Government spending
on education slowed to an average 2.7 per cent per annum (compared with 11.9 per cent
under Labor Prime Minister Whitlam). This was despite the 1980/1981 Federal budget
returning to surplus and unemployment falling below six per cent (Museum of
Australian Democracy, 2012). Fraser, seeing education and research as being important
for technology flow-ons and to other means to improve Australia’s economy, aimed for
more efficiencies in resourcing the higher education sector through a “major
rationalisation and re-allocation of resources” (House of Representatives Official
Hansard, 1981, p. 1831). Again, according to Laming (2001), Fraser recommended the
implementation of fees for second and higher degrees, and that education be primarily
the responsibility of State Governments.

In response to tight economic circumstances, the Hawke Labor Government of 1983 to
1991 also set its sights on economic reform through deregulation and the floating of the
dollar, and through a return to needs-based education funding (Museum of Australian
Democracy, 2014). The economic changes fostered by the first Hawke Government
resulted in what the then Labor Government Treasurer Keating labelled, “the recession
we had to have”, including a significant collapse of Australian manufacturing (Tate,
2014, p. 440). This hit blue-collar workers in particular. Consequently, the
Government increased funding for TAFE institutions (National Archives of Australia,
2014a). Increasing participation for equity and disadvantaged groups was also to be
given priority, along with improvements to institutional facilities and resources,
including staff numbers (National Archives of Australia, 2014b). However, the Hawke
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Government then went on to amalgamate small tertiary training institutions and ‘rebranded’ Colleges of Advanced Education as ‘new’ universities (National Archives of
Australia, 2014c).

In 1987, the Hawke Government was elected for a third period. It stated a belief that to
remain globally competitive it needed to continue restructuring the entire economy.
According to Laming (2012), the rise in influence of Keating (Treasurer), Walsh
(Minister for Finance) and Senator Dawkins (Minister for Trade) resulted in an
ideological shift to a view that education needed to contribute directly to the national
economy. This was a complete turnaround from the position of earlier Labor
Governments.
In 1987 the Higher Education: A Policy Discussion Paper, recommended that
Australia’s higher education participation rate be increased by 40 per cent by 2001, to
reach a graduate level of between 100,000 and 145,000, in order that the country be on a
similar level with OECD norms (Department of Employment Education and Training,
1989). To achieve this target, Dawkins highlighted the need to reduce attrition rates
and, in A Fair Chance For All, stated a determination
to improve the educational opportunities available to those people who have
not traditionally participated in the system. The achievement of the scale of
growth discussed in the previous chapters will depend on the capacity of the
system to broaden the composition of its student group to include these people
and to increase their chances of success once in the system.
Research into educational disadvantage demonstrates that, despite considerable
effort in recent years, substantial inequities in access to higher education
remain for some groups in the population, particularly: people from financially
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disadvantaged backgrounds; people from rural and isolated areas; and
Aboriginal people (Department of Employment Education and Training, 1989,
p. 21).

Dawkins also considered the need to improve AUSTUDY, a Government subsidised
source of funding for domestic students. Central to his proposal was the establishment
of ‘a unified national system’ consisting of the universities and the Colleges of
Advanced Education. He also pushed for greater flexibility in workloads and longer
academic years. Despite rationalisations and efficiencies, mass increases in enrolments
and improvements in attrition rates could only proceed if funded by the re-introduction
of fees. The Hawke Labor Government and the universities, having introduced a fullfee overseas student program in 1985, quickly realised the potential economic benefits
of all students paying full fees (Smart, 1991). In 1988, such was the success of
Dawkins’ lobbying that the Labor Party abolished free education and the Higher
Education Contribution Scheme (HECS) was introduced in 1989, with students having
to pay a flat rate of $1,800 per subject.

Subsequent to the publication of green paper in 1987, a Dawkins white paper on higher
education further emphasised increasing university quotas for students “from all walks
of life” (Department of Employment Education and Training, 1989, p. 19). In A Fair
Chance for All, the Government stated that all groups in society would have equal
opportunities to study (Department of Employment Education and Training, 1990).
Thus, widening participation was again on the political agenda. Almost two decades
later the Labor Deputy Prime Minister Gillard, who was also Minister for Education,
stated:
Ensuring that every Australian, no matter how wealthy or poor, has a fair
chance [to graduate from university] is one of the most important challenges
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for Australian universities. Our reputation as an egalitarian nation and our
future prosperity rests on the outcome. The task now is to expand access and
opportunity to everyone, regardless of the family or community they come
from (Gillard, 2008, p. 6).

1990s: Widening participation for under-represented students
During the 1990s, Australian universities saw a noticeable increase in students with
diverse needs, varying education levels and varying academic potential (McKenzie &
Gow, 2004). Gale and Tranter (2011) noted the dominance of school leavers entering
university from middle class families had lessened since the 1980s. Nevertheless,
students from high SES backgrounds were still three times more likely to go to
university than those from low SES backgrounds. According to Walters (2011) there
was an increase in international students studying in Australia from the 1980s. Indeed,
enrolments increased from approximately 2,000 students in 1986, to 40,000 in 1990,
and to almost 70,000 in 1994, and by 2009, the number of international students
enrolled in higher education institutes in Australia was 630,663.

2000s: Widening participation to enhance international standing
The internationalisation of the higher education sector in Australia became more
prevalent from the 1990s. Now, in the 21st century, this is a widespread phenomenon
around the world, in part due to the increased use of technology and the increased
participation in on-line courses (Kauppinen, 2013). In addition, as Susanti (2011) has
stated, the greater operational costs of higher education facilities and the lack of
government funding has forced higher education institutions to become more
accountable, and to function more economically. In 2002, the Howard Liberal
Government of 1996 to 2007 announced that there would be a review into higher
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education in Australia (otherwise known as the Nelson Review) (Department of
Education and Training, 2015). The outcomes of this review included a
30 per cent increase in maximum student contributions except for those
studying national priority fields (nursing and teaching); [permitting universities
to] set their own student contributions up to the maximum set by the
Commonwealth, ostensibly promoting competition in fees; [and, an] increase
in the proportion of full fee-paying students allowable in institutions, from a
maximum of 25 per cent of places in each course to 50 per cent (Department of
Education and Training, 2015, p. 18).

Susanti (2011) also raised concerns about over commercialisation of higher education
and the impact this might have on students from low SES backgrounds.

In the early 2000s, higher education’s role, on an international level, was at odds with
the notion of widening participation for disadvantaged students. In response to this, and
following the global trend, the Bradley Report (Bradley, Noonan, Nugent, & Scales,
2008) highlighted Australia’s need for widening participation which, along with
research by Gale (2009) and James et al. (2010), reflects both global trends and federal
policy in Australian higher education. Policy by Labor Governments (2007 to 2013)
aimed to widen participation in higher education to include 20 per cent of enrolments
being students from low SES backgrounds by 2020, and this percentage was to increase
to 40 per cent by 2025 (Gale & Parker, 2013; Phillimore & Koshy, 2017).

Early 2010s: Targets for disadvantaged student groups
In 2011, the Gillard Labor Government of 2010 to 2013 promised $1.2 billion over the
following four years to support growth in enrolments at universities, along with making
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higher education more accessible to all Australians by uncapping university places
(Evans, 2011; King & James, 2013). As Bradley et al. (2008) noted, such policies
increased pressure on Australian universities to broaden participation and increase
under-represented student groups; this was seen as a necessity for a more successful
country (Gale & Tranter, 2011). Long-established research-intensive universities were
particularly challenged by Government initiatives to widen participation and needed to
make considerable changes to their highly competitive entry requirements. Further,
having accepted such students, they had to give them the best chance to succeed (James
et al., 2010; Shah et al., 2011).

The policy of uncapping undergraduate places in 2010 was central to achieving more
positive outcomes for low SES students. This led to alternative pathways to admission
for low SES students being introduced by many universities across Australia, where
such students were admitted with an entrance rank less than the standard cut-off
advertised by universities. However, the Abbott Coalition Government of 2013 to 2015
planned to deregulate higher education, allowing institutions to set their own fees,
thereby increasing costs to the students and their families. According to Peacock,
Stellar, and Lingard (2014), this Government believed that deregulation would improve
the quality, and reduce the cost, of higher education to Government, and encourage
people to look after themselves financially. They also pointed out that, under the 2013
Abbott Government, with uncapped increases in student fees, universities were to be at
liberty to charge whatever they wished for their courses.

The interest rates on student debt under the proposed scheme would also increase, and
with predicted changes to the Higher Education Loan Program (HELP), students would
be required to pay back their debts sooner. This planned action risked putting university
education back to privileging the more affluent members of society as little
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consideration was given to government policy and priorities for low SES students. In
addition, evidence from overseas challenged the notion that deregulation and uncapped
places at universities would improve quality. For example, Mulvenon and Robinson
(2014) questioned whether a university’s goal is to develop and teach students, or
merely to graduate them; expressed another way, should the emphasis be on education
or on “money, degrees, and the politics associated with both”? (Mulvenon & Robinson,
2014, p. 70).

According to Norton (2012, p. 2), “funding per place for Commonwealth-supported
students tends to reflect political rather than educational factors and can lead to a
misallocation of student places, and exacerbate skills shortages”. In accordance with
this, it could be argued that the planned deregulation of the higher education sector and
the potential consequence of increasing the costs of higher education for students might
indicate a lack of emphasis and consideration for equity on the policy agenda. James et
al. (2010) also argued that this strategy would be likely to make higher education less
achievable for students from low SES backgrounds. Therefore, to offset this negative
impact, they held that university responses to first year transition, support, teaching and
the curriculum should be given paramount attention. This view was relevant to this
study as government policy on higher education can have an impact on whether or not
low SES students will have equal opportunities to attend university with their better off
peers. It also has implications for whether there is adequate funding to support these
students during their transition from high school to university.

Conclusion
The contextual background presented in this chapter guided the study in several ways as
it highlighted the importance and relevance of equity in higher education. The chapter
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gave an overview of the first year experience at university in a global context. It
identified several reasons for a poor first year university experience which might be
student-centric, institutional-centric, or both, and could result in high first year attrition
rates. This chapter also addressed issues of higher education for disadvantaged
students, with a focus on socio-economic status. It considered the mechanisms used by
different nations for measuring data on the socio-economic background of students, and
why the differences in measuring socio-economic status have been problematic when
making comparisons between countries around the globe. The focus then shifted to a
discussion on disadvantage for higher education students in OECD countries in general,
then specifically in the UK and the USA, and finally in Australia. Reviewing relevant
issues in higher education in countries outside Australia has put concerns and
Government policies on higher education in Australia into a global perspective. The
UK and the USA were dealt with separately as they have been longstanding sources of
policy borrowing for Australia. An Australian overview assisted with a deeper
understanding of how equity in higher education has had an impact on the university
experiences of low SES students.

The second part of this chapter covered the evolution of Australian higher education
policies relevant to equity. This chapter was further divided into nine sub-sections
highlighting dominant political themes for each decade in Australian higher education
between 1900 and 2015. Addressing each decade gave a clear picture of the
dramatically different approaches to policy on equity, access, participation and
outcomes in the higher education sector.
Throughout this chapter, particular reference was made to policies and legislation that
have affected low SES students, as they were the focus of this study. A summary of
Australian Government policies on higher education gave a clearer picture of how
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equity, and support for low SES undergraduate students, has vacillated since the early
1900s and has lacked the consistency needed to assist these students in the long term.
Political and economic ideologies and changes to government policies, such as
neoliberal orientations, privatisation (particularly in the mid-1970s and through to the
1980s), globalisation, and marketisation have continued to have an impact on
Australia’s higher education arena (Bockman, 2013; Connell et al., 2013). Part of this
influence has translated into enrolment trends, inputs, outputs and outcomes for both
on-campus and on-line courses. Government policies have also had a bearing on the
proportion of low SES students who enter university.

For this study, the main data (on the participants’ experiences of their first year at
university) was collected in 2015. Whilst government policy continued to evolve
during the data collection phase, the discussion of the contextual background ceased at
the time of data collection. Policy updates and ongoing developments are raised in
Chapter Seven regarding the fundamental issues such as equity, access, and funding to
support low SES students in higher education. Chapter Three focusses on explicating
key concepts underpinning the study, including equity, equality, social justice, social
class and cultural capital in addition to broader constructs such as globalisation and
neoliberalism which have become increasingly influential in the 21st century.
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CHAPTER THREE
LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction
This chapter provides an overview of the literature relevant to the key concepts
underpinning this study, and is in four parts. First, literature pertaining to globalisation
and neoliberal ideological changes, including marketisation and privatisation, which
have an impact on equity in higher education, is considered. Second the chapter traces
the reshaping of the concept of equity in a global knowledge era and its influence on
higher education into the 21st century. Third, it examines more specifically the
literature on equity in relation to first year university transition, by focussing on seven
key sub-themes: student diversity; student adjustment and transition; student support;
academic and social belonging, encompassing ‘imposter syndrome’; student
engagement; student empowerment; and, student success. Finally, a suite of concepts
closely related to equity in education, namely, equality, social justice, social class and
cultural capital, are addressed.

Globalisation and ideological changes impacting on equity in higher education
In this section the concept of globalisation, and the associated ideologies of
neoliberalism, privatisation and marketisation, are considered. Together they have had
an impact on equity in higher education.

Globalisation
According to Martens and Raza (2010, pp. 280-281), globalisation, depending on the
study or author, can signify
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the growing integration of markets and nation-states and the spread of
technological advancements; receding geographical constraints on social and
cultural arrangements; the increased dissemination of ideas and technologies;
the threat to national sovereignty by trans-national actors; or the transformation
of the economic, political and cultural foundations of societies.

Krishnakumar and Sarti (2014, p. 3), stated that globalisation is a complex phenomenon
which, in general terms, can be viewed as “increasing forms of economic integration,
global governance and social development”. Rizvi and Lingard (2009) also stated that
globalisation is a highly complex and contested phenomenon. In their view, it has
brought about changes to transnational patterns that have been economic, political and
cultural in nature, and have been highly influenced by advances in information
technology. They divided globalisation into three categories: empirically, the
significant social, political, cultural and technological changes currently taking place
across the globe; ideologically, in terms of new power relations and political interests;
and, as a social imaginary “that expresses the sense people have of their own identity
and how it relates to the rest of the world, and how it implicitly shapes their aspirations
and expectations” (Rizvi & Lingard, 2009, p. 24). Dowding (2011) raised the point that
the process of globalisation has led to a much greater level of social and cultural
diversity, and also acknowledged that technology has increased development on
economic, social, and political platforms.

Yang (2003) identified the impact of globalisation on education, with specific reference
to higher education. He considered that “globalisation is predominantly economic” and
that whilst it can lead to massification of higher education on a global scale, thereby
opening up tertiary study to a more diverse society in the 21st century, the “economic,
cultural and educational domains continue to be unequal” (Yang, 2003, p.269). This
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was a view held also by Starr (2019). Other researchers have held that globalisation can
broaden a student’s experiences through an international lens, thereby enhancing
knowledge and collaboration across and between borders (Foskett & Maringe, 2010;
Fox & Hundley, 2010). Further, Kauppinen (2013) argued that globalisation has had a
marked impact on the higher education sector, particularly since the 1990s. To this,
Kabana (2014) added that globalisation increased demand for a more educated
workforce with a broad skill set. Bourke (2013) similarly reported that governments
around the globe asked that their universities take on a greater degree of economic
responsibility by graduating more students with the skills and knowledge needed for the
workforce and the economic wellbeing of the country in the 21st century. Bourke
(2013, p. 498) also stated that at the same time, universities were “being tasked to work
with communities in alleviating the social and economic excesses of the market”.

Globalisation has been associated with greater polarisation of rich and poor countries,
and increasing gaps between rich and poor individuals within nations (Bharadwaj, 2014;
Chan, Cheung, & Lai, 2014; Kuhn, van Elsas, Hakhverdian, & van der Brug, 2016).
Rizvi and Lingered (2010, p. 24) recognised this issue, describing the globalised world
as “heterogeneous, unequal and conflictive, rather than integrated and seamless”. Thus,
equity, they held, has become an issue of concern and has been put on global education
policy agendas in general. The Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD) has been highly influential in ‘globalising’ higher education
policies and practices in the 21st century. Lynch (2006), and Newham, Anderson, and
James (2012), argued that there was overwhelming evidence that in countries where
there was a significant socio-economic divide across society, those with wealth and
resources were equipped to make choices whereas those who were poor and underresourced were not. Further, in relation to the global stage, the notions of ‘knowledge
society’ and ‘knowledge economy’ (arguably the latter should not overshadow broader
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social goals) were shown to differ across countries (and regions within countries),
leading to diverse understandings of knowledge, mobility and cultural exchange in the
higher education sector (Forstorp & Mellström, 2013, p. 345).

Neoliberalism
Accompanying globalisation has been the rise to dominance of a neoliberal ideology.
Neoliberalism encompasses free trade, privatisation, marketisation, deregulation and
individual responsibility (Beilharz & Hogan, 2012; Connell et al., 2013), and a
noticeable move from ‘government’ to ‘governance’ (Commisso, 2013). Also known as
Thatcherism in the UK, Reaganomics in the USA, and economic rationalism in
Australia, it came to prominence in the 1980s when governments deregulated industries,
privatised public services, reduced trade barriers and floated currency markets (Beilharz
& Hogan, 2012; Dowding, 2011). Neoliberalism was described by Shiner and Node
(2014, p. 3) as a “‘political scheme’ that aims to reverse the social democratic gains of
the post-war era by restoring class power to ruling elites”. Further, according to
Beckman (2013), neoliberalism was on the ascendancy after the economic recession in
the 1970s as capitalism entered a period of major crises: related oil, fiscal, stagflation,
debt, and legitimacy, all of which undermined capitalists’ profits and control over the
economy.

Most relevant to this study is the change in how higher education institutions are funded
and regulated. Of particular note is that governance operates “in and between the
various domains of university work through power mechanisms that infuse and regulate
new practices, relationships, and identity formations” (Commisso, 2013, p. 159).
Neoliberalism in education has been described as involving the development of skills,
attitudes and work ethic which are required to ensure a productive workforce. In this
view, the population becomes ‘human capital’, while at the same time, higher education
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is forced to operate as a profit-making industry (Connell, 2013; Southgate & Bennett,
2014). Under a neoliberal ideology in higher education of the 21st century there has
been a greater push for ‘fees-for-service’ and concurrently for enhanced efficiencies
such as “larger classes, less personal contact, [and] more on-line teaching” (Connell et
al., 2013, p. 264). Welch (2002) has described this in terms of an on-going culture of
‘doing more with less’. Sistani (2011) has pointed out that the increased operational
costs of higher education institutions, coupled with reduced financial support from
government funding, has led to a prevalence of privatisation and marketisation. Both
privatisation and marketisation in the higher education sector have been key features of
globalisation and neoliberalism. Privatisation involves the reliance on funds from the
private sector whilst marketisation adopts the principle of competition (Aulich &
O’Flynn, 2007). These concepts are now explained.

Privatisation and Marketisation
Governments around the world have been increasingly attempting to privatise public
services such as education, transport, and healthcare, forcing the direct costs of these
services onto the general public (Bockman, 2013; Connell et al., 2013; Lynch, 2006).
Sistani (2011) expressed concern that the resource crisis in the higher education sector
would put pressure on universities to prioritise profit as a goal. This, in turn Sistani
held, could damage or threaten academic standards and lead to commercialising the
education sector, thereby having a negative impact on a university’s reputation and fail
the students who are supposed to be those benefitting (Veldman, 2018).

Marketisation in higher education came about as institutions became more aware of the
need to compete and measure their activities and outcomes against similar institutions,
not only nationally, but globally (Brennan & Shah, 2011; Brown, 2014; Burke,
Stevenson, & Whelan, 2015). The increasing pressure to have external organisations
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evaluate and report on a university’s performance, and to quantify and compare this
performance (resulting in both national and international university rankings), meant
that universities moved away from being “a previously relatively autonomous academic
organisation to one based on business ideals” (Ek, Ideland, Jönsson, & Malmberg, 2013,
p. 1306). These rankings advertise the attractiveness to students of a particular
university, and the desirability of graduates to employers; in effect, how marketable a
student has become, a situation described by Hazelton (2011) as the ‘battle for
worldwide excellence’ and the campaign to make the ‘Top 100’.

In line with the increase in competition in higher education, and the trend towards a
market-driven higher education sector, the OECD (Centre for the Study of Higher
Education, 2013, p. 7) supported “the need for productivity advance, the importance of
higher education participation, and the economic role of the innovation benefits
generated by research”. However, privatisation and marketisation may also have their
downsides. For example, in some nations, including Australia, deregulation of higher
education has allowed institutions to enrol as many students as they choose, and open
up government-supported places to private and non-university institutions, while
allowing them to also set their own uncapped fees. Commenting on this, Peacock et al.
(2014, p. 378) stated that the reforms on higher education “prioritised efforts to reduce
educational disadvantage, but at the same time are set within a specifically Australian
expression of neoliberal education and economic policy”. This policy, it has also been
argued, can act to increase student contributions, regardless of the student’s socioeconomic background and ability to repay the higher education debt, on which high
interest rates are also charged (Koshy, Pitman, & Phillimore, 2014).

In 2012, it was noted that, around the globe, privatising higher education was having a
detrimental effect on students from low socio-economic status (SES) backgrounds,
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many of whom were already struggle with repaying higher education debts even after
they graduated (Dwyer, McCloud, & Hodson, 2012). Kantarowitz (2015) reported that
student debts on graduation in the USA had been growing each year, largely due to
scholarships and grants not keeping pace with university costs. This, in turn, has put
additional pressure on students to rely on their families to help fund their education,
move to a ‘cheaper’ institution, or take on shorter courses. This strongly raises the issue
of equity: for the most part, privatisation of higher education, it has been shown, is
likely to benefit students from affluent backgrounds and be detrimental to those from
low SES backgrounds (Susanti, 2011; Teixeira & Amaral, 2001). Indeed, on a global
scale, as the 21st century progresses, it appears as if the costs of higher education are
increasingly being borne by students.

Reshaping the concept of equity in a global knowledge era
Equity is an overarching key concept for this thesis, however it means different things
in different contexts. At the same time, according to Martin and Hanbury (2009, p. 3),
it should stand for what is “fair and just, moral and ethical”. The OECD (2012, p. 9)
also highlighted that equity in education should mean that “personal or social
circumstances such as gender, ethnic origin or family background, are not obstacles to
achieving educational potential (fairness) and that that all individuals reach at least a
basic minimum level of skills (inclusion)”.

At the end of the 1990s, Marginson (1997) and later, Barrow and Grant (2018),
maintained that equity in education is about access and participation opportunity for all
students, and that it links with the economics and benefits of an education. Some
argued also that equity is only possible if individuals (or students) who come from
similar backgrounds, with similar cultural capital and social class, have similar
opportunities for education, training and employment, and can develop themselves to
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reach their academic and workplace potential, and also have equal access to resources
(Hyde, Carpenter, & Conway, 2014; Johnson, 1995). However, Neubauer and Tanaka
(2011, p. 3) claimed that “in practice the effort to treat all participants equally actually
works to validate individual and social differences passed into the institutional
structures of higher education by persistent and prior patterns of inequality”. Hyde et
al. (2014, p. 6) have also stated that an equitable education “should include the
achievement of outcomes [that] are equal”. This raises an important point about
whether equity should focus on inputs or outcomes for students. Harvey, Cakitaki, and
Brett (2018) recognised that higher education in Australia should be promoting student
equity across a student’s journey from a satisfying experience at university through to
retention and successful outcomes.

Many countries have defined equity in higher education in terms of inputs, namely,
giving students opportunities to “enter tertiary education and to access programmes at
different levels and with distinct qualities” (Santiago, Tremblay, Basri, & Arnal, 2008,
p. 14). Further, widening participation in higher education is a global issue and
requires: outreach activities to raise awareness and aspirations in high schools and
communities; outreach to disadvantaged or under-represented groups; financial
assistance through scholarships; and, support when students reach university (Hoare &
Johnston, 2011). Equally, widening participation opens opportunities to people who
have the potential to succeed but who would not normally consider higher education as
they cannot rely on family resources for information and finances and thus, often do not
see themselves as university student material (James et al., 2010; O'Shea & Lysaght,
2010). Indeed, it has long been known that many low SES students at university
demonstrate characteristics of ‘imposter syndrome’ (Peteet, Montgomery, & Weekes,
2015; Ramsey & Brown, 2018), a phenomenon first described by Clance and Imes
(1978, p. 1) when studying a select group of high achieving women who exhibited “an
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internal experience of intellectual phonies”. This phenomenon is discussed further in
relation to university students later in this chapter under ‘student academic and social
belonging’.

In the 21st century the focus in higher education has begun to shift to considering equity
of outcomes for students. This involves giving students opportunities to acquire the
skills they need to safeguard their employability when they graduate (Morales, 2014;
Santiago et al., 2008). Attention has also been drawn to the fact that achieving a
university qualification can improve a person’s life chances and opportunities,
particularly for people from disadvantaged backgrounds (Brennan & Naidoo, 2008).
This notion of employability after a student graduates is seen as being an extrinsic
motivator which is “core to the educational expectations of this generation of students”
(Wharton et al., 2014, p. 72).

Overall, equity in education, and in society as a whole, is being addressed by many
countries, with government strategies encouraging institutions to recognise and respond
to societal and economic needs, particularly in conjunction with quality outcomes in
higher education (OECD, 2011, 2013, 2014; Santiago et al., 2008). Connell et al.
(2013) argued that education and, more so higher education, is often seen as a vehicle
for achieving an equitable society. However, both Marginson (1997) and Connell
(2013) stated that neoliberalism and deregulation require the creation of a market. In
order to do this successfully, there is a need to restrict or ration the product or service’s
availability. This, in turn, sometimes requires increased fees. Thus, deregulation can
reward those who can afford a higher education, and penalises those who cannot.

Riddell (2013) also argued that the removal of government regulation from higher
education and decisions made at all levels of governance, can have a negative impact on
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low SES students in terms of access, participation, social mobility and job prospects,
thereby reducing equity in society. Indeed, Gair and Baglow (2018) recognised that
financial stress for students from low SES backgrounds can have a significant effect on
their ability to complete their university courses. Southgate and Bennett (2014) noted
that widening participation for low SES students has only achieved half of the social
justice battle. Achieving the other half, it was added, is restricted severely by the “neoliberal logic which locates both opportunity and blame within the individual”, leaving
the policy makers faultless (Southgate & Bennett, 2014, p. 39).

In Australia, The Great Schools Partnership (2013) offered a useful typology of inequity
in education with eight categories. The first and second categories, namely, societal and
socio-economic inequity, are interrelated. Societal inequity relates to students’ social
class, race or ethnicity, nationality, language, religion, gender, sexual orientation and,
where applicable, a disability. Socio-economic inequity means fewer educational
opportunities are available to a lower SES student than a student from a wealthier SES.
Thurber and Walton (2012) also pointed out that rural students often have low SES
backgrounds and have further financial burdens due to having to attend university in a
city far away.

The third category, cultural inequity, relates to those of migrant or refugee backgrounds,
whose social expectations, language and cultural references are likely to be different
from that of the country in which they are residing. The fourth category, familial
inequity, is related to a student’s personal or familial circumstances. This might be a
dysfunctional, abusive home life, or one in which there is little academic support or
encouragement from a student’s parents and immediate family (Brändle & Häuberer,
2015; Eckles & Stradley, 2012). In these situations, the students are often the first
person in their family to attend a university.
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The fifth category, programmatic inequity, refers to students being stereotyped
regarding academic performance, or having a low expectation of themselves due to the
lack of expectation of family and/or school teachers. The sixth category, staffing
inequity, refers to the quality of teachers. Private and wealthier schools often have
greater resources to support education and, therefore, are more likely to offer a higher
quality education than what is offered to students in low SES areas. Often the latter
may not offer the necessary university entrance subjects to enable students to achieve a
high enough ranking to be accepted.

The seventh category, assessment inequity, refers to the use of technology and on-line
based assessment in schools where computers are not affordable, or are not used
regularly enough (both at school and at home) for students to be as familiar with them
as students who are well resourced technologically. Finally, the eighth category,
linguistic inequity, relates to where students are disadvantaged as they are burdened
with learning in a second language (The Great Schools Partnership, 2013). On this,
many researchers, including James, Bexley, and Shearer (2009), recommended that to
help overcome inequity, less emphasis should be assigned to school achievement for
entry to university.

Santiago et al. (2008, p. 119) maintained it is important to determine whether equity
problems relate to family income, lack of student support, lack of opportunity at school
or whether equity falls down in the university admissions process, or “other barriers
such as the lack of knowledge about the benefits of tertiary education”. Further, Laurin,
Fitzsimons, and Kay (2011, p. 166) argued that the mere perception of inequity in
society “may constrain the goals and self-regulatory resources needed to achieve wellbeing”. Others have also maintained that having admitted disadvantaged students to
university, the quality of the teaching and learning they experience, as well as their
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achievement of quality outcomes, is essential, or the effect will be failure to meet the
goals of equity and justice (Pitman & Vidovich, 2012; Polat, 2011). Arguably, progress
on these matters has advanced little in the first decades of the 21st century.

Kincheloe and McLaren (2002) came up with an ‘equation’ for achieving equity in
society. It is made up of the players in the balance of equity, namely, the students from
low SES backgrounds (minority group) whose situations can be improved (equity) by
higher education institutions (those in power). Whittaker (2008) has also raised the
question that, with the increasing numbers of low SES students entering universities as
part of the massification of higher education, it is uncertain whether low SES students in
the 21st century continue to be a minority. From the literature it is clear that for equity
in higher education, both inputs and outcomes need to be considered, not only in policy
making but also in research. Hence, this study focussed on both input and outcome
dimensions of equity. Outcomes in this research relate specifically to students’
achievements across their first year and their progression through the remainder of their
degree.

Equity and first year university transition: key sub-themes
The focus of this study was on equity relating to the transition of ‘alternative entry’
students from low SES backgrounds, and the tracking of their experiences and,
subsequently, their experiences over three years at university. Key sub-themes were
identified as relevant to this study: student diversity; student adjustment and transition;
student support; academic and social belonging (encompassing ‘imposter syndrome’);
student engagement; student empowerment; and, student success. These sub-themes are
represented in Figure 3.1 and explicated below. It is important to emphasise that while
these sub-themes were discussed under separate headings, they were not discrete
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aged students, who had been deemed as ‘non-traditional’. Knox and Wyper (2008)
continued their distinction between ‘traditional’ and ‘non-traditional’ students by stating
that 21st century university students were not like the ‘traditional’ students of 20 to 50
years previously, and that their expectations, lifestyles outside university and the way in
which they learnt were different. Whittaker (2008) also noted that in light of widening
participation and increased diversity in higher education, referring to students as
‘traditional’ or ‘non-traditional’ may become increasingly inaccurate, inappropriate and
outmoded.

Bradley (2008, p. xi) identified students under-represented within the higher education
sector as “disadvantaged by the circumstances of their birth: Indigenous people, people
with low socio-economic status, and those from regional and remote areas”. According
to Hoare and Johnston (2011), disadvantaged students are often unable to reach their
academic potential due to personal circumstances such as age or disability; family
circumstance; community circumstance (lack of peer support); and support, advice and
resources from (typically) Government schools. Longden and Yorke (2009) also
pointed out that these students have additional transitional challenges when entering
university. These challenges included that they were often the first person in their
family to attend university; had responsibility for dependents or siblings; lacked the
necessary entry qualifications; had English as a second language; contended with long
commutes to university; often juggled work commitments to pay for basic necessities;
and, lacked ready access to information about, or experience in, higher education.

As such, a greater understanding of first year transition is required to ensure higher
education institutions offer their diverse and dynamic student populations the necessary
skills and resources to succeed. Part of this understanding has involved identifying
differences between students’ expectations on the one hand, and experiences of the first
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year on the other, and how they dealt with their challenges (Fleming & Grace, 2017).
According to Kift (2014), an area of concern has been whether the support offered to
these students would be enough; whether it was just the students who needed to be
transitioned, or if academics and other university staff needed to be better informed. In
2019, the increased number of students from diverse and under-represented
backgrounds in Australia may lead to the challenging of some academics’ values,
identities and familiar ways of knowing and doing things (Canning, Muenks, Green, &
Murphy, 2019). Moreover, projecting into the future, without the backing and support
of government policy, equity may be unlikely to prevail, particularly for students from
low SES backgrounds.

In Australia, the 2008 Rudd Labor Government put pressure on Australian universities
to offer more places to students from low SES backgrounds which opened university
doors to disadvantaged groups. These students were more inclined, than their more
privileged peers, to attune their quest of strategic goals to their views on fairness within
society (Laurin et al., 2011). Knox and Wyper (2008, p. 4) stated that as a result of this,
massification became more prevalent despite increased diversity “evident in the
differing backgrounds, ages, educational qualifications, abilities, aptitudes and
expectations” in students. With such growth (and more predicted), there has been
heightened concern for students from low SES backgrounds, for whom the first year at
university might be protracted and problematic. In addition, Knox and Wyper (2008)
stated that universities needed to move away from treating students as an homogeneous
group and should focus more on personalising the first year experience, treating
students as individuals and increasing the students’ feelings of ‘belonging’ to the higher
education sector and to particular institutions. Students from disadvantaged
backgrounds have faced an even greater degree of adjustment to university than their
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more advantaged peers during transition, and even after first year. In all, students from
disadvantaged backgrounds are more vulnerable (Hillman, 2005b; Sellar & Gale, 2011).

Student adjustment and transition
Bowles, Fisher, McPahil, Rosenstrech, and Dobson’s (2014) study into students’
perceptions of transition assistance identified two main enablers which may have an
impact on student transition, namely, what a student brings to university
(‘endogenous’), and what the institution delivers (‘exogenous’) by way of academic and
social support.

As most, if not all, students have faced a variety of challenges, adjustment and transition
to higher education has been recognised as an important issue, globally. However,
research has shown that students from low SES backgrounds have required a greater
degree of adjustment than their more affluent peers, which has had an impact on their
engagement with learning (Gale & Sellar, 2011; Krause, 2006). Low SES students’
transition has been compounded by additional concerns and barriers, including dealing
with changing learnt habits from home and school in relation to attitude and selfefficacy (Atweh & Bland, 2007; Hillman, 2005b; Jury et al., 2017). According to
Laming (2007), university is academically demanding and just settling into a new
environment can be daunting. Researchers have observed that apart from threatening
familiar ways of knowing and doing things, transition for students from underrepresented backgrounds has been compounded by conflicting values and challenges to
their identity (Gale & Sellar, 2011; Krause, 2006). Many researchers, including Picton,
Kahu, and Nelson (2018), have identified other factors that have had an impact on
successful transition to university life including resilience levels, self-esteem and
emotional health (Dawson & Pooley, 2013; Denovan & Macaskill, 2013; Foster, Allen,
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McAllister, & Oprescu, 2013; Kwek, Bui, Rynne, & So, 2013; Loh, Schutte, &
Thorsteinsson, 2014; Rissman et al., 2013).

Successful transition has been seen as critical for students from disadvantaged groups in
order to engage, learn, belong and feel empowered, and yet it has remained a
challenging time for these students (Krause, 2005; Longden & Yorke, 2009).
According to Wilson (2009, p. 13), understanding student experiences has been of
utmost importance because students “progressively form expectations, develop
misconceptions, consider aspirations and generate anxiety and excitement at various
stages of their journey towards and into higher education”. Smith (2006) recognised the
importance of students’ ‘voices’ regarding their transition. Despite this, Palmer et al.
(2009, p. 38) noted that the first year student experience had “somehow failed to attract
the level of academic attention necessary to appreciate this transition”.

According to Wojcieszek et al. (2014), and supported later by Fleming and Grace
(2017), the notion of student expectations has become more prevalent, and transition
and student challenges, continue beyond first year. McPhail et al. (2009) examined
three common challenges: pre-existing expectations and how they have had an impact
on students; adjusting pre-existing expectations through early exposure to university
life; and, the impact of not meeting expectations. According to Krause (2005),
expectations have often grown out of the universities’ published rankings, and
universities describing themselves as the ‘biggest’ and the ‘best’. Wharton et al. (2014)
recognised and emphasised the importance of meeting expectations of modern 21st
century students through diverse teaching and learning pedagogies. Furthermore, James
et al. (2010, p. 28) argued that allowing students to shape their perceptions and selfexpectations about their first year experience and beyond should be “considered a
strategic institutional priority”.
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Student support
Student support has been an important service as most students have experienced
difficulties in their transition to university regardless of background or entrance ranking
(Kift, 2010). Universities have offered a range of support mechanisms for all first year
students including transition, academic, social and orientation support, and providing
information to engage students at the precise time they need it (Dawson & Pooley,
2013; Hayes, 2014). Low SES students have a heightened need for guidance on how to
learn independently and how to overcome any loss of confidence from disappointing
school results (Blair, 2017; Evans & Kantanis as cited in Levy & Murray, 2005).
Atweh and Bland (2007) also identified additional barriers including university
enrolment costs, loss of income in order to study, and entry enrolment conditions (such
as high academic rankings often required for university entry).

Understanding and supporting under-represented students has become paramount as
universities allow more students to enter through alternative pathways in increasingly
competitive markets to attract more students (Productivity Commission, 2019). Calls
for universities to be more aware of entry practices and back them up with flexible
support systems addressing personal, academic and social integration have increased
(Blyth, 2014; Devlin, 2010; Palmer et al., 2009; Rissman et al., 2013; Whittaker, 2008).
Alternative entry pathways have given students opportunities to commence university in
ways other than through standard entrance, sometimes under provisional status. For
example, universities have offered entry to high school students who have been
adversely affected by certain disadvantages or exceptional circumstances (e.g. The
University of Melbourne, 2012; The University of Sydney, 2012; The University of
Western Australia, 2012). Alternatively, universities may also have offered high school
students in low SES areas opportunities to attend with entrance ranks less than the
standard cut-off advertised by the university.
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Students entering through alternative pathways may not have been high achievers at
school; may have had significant financial commitments; may have lacked the
necessary preparedness for university; and, may have experienced confusion, self-doubt,
low self-esteem, alienation, isolation, a lack of self-confidence, unrealistic expectations
and low levels of motivation (Briggs et al., 2012; Hoare & Johnston, 2011; James et al.,
2010). These students may not necessarily be any less capable than their high achieving
peers, however their circumstances and backgrounds may have limited their
opportunities (Hoare & Johnston, 2011; McKay & Devlin, 2015; Skene & Evamy,
2009). For example, some schools may not have offered the prerequisite courses for
university, and some students may not have the encouragement from school (Baik,
Naylor, & Arkoudis, 2015) or aspirations to attend. Research increasingly has pointed
to these students as being more likely to lack parental understanding of what is involved
in applying to and/or attending university (Harvey, 2014) and what it takes to succeed
and therefore, may be more likely to feel parental pressure, their parents having vested
significant financial resources to allow them to attend (James et al., 2010). At best,
these students may feel the need for mentoring; at worst they may simply drop out
(O'Shea & Lysaght, 2010; Universities Australia, 2019).

A general approach to transition may not be enough for those students from low SES
backgrounds. According to Kift (2009) ‘normalising’ the first year experience has
involved reducing a student’s sense of isolation and ‘otherness’ which, in turn, has
improved a student’s chance of success, staying at university and increasing his or her
sense of academic and social belonging. ‘Normalising’ the first year experience has
been even more important for students from so called ‘non-traditional’ backgrounds.
Whittaker (2008, p. 47) argued that rather than forcing these students to partake in
support activities, support should be “visible, normalised and viewed as part of
mainstream activity”. A growing body of researchers have emphasised the need to
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understand these students’ circumstances by providing strategies, techniques and
resources to help them tackle the often overwhelming maze of university life (Kearney,
Stanley, & Blackberry, 2018; O'Shea & Lysaght, 2010; Whittaker, 2008). A point to
investigate is whether universities know enough about the perspectives on life and
experiences of first year students, particularly for those who are the first in their families
to attend university (Clarke, 2011). One significant question raised is whether
providing increased access and opportunity necessarily equals student success. Some
have argued it has not:
Access without support is not opportunity. That institutions do not intentionally
exclude students from college does not mean that they are including them as
fully valued members of the institution and providing them with support that
enables them to translate access into success (Engstrom & Tinto, 2008, p. 50).

Gilardi and Guglielmette (2011, p. 34) argued that university policy has not always
provided for this sort of support, “thereby maintaining an institutional system designed
for a very different type of student”, which is far from equitable. Maher and Macallister
(2013) stated that reaching government targets is only the start of assisting students
from low SES backgrounds. According to Maher and Macallister (2013, p. 72), the real
results might be “the increased social capital when these students are successful” and
the obverse (and need for further support) due to the “enormous damage done to selfesteem when they are not”.

Student academic and social belonging (encompassing ‘imposter syndrome’)
Overall academic success has been closely linked to how well students develop their
academic and social belonging to the institution, including out-of-class contact with
academics (Hagenauer & Volet, 2014; Harvey & Drew, 2006; James et al., 2010;
Krause, 2007; Longden & Yorke, 2009; Nicol, 2008; Read, Burke, & Crozier, 2018).
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Experts of student transition have found that friendships formed in first year assist with
adjusting to university, and bring about a feeling of belonging (Harvey & Drew, 2006;
Kift, 2015; Krause, 2007; Nicol, 2008; Read et al., 2018). According to Devlin (2010),
students need to learn to be students, which comes easier for some than for others.
Miller et al. (2008, p. 58) stated that learning through assessment could be stressful, yet
in doing so students become part of the “multiplicity of overlapping and serially
embedding communities that make up the community of students”. Similarly, this point
was made by Blair (2017), who added that learning through assessment and feedback
from academics also built student confidence.

Clance and Imes (1978) first labelled ‘imposter syndrome’ when carrying out research
into high achieving women who, despite their achievements, felt they were incompetent
phonies. Research has since been carried out on several student groups, which have
been found to have similar characteristics, and ‘first in family’ students have tended to
experience higher frequencies of ‘imposter syndrome’ than other student groups
(Cozzarelli & Major, 1990; King & Cooley, 1995; Peteet et al., 2015; Sonnak & Towell,
2001). Ramsey and Brown (2017) identified that many students suffer from ‘imposter
syndrome’, feeling that they do not deserve to be at university. Furthermore, they
(Ramsey & Brown, 2017, p. 1) stated that when students believe that “their
achievements [are] unfounded, or that they will be further disenfranchised if their true
self is discovered, it is less likely that they will connect to the people who, and services
that, can help them achieve their educational goals”. ‘Imposter syndrome’ has also had
a negative effect on students’ senses of belonging and their ability to achieve academic
goals (Ramsey & Brown, 2017). Gardner and Holley (2011, pp. 87-88) found that
when interviewing students regarding their sense of belonging (or not) to their
institutions, the questioning “elicit[ed] tears from some participants concerned that they
would be ‘found out’ or explicitly told they could not persist”. These researchers
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regarded this as “particularly salient [in relation to social capital] as these students strive
to gain acceptance in the larger social network” (Gardner & Holley, 2011, p. 88).

According to Knox and Wyper (2008), increasing numbers of students entering
universities have made it neither practical nor efficient to personalise approaches for
each student on a one-to-one basis. Knox and Wyper (2008, p. 37) stated that
identifying major sub-groups within a diverse student population allows students to be
treated differently, or distinguishes them so as to enable institutions to offer tailored
support, effectively avoiding “homogenous solutions to heterogeneous situations”.
Harvey and Drew (2006) argued that personalisation is more important in first year than
in subsequent years. Personalisation has added value to the student experience in terms
of engagement, motivation, confidence and overall enjoyment, with benefits reflected in
retention rates and satisfaction (Knox & Wyper, 2008; Zepke, 2013; Won, Wolters, &
Mueller, 2018). Students have regarded being valued, supported and seen as an
individual (rather than one amongst thousands) as important to their academic success
(Briggs et al., 2012).

According to Whittaker (2008), recognising diversity is critical to transition and
developing a sense of belonging. Whittaker emphasised that different students have
differing aspirations, different needs and expectations, and are motivated by different
events and environments. Added to these factors are variations depending on the
institution, the course and the faculty; one size does not fit all. Knox and Wyper (2008,
p. 85) believed that “acknowledging and valuing individuals’ strengths and prior
experiences” allows the student experience to be more personalised and has led to better
connectivity and engagement with a greater sense of belonging. A sense of belonging is
seen to be achieved most effectively through participation in mainstream activities, and
is paramount to successfully retaining students (Hagenauer & Volet, 2014; Reid &
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Solomonides, 2007; Suhlmann, Sassenberg, Nagengast, & Trautwein, 2018; Thomas,
2012). Similarly, Kift et al. (2010, p. 14) stated that engagement, timely access to
support and a strong sense of belonging can be achieved through co-curricular and
curricular strategies to “enact a holistic, systematically-managed, vision for the FYE
[First Year Experience] that is truly student-focussed”. However, Whittaker (2008)
maintained that there is a risk of depersonalisation and the sense of belonging fading,
possibly due to increased neoliberal (competitive) ideologies in higher education.
Johnston and Kochanowska (2009) and Knox and Wyper (2008) stated that the sense of
‘belonging’ has moved to a sense of ‘estrangement’, ‘alienation’ and ‘generalisation’.
The terms ‘estrangement’ and ‘alienation’ have also been used when referring to
‘imposter syndrome’ in university students.

Harvey and Luckman (2014) considered that preventing disengagement and detecting
academic early warning signs is the key to engagement, success and retention. Several
researchers have argued that the more students, academics and non-academic (support)
staff interact, communicate and collaborate, the more engaged students have become in
their university experience (Hayes, 2014; Kuh, 2009; Meehan & Howells, 2018).

Student engagement
According to Kahu (2013, p. 59), student engagement can be defined as the “emotional,
behavioural, and cognitive connection to their studies” but Kahu acknowledged that this
does not occur in isolation and requires input from both the student and the institution.
Zepke et al. (2014) considered that it is no longer acceptable to expect students to be
engaged rather, academics need to engage with students, taking the lead in actively
being a part of students’ learning. In addition, Zepke (2013) stated that there are many
generic ideas around the concept of engagement; however, it is the challenge of the
institution and its staff to “interpret and shape such ideas for specific and unique
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contexts, subjects and, most importantly, learners” (p. 12). Above all, Penn-Edwards
and Donnison (2011) argued that in order for this to be successful, a student needs to
actively participate.

Trowler (2010) recognised student engagement as a leading focus amongst those aiming
to enhance teaching and learning in higher education globally. Many students have
found their transition from school to university difficult and this has led to patterns of
disengagement and attrition (Kantanis, 2000; Zimitat & Sebastian, 2007). McInnis et
al. (2000) attributed much of this to students dealing with several priorities external to
university. Knox and Wyper (2008) agreed with this, and added that these priorities
have often been more prevalent for low SES students and could include family, work
responsibilities, institutional bureaucracy and differences in academic teaching and
learning, all of which need to be balanced. This was consistent with Gilardi and
Guglielmette’s (2011) opinion that low SES students could succeed if they were able to
maintain a balance between their academic and home life that still allowed them to
actively engage in the university environment.

Lysaght and Walton (2006), and later Kahu and Nelson (2018), stated that as a student’s
level of knowledge and expertise improves, they start to develop a sense of
‘connectedness’ and ‘engagement’ at university. The crux of improving the student
experience has required catering to individuals rather than a ‘mass’ approach,
recognising that it is not a first year experience but a number of first year experiences
(Harvey & Drew, 2006; Whittaker, 2008). Miller et al. (2008) emphasised that the
‘mass’ experience approach should be reconsidered with emphasis on engagement and
empowerment.
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Student empowerment
Broom (2015) regarded empowerment in a similar vein to self-efficacy in university
students. She stated that “empowered individuals can consider varied perspectives,
negotiate with others, amend policies as needed as they can think independently, make
their own decisions thoughtfully and with reference to relevant information, and act on
that knowledge” (Broom, 2015, p. 81). She argued that empowering students can build
their “self-confidence, sense of self-efficacy, ability to solve problems, research
information, and communicate that information and their interest in and ability to
engage with issues occurring around them” (Broom, 2015, p. 85). These have all been
important characteristics of a university student with the view to them becoming an
employable citizen.

Zepke et al. (2014) believed that whilst student engagement and empowerment are
important aspects of a student’s transition, it should not be assumed, but rather
negotiated between the affected parties. Many researchers have agreed that giving
students avenues for increased levels of engagement and feeling of empowerment is
likely to improve the overall student experience in a positive and motivational manner,
and thereby increasing their confidence and enjoyment and ultimately retention rates
(Knox & Wyper, 2008; Penn-Edwards & Donnison, 2011; Tinto, 2017; Whittaker,
2008).

According to Mayes (as cited in Johnston & Kochanowska, 2009), student attitude and
commitment to study has equated to engagement whilst student ability to effectively
engage and take responsibility for their own learning has equated to empowerment.
Nelson (2014, p. 13) agreed with this stating that engagement not only “enhances the
acquisition of critical thinking, problem solving skills and enhances communication
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skills [but also leads to] achievement, including learning enrichment which, in turn,
leads to retention at university and success in the work environment”.

Many experts on student transition have agreed that academic and social engagement,
along with empowerment, are complex and difficult to define, but most importantly
they are significant contributors to student success and satisfaction, and have
implications for attrition (Kahu, 2013; Krause & Coates, 2008; Penn-Edwards &
Donnison, 2011; Zepke et al., 2014). Self-confidence, self-esteem, self-efficacy and a
feeling of being in control is regarded as being important to academic and social
empowerment with particular emphasis on students’ abilities to access support
mechanisms when and where they have needed them (Knox & Wyper, 2008; Kyndt et
al., 2019; Nicol, 2008; Yorke & Longden, 2004).

Student success
Several researchers have recognised that an individual student’s background will
inevitably have an impact on his or her university experience; however, they also agree
that responsibility for successful transition should be shared between the institution and
the student (Harvey & Drew, 2006; Kift et al., 2010; Knox & Wyper, 2008; Whittaker,
2008). Whilst the ultimate sign of student success may be graduation, there may also be
two sides to this issue: success itself and mastering what it takes to succeed (Yorke &
Longden, 2004). Hayes (2014, p. 6) argued that student success is “the most important
issue facing today’s higher education institutions”. A study conducted on student
success by Griffith University (Spence, 2012) identified seven key elements for student
success: student preparedness; effective orientation and transition experience;
availability of personal contact, communication and advice; early detection and
intervention of students at risk of failing; the quality of the learning experience;
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increased student engagement; and, improvement of retention activities in all areas of
the institution.

In the context of first year transition, measures of student success have been shown to
depend on how well a student connects, integrates and develops working relationships
with his or her peers and staff, and how this leads to academic and social commitment
(Eckles & Stradley, 2012; Gilardi & Guglielmetti, 2011; Maunder, 2018). In addition,
feelings of belonging to the institution, along with a sense of purpose, have linked to
students’ engagement with their study. According to Wilson (2009), success has
depended on how resourceful a student is in discovering how the institution works, how
they manage their study/life/work balance and how easily they have asked for help. As
such, success has depended on how a student embraces academic culture. Harvey and
Drew (2006, p. 139) stated that culture needs to be recognised by students as
“intellectually challenging but inclusive rather than residually exclusive that students
have to strive to be a part of, especially non-traditional students”. Wharton et al. (2014,
p. 81) reported that students, who are already “equipped with the intrinsic selfmotivation to read, engage and pursue knowledge”, are the most likely to succeed. In
addition, Gilardi and Guglielmette (2011) found that students who were aware of, and
able to act upon, the difficulties and processes they were experiencing were better
equipped to initiate the coping strategies necessary for success.

The underlying goal of improving the transition experience has been to improve student
success, engagement and retention for all students, including those from low SES
groups (Kift et al., 2010). According to Nelson (2014), success at university is related
to a sense of capability which is linked closely to students’ expectations of their role as
a student. Nelson (2014, p. 11) maintained that institutional beliefs on “what success at
university looks like” should be suspended and more attention should be paid to “what
69

success means to students”. In addition, research has found that building on student
self-efficacy, including evaluating strengths and weaknesses, and linking academic
success with future financial security, has improved retention and success (Gair &
Baglow, 2018; Haigh, Reynolds, & Levy, 2007; Jansen & van der Meer, 2012; Morales,
2014). With around 18 per cent of students having stating that university has not met
their expectations, finding out more about these expectations may help address
transitional issues and retention rates (James et al., 2010). Furthermore, in Australia
between 1994 and 2009, more than 50 per cent of students felt estranged and alienated
(Johnston & Kochanowska, 2009; Knox & Wyper, 2008), rather than feeling they
belonged to the university community (James et al., 2010).

The next section briefly overviews another set of concepts widely employed in the
literature as analytic tools for understanding equity in education. These concepts have
been documented by scholars and sociologists dating back to the early 1800s.

Related analytic concepts in education
The four analytic concepts highlighted in the sub-sections below are closely interrelated
with the construct of ‘equity’ and explanations of educational disadvantage. These
concepts are equality; social justice; social class; and, cultural capital. They overlap
with each other, and with the construct of equity considered earlier.

Equality
According to Espinoza (2007), equality relates to social justice and fairness, and can
only truly be relevant if all parties start from the same place with the same level of
opportunity. Similarly, Neubauer and Tanaka (2011, p. 3) stated that all individuals
within a particular population “should be, or have the right to be, treated equally by
authoritative actions”. Espinoza (2010) also identified three dimensions of equality:
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equality of opportunity; equality for all; and, equality on average across social groups.
In an educational context Espinoza (2007, p. 34) associated these dimensions with five
stages of the educational process, “resources, access, survival, output and outcomes”,
and stated that all should be considered when referring to equality. In a higher
education context, the first stage, equality of resources, refers to resources of a financial,
social and cultural nature. The second stage, equality of access, refers to the probability
of students from all backgrounds gaining equal access to higher education. The third
stage, equality of survival, relates to the likelihood of a student completing his or her
university course. The fourth stage, equality of output, refers to the probability that
students will achieve the same level of learning at the same rate as their more
advantaged peers. The fifth and final stage, equality of outcomes, refers to the
likelihood that low SES students from diverse backgrounds will achieve the same level
of employment, remuneration, status and lifestyle as their peers. Alwy and Schech
(2007, p. 133) stated that an equitable education implies that “resources are distributed
and processes are designed in ways most likely to move towards equalizing the
educational outcomes of disadvantaged social groups with the outcomes of their more
advantaged counterparts”. In order to give low SES university students the opportunity
to achieve equal outcomes, it follows that these students should also be treated
differently because of their diverse backgrounds. According to Chesters and Watson
(2013), whilst there have been improvements since the 1970s regarding equality in
higher education, having a parent who has a university education is a key attributor to a
student completing his or her degree in the 21st century.

Social justice
Equality and social justice are terms sometimes used interchangeably. According to
Marginson (2011), social justice is complex and refers to the way in which societal
inequalities and disadvantages are dealt with in order to bring about a degree of fairness
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where people can live in a more equitable society. John Rawls, a forerunner in the
philosophy of social justice, argued that equality should prevail unless inequality serves
the best interests of everyone. Rawls stated that all individuals should have an equal
right to basic liberties and that “social and economic inequalities should be arranged so
that they are both (a) reasonably expected to be to everyone’s advantage (b) attached to
positions and offices open to all” (Rawls, 2006, p. 60).

Following from this, Beilharz and Hogan (2012, p. 301) defined social justice as “the
manner in which social inequality, marginality and disadvantage are dealt with in order
to create a more fair or equitable society”. Inequality has concerned policy makers and
societies around the globe; however, social justice has tended to be less precise,
particularly with the distribution of rewards and resources such as wealth, opportunity
and outcomes. The OECD (2011, p. 17) reported that “the average income of the
richest 10% of the population is about nine times that of the poorest 10%”. Connell
(2010) and the OECD (2011) made the same point that whether students are able to
participate and, more importantly, have successful outcomes in higher education, is very
much determined by their social background, particularly their social class.

Social class
It is important to gain an understanding of social class and its link with equity in higher
education. Two classical sociologists, Karl Marx (1818 - 1883) and Max Weber (1864 1920), had differing approaches in defining social class. Marx believed there were two
main classes: capitalist class, those who controlled or exploited the workers and
determined wages; and, working class labourers who owned only their ability to work
(Connell et al., 2013). The material interests of these two classes opposed each other
dramatically; however, there was a third class which Marx also identified as a sub-class,
the petit bourgeoisie (little middle class). These people lacked power over owners but
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had control over their work and wages. They identified sometimes with owners and
sometimes with workers, thereby bringing a relationship between the two extremes of
the capitalists and the working class (Beilharz & Hogan, 2012; Connell et al., 2013;
Cooper, Fusarelli, Cibulka, & Cooper, 2008).

By contrast, according to Connell et al. (2013), Weber argued that class was a
quantifiable economic position where groups of individuals shared sets of life chances
and circumstances and where there was status and prestige for ways of achieving
economic prosperity (Connell et al., 2013; Fitzi, 2008; Weis & Dolby, 2012). Fitzi
(2008) raised Weber’s four definitions of status. These were: a person’s status in
society; status as ‘personal esteem’; status by way of ‘legal or cultural privileges’; and
finally, a group or community status whereby people share similar lifestyles, morals,
values, languages and culture or ‘cultural privilege’. In the following section on
cultural capital, Fitzi (2008) noted that Bourdieu’s approach to social class was based
on a person’s background, inheritance, and development of culture, as opposed to
economics only.

Cultural capital
Cultural capital is defined by Connell (2010, p. 84) as “the knowledge, skills,
disposition and social tastes that can provide access to social power”, thus incorporating
the human, social and economic aspects of society. Webb, Schirato, and Danaher
(2002, p. x) explained Bourdieu’s (1987) description of cultural capital as the way in
which people act and behave, talk, socialise, dress, and what values they hold, or as a
form of “value associated with culturally authorised tastes, consumption patterns,
attributes, skills and rewards”. Bourdieu (1986) also identified three types of cultural
capital: (a) embodied cultural capital: intangible characteristics that come from a
person’s immediate background such as, family attributes, language or religion,
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consumption patterns and tastes; (b) objectified cultural capital: tangible or physical
objects accessible to a person as they go through life; for example, pictures, books,
machines and art; and, (c) institutionalised cultural capital: comparative certificates and
educational qualifications. Examples of institutionalised cultural capital might be
school leaving ranks, degrees and diplomas; in the higher education sector, a bachelor
or postgraduate degree could be regarded as institutionalised cultural capital.

Bourdieu (as cited in Anderson & Jaeger, 2016) argued that the more cultural capital a
student has the better they will perform and succeed academically. Bourdieu (1987)
organised classes into three positions, each with their own unique cultural capital: (a)
lower position: agricultural professions, workers and tradespeople; (b) intermediate
position: industry, business and intermediate office employees; and, (c) higher position:
higher office staff and professionals. Bourdieu maintained that students from higher
cultural capital positions have higher rates of embodied and objectified cultural capital
and, therefore, have greater opportunities for institutionalised cultural capital than
students from lower cultural capital positions. Sullivan (2002) also found that higher
cultural capital positions have an impact on the social networks and connections
individuals will or will not have.

When regarding Bourdieu’s (1987) theory of traditional three class positions in the 21st
century, it may appear to be breaking down as there is a much greater spread of
professions and levels of wealth. For example, some tradespeople (carpenters,
electricians and plumbers) may have a higher income than those working as
intermediate office employees. Regardless of this, the general notion is that different
classes, and people with different cultural capital, have often had different access to
opportunities and resources, which has ultimately had an impact on their ability to move
up the social class ladder (Sellar & Zipin, 2018; Vernon, Watson, Moore, & Seddon,
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2019). The American Psychological Association (2019) stated that present day SES has
typically been calculated on income, education and occupation and sometimes, in the
case of students, that of their families. It has commonly translated to an individual or
group’s social class or standing with an emphasis on privilege, power and control. The
American Psychological Association (2019) also argued that socio-economic status has
had implications for inequitable access to, and distribution of, resources. Gale (2009)
reported that there has been much dispute in Australia about the way in which socioeconomic status has been estimated crudely by using postcodes. Wealthy, high SES
residents living in poorer, typically low SES postcodes (and vice versa), have prompted
the Government to revise the mode of measurement, possibly to include information on
parental educational levels. Gale continued, stating that by 2025, it is predicted that the
level of parental educational attainment may vary so much that even this will no longer
be a reliable measure for low socio-economic status in the higher education sector.

The abovementioned concepts, equality, social justice, social class and cultural capital,
all overlap and inform one another.

Conclusion
This chapter has presented the key concepts underlying this study of low SES students,
who entered university through alternative pathways. It included both students’
transition to, and their journeys throughout, university. The review of the literature was
in four parts. First, the chapter addressed globalisation and ideological changes that had
an impact on equity in higher education including neoliberalism, privatisation and
marketisation. These ideologies continue to have considerable impact on the higher
education sector on a global scale. Second, the chapter focussed on the reshaping of the
concept of equity in a global knowledge era, particularly for low SES students. Third,
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the chapter concentrated on seven sub-themes of equity relating especially to the
transition of students into first year at university. These were student diversity; student
adjustment and transition; student support; student academic and social belonging;
student engagement; student empowerment; and, student success. The fourth and final
part of the chapter highlighted four closely interrelated analytic concepts which are
relevant to equity in higher education. These concepts were equality; social justice;
social class; and, cultural capital. They are important for contemporary higher
education, particularly for students from low SES backgrounds, which were the focus of
this study.

The literature review has identified a need to explore the university student experience
further, particularly those experiences of low socio-economic status students. Dias and
Sa (2012, p. 289) reported that the biggest change in higher education enrolment has
been the students’ “psycho-pedagogical experiences”. Utilising the ‘student voice’ to
discover differences between expectations and experiences may provide valuable
insight and increased understanding of experiences and achievements throughout
transition, and beyond. It may also allow for student self-reflection, such as how they
have overcome challenges, which might lead to higher levels of self-esteem, selfefficacy and success. Haigh et al. (2007) stated that students who are initially underprepared when they commence study are able to succeed provided they can successfully
engage at university. With the increasingly diverse student population and changing
needs, it is imperative that educational institutions learn more about student
perspectives, and the best way to do this is through researching the ‘student voice’ (von
Treuer & Marr, 2013; Wharton et al., 2014). Utilising the ‘student voice’ to monitor
students’ sense of purpose, their reasons for coming to university, and their experiences
as they progressed through university, have been identified as gaps in the literature,
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along with the impact this might have on retention and engagement among ‘nontraditional’ student groups (James et al., 2010).

The next chapter outlines the methodology employed in this study.
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CHAPTER FOUR
METHODOLOGY
Introduction
This chapter explains the methodological frameworks employed in this empirical
research, which analyses how select cohorts of students deal with their first year at
university, and through to the start of their fourth year. The chapter is in eight parts.
First, it locates the researcher within the study. Second, the research aim and central
research questions are detailed. Third, the use of qualitative longitudinal research for
this study is reported. Fourth, the chapter focuses on the theoretical framing of
interpretivism and critical theory, which were used at different points in the study.

The fifth part of the chapter concentrates on the research methods employed including
case-study methodology, the selection of the case-study universities, and the selection
of participants within the cases. The sixth part details the data collection process which
involved document studies and the use of semi-structured interviews. Data analysis is
then detailed and includes an explanation of the use of the grounded theory methods of
open and axial coding.

The seventh part of the chapter focuses on trustworthiness considerations and four
important assurances for research quality, namely, credibility, transferability,
dependability and conformability. The eighth part of this chapter discusses ethical
considerations and such data management components as recording, reporting, sharing
and storing of the data collected.
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Locating the researcher within the study
The researcher has worked in the higher education environment for 30 years, as an
academic and in a professional role. A large part of this time was spent specifically
with first year students. Therefore, she has had significant experience with issues faced
by such students at university. Being familiar with these issues meant that the
researcher had a sound understanding of the many general issues facing university
newcomers. Furthermore, she was already familiar with the verbal and non-verbal
language often used by first year students. This assisted with establishing a rapport and
a level of trust with participants. This also transpired to work to the researcher’s
advantage as the participants’ enthusiasm enabled more data than originally intended to
be collected across three years rather than one, which was the initial intention.

The researcher did not have an academic or professional relationship with the
participants. She and they interacted solely on a researcher-participant basis. Thus,
there was no pre-existing power differential between the researcher and the participants
through teaching and learning, or through administrative contexts at each case-study
university.

Research aim and central research questions
The primary aim of this study was to generate theory on how select cohorts of low
socio-economic status (SES) students in Australia, who enrol in a university
undergraduate course through an alternative pathway program, ‘deal with’ the
experience of being a student during their transition to, and throughout, their university
journey. This research falls within the wider domain of equity in higher education, and
implications for equity are discussed in the final chapter.
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The research aim translates to the central research question as follows:
How do university students from low socio-economic backgrounds, who obtain
alternative entry to university, ‘deal with’ the experience of being a student during their
transition to, and throughout, their university journey and what are the implications for
equity?

Focusing on ‘deal with’ within interpretivism is a shorthand way of asking what are the
patterns one can see in a study of participants’ perspectives over a period of time.
According to O’Donoghue (2018), perspectives relate to one’s intentions, strategies,
significance and expected outcomes. In light of this, the central research question was
then broken down into four more specific research questions to determine the
perspectives of participants in a systematic way:

1. What are the academic and social expectations and concerns of students from
low socio-economic (SES) backgrounds, who enter university through
alternative pathways, once they have accepted an offer to study their chosen
course at their chosen university, and what reasons do they give for having these
expectations and concerns?
2. What strategies do the students have for dealing with their expectations and
concerns throughout their adjustment and transition to university, and what
reasons do they give for utilising those strategies?
3. What experiences do the students encounter, and what outcomes do the students
expect, from their strategies to cope with academic challenges, and what reasons
do they give for these strategies?
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4. With the benefit of hindsight, what strategies might the students have used and
what did they identify as the potential benefits in dealing with their university
journeys, and what projections do the students have for their futures?

In order to generate data in relation to these questions, a longitudinal qualitative
research approach was adopted using interpretivist theory, while later, critical theory
was applied to the findings to reveal wider patterns of changing power relations in
higher education.

Qualitative research
Qualitative research was the logical choice for this study as it incorporates a variety of
empirical methods and approaches. Denzin and Lincoln (2013) recognised that casestudies, exploring personal experiences and feelings, interviewing, self-analysis and
interpretive analysis are appropriate qualitative methods and approaches. They define
qualitative research as an activity which places the researcher in the participant’s world
in a natural setting. The researcher then works to understand phenomena and the
meanings participants make of them. Creswell (2018) stated that qualitative research is
also appropriate for studies where the researcher aims to probe deeper into the answers
given by the participants, asking them open-ended questions to explain or describe
situations and experiences, their patterns of behaviour, and their beliefs about a
particular topic. According to Guest, Namey, and Mitchell (2013), qualitative research
gives the researcher the flexibility to ask the why and how questions, often leading to
unexpected answers which are open to interpretation and not so easily answered in a
quantitative study.
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The research questions posed for this study leant themselves to being investigated using
a qualitative research approach. It was important to adopt paradigms which would
allow the researcher to gather data about transition to, and journeys through, university
for students who entered university via alternative pathways because their entrance
ranks were less than the standard cut-off ranks advertised by their universities.

Theoretical Framing
Creswell’s (2018) explication of theoretical frameworks for qualitative research was
useful in this study where both interpretivism and critical theory were employed at
different points in the study. This combination enables a researcher to interpret the data
on the perspectives and experiences, in this instance, of students from low SES
backgrounds who had entered university through alternative pathways. Creswell
describes theoretical paradigms as the worldview or researcher’s view, which varies due
to different researcher perspectives. Creswell (2014, p. 64), explains that the paradigm
used “shapes the types of questions asked, informs how data are collected and analysed,
and provides for a call for action or change”.

Interpretivism (collection and analysis of student perspectives) and critical theory
(highlighting power relations, social justice and equity) paradigms were seen to be
relevant and useful at different points in this study. They are outlined in more detail in
the following sub-sections.

Interpretivism
An interpretivist paradigm was used to inform data collection and initial analysis. This
framework was most appropriate for this study which sought participants’ perspectives
on how they dealt with their lives in the everyday settings of the universities in which
they were enrolled (O’Donoghue, 2018). Interpretivism fitted with the idea that
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meaning is derived from social interaction and, through an interpretive process, in
dealing with what individuals encounter within the university environment (Blumer,
1969). In this study, the context and focus was on experiences and situations during
students’ first year at university, and then throughout their journeys into the start of
fourth year. When drawing on interpretivism, interviewing has the specific intention of
contextualising students’ experiences (Annells, 2010).

Critical theory
Adopting a critical theory approach facilitated a synthesis of how the findings related to
‘bigger picture’ patterns of power relations in society, with a particular focus on the
wider issue of equity in higher education. On this, Vidovich (2013, p. 23) emphasised
that education and knowledge are progressively becoming a necessity when competing
on a global stage. Goals of ‘quality’ and ‘equity’ in education have come to the
foreground in higher education, especially in relation to access, participation and
outcomes for students from low SES backgrounds, who are the specific focus of this
study. Simons, Olssen, and Peters (2009, p. 8) indicated that critical theorists promote
the view that policy should be led by a “strong commitment to change and equality”.
Noelle-Neumann (1985) stated that critical theory involves an analysis of those
structures and practices that oppress people. It was drawn upon in this study to
highlight power relationships between social groups, especially between advantaged
and disadvantaged groups in higher education. According to Scott and Morrison (2006)
equity issues are evident in higher education due to the existence of imbalances between
minority groups (e.g. students from low SES backgrounds) and those who hold
dominant positions in society (e.g. policy makers at university and government levels).
Acknowledging power relationships and asking questions about whose interests are
being served, who are the privileged, and who are the oppressed or marginalised in our
society, the nature of the power and who holds the power, and concerns about social
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justice, inequality and oppression were important in synthesising the findings of this
study (Creswell, 2018; Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2011; Pitman, 2011).

According to Corcoran (2014, p. 100), one of the chief notions in critical theory is the
empowerment of people to enable them to “take control of their lives [and] challenge
ideologies that maintain the status quo”. He also claims that this empowerment can
allow individuals to remove themselves from “systemic forms of oppression” (2014, p.
100). Furthermore, he affirms that empowering students is essential and that it is
important to acknowledge and challenge unjust societal systems, including education
structures which have historically marginalised students, thereby increasing their
vulnerability and reducing their ‘life choices’.

Critical theory was drawn upon to provide a second level of analysis. It was
incorporated into a cross-case analysis and into discussion on wider patterns of power
relationships and equity in higher education. This was essential in making this study
more comprehensive and robust. Thus, critical theory was used in the latter stages of
the study to complement the interpretivist approaches used in the data collection and
early analysis.

Research methods
Case-study methodology (Yin, 2014) was applied with the selection of two Australian
case-study universities. Within each case-study university, participants were selected
for maximum variation. Data collection included a document study of each case-study
university. The main emphasis however, was on semi-structured interviews with
student participants at regular intervals across their first year at university, and then into
second, third and fourth years. Interviews occurred six times: at three points in time in
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the participants’ first year (2015); once at the start of second year (2016); once at the
start of third year (2017); and, once at the start of fourth year (2018). The original
intention had been to follow the participants through their first year only. By the end of
first year however, they actively sought continuation of the data collection. Therefore,
the additional points of contact were driven by the enthusiasm of the participants and
the researcher’s belief that these further interviews would add value to this longitudinal
study.

Case-studies
Case-study methodology was deemed to be an appropriate strategy to use. According to
Yin (2014), case-studies are ideal for research into complex social contexts where an indepth, insightful understanding within natural environments is sought, and they support
the study of a phenomenon within its true, everyday context. This research into how
students entering university through alternative pathways deal with their experiences
throughout their first year at university (and onwards into the start of their fourth year),
and why they act or react the way they do is a complex phenomenon. Case-study
methodology is also regarded as appropriate for research located in a particular time
frame and fixed in a particular setting and sociocultural situation (Creswell, 2008;
Silverman, 2011). On this, Punch (2009, p. 119) emphasised that case-studies also have
an “holistic focus, aiming to preserve and understand the wholeness and unity of the
case”. All of these criteria applied in relation to the study being reported here.

Selection of cases
In Australia there are 40 universities and more than 100 other higher education
institutions. This study focussed on universities only. Two were selected to represent a
level of differentiation in the higher education sector in Australia: one researchintensive university and one industry-partnered university. Research-intensive
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universities focus on research and have a wide range of general and professional
courses. They are often described as ‘elite’ and require higher entry ranks than their
counterparts (Harvey & Luckman, 2014). Industry-partnered universities focus on
building affiliations and collaborating with industry and government, and on
undertaking solution-based research to meet the expectations of industry and the
community.

The two universities were selected on the basis that both have alternative entry
pathways specifically targeting low SES students. They were also chosen due to their
differences. For example, students who attend these universities tend to come from
different backgrounds, and sometimes also have differing needs, different levels of
preparedness for higher education, and diverse personal and social backgrounds and
circumstances. Students may choose a university for its elite reputation whilst others
might choose a university for the courses it offers and employability opportunities.
Furthermore, given that one case-study university had a significantly lower entrance
ranking than the other, the universities’ alternative entry pathways (admitting students
with entrance ranks less than the standard cut-off advertised by their universities) could
involve different dynamics within the two universities.

Selection within cases
Selection and identification of participants relied upon access to information at an
institutional level; however, participant consent was essential. Initial contact was made
with senior decision makers within each of the universities’ Student Central divisions
via telephone and in person. These university employees are referred to as study or
research sponsors. An information letter (Appendix Three) was presented to each casestudy university sponsor via email requesting consent to contact students who had
accepted their offer of enrolment and had an entrance rank less than the standard cut87

off. Information provided to the sponsors set out: the nature of the research and its
objectives; an explanation about why certain questions were to be asked; any time
requirements that might arise throughout the study; any risks or impositions involved;
the extent to which participation was voluntary; the implications of withdrawing from
the study; what would happen to the information collected; assurance of privacy and
confidentiality; and, who to contact if they wished to discuss the study further. A
subsequent meeting was set up to discuss this further and to reassure participants and
institutions that all ethical issues had been considered. The completion of the signed
letter of consent served to confirm the sponsors’, and thereby the case-study
universities’, agreements to participate in the study. Once approval was granted, the
focus was on the individual participants within the case-study universities.

According to Maxwell (2013), when choosing participants it is important to get as much
variation as possible in relation to settings, times, individuals or activities involved.
Purposive sampling was appropriate for this study which was conducted at regular
intervals of time in first year (approximately every four months) and continued into
second, third and fourth years, allowing for the collection of data while the participants
experienced different aspects of transition during these various stages (Bryant &
Charmaz, 2007). Ultimately, eleven students from one case-study university, and six
from the other participated in the study.

At the end of the second week of first semester, all students (including those students
who had taken a ‘gap’ year) entering with a ranking less than the standard cut-off
advertised by their respective university were sent an information pack administered by
a person nominated by the university sponsor. This pack included a letter introducing
the researcher, a consent form and a short demographic survey (Appendices Four and
Five). The letter invited students to participate in the study and aimed to establish the
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students’ willingness, interest and agreement to participate. It also explained the study,
the expectations and any time requirements which might arise throughout the study,
how and what data would be collected, the reason for collecting the data, and what
would happen to the data at the conclusion of the study.

Students were assured that participation was voluntary and that they could withdraw
from the study at any time without prejudice or justification (Borg & Gall, 1989;
O'Donoghue, 2018). It was important to protect the identity of the students and each
participant was allocated a pseudonym. All reasonable attempts were made to protect
the anonymity of the case-study institutions, and each institution was also allocated a
pseudonym. In addition, students were given the opportunity to have removed from the
study any material or information they would prefer not to be recorded or used in the
study. They were encouraged to contact the researcher to discuss any queries.

It was seen as important to include students who had taken a ‘gap’ year in the study.
Wu, Pearce, Huang, and Fan (2015) argued that, often students in Australia who take a
gap year are likely to be lower achieving students and those from rural or remote areas,
or have other educational disadvantage, and who will be working to fund their higher
education.

Typically, Australian students from low SES backgrounds tend to be from schools
under-represented at university; come from a rural area; are the first in their family to
study at university; commute more than an hour and a half to university; live in
university colleges when they get to university; have family commitments; and, have
financial disadvantage (Aird et al., 2010; Cumming et al., 2013; Productivity
Commission, 2019; Universities Australia, 2018). Whilst some of these categories may
overlap, for example, rural students living in college, some students potentially may
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also have had a double or triple disadvantage depending on their background. Rural
students may be in this category, particularly those from farming backgrounds whose
parents are not in a financial position to support them through their higher education.
Thus, it was important to include students with multiple disadvantages in the study.

It was considered likely that students entering the case-study universities would be
under 18 years of age. One participant was under 18. For this participant, parental
consent was obtained for the first round of interviews and, subsequently, participant
consent for the second round once the student reached the age of 18.

Two follow-up emails were sent to potential participants at both case-study universities
approximately two and four weeks after the initial mail out. Once the students
identified themselves as participants, and the demographic background survey and
consent forms had been completed and returned to the researcher, texting as a means of
communicating was preferred by the majority of students. The few students who
preferred to be emailed were contacted by email. The texting method expedited
interview arrangements leading up to the data collection.

Data collection
This section outlines the data collection procedures used for this study. The two main
sources of data collection were: (a) a document study giving a background on each of
the case-study university alternative pathways, and (b) semi-structured student
participant interviews.

Documents
According to Punch (2009), documentary data, particularly in educational research, can
provide rich sources of information when used in conjunction with interviews. Creswell
90

(2014) also recognised the benefits of including qualitative and quantitative documents
such as public papers and brochures, newspapers, magazines, total number of students,
and the number of students entering with an Australian Tertiary Admission Rank
(ATAR) less than the standard cut-off advertised by their universities. Information on
the two case-study universities was collected through liaison with the university
sponsors and from the university websites, pamphlets and promotional material. Data
were collected on the alternative pathways for each of the universities. Accessibility of
the information to prospective students was a consideration. Data on support available
to alternative entry students were also investigated. However, the main source of data
collection was through semi-structured participant interviews.

Interviews
The central approach for data collection was in-depth, face-to-face, semi-structured
interviews at intervals of approximately four months across the first academic year of
the participants, and an interview early in second year. Interviews at the start of third
and fourth year were carried out by telephone as these interviews were shorter and this
method was more convenient for the participants. Creswell (2008) recognised the
importance of listening to the participant’s ‘voice’ on his or her experiences, and to do
this free from constraint and bias of the researcher’s perspectives. A purposeful,
conversational interview approach was deemed appropriate for this study as details of
the participants’ past experiences and projected future experiences could be discovered.
For the convenience of the participants and to be the least disruptive to their study,
interviews took place at the university where they were studying.

The four research questions, listed at the beginning of this chapter, were broken down
into specific interview questions which guided the data collection. However, it was
understood that the questions were likely to alter as the research project unfolded over
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the course of the study. Broadly, Research Question One addressed the category of
students’ expectations and concerns prior to attending university. Research Question
Two concentrated on the category of adjustment and transition throughout their
university journeys, but more particularly in first semester of first year. Research
Question Three focussed on the category of experiences and outcomes for the
participants throughout their university journeys, but especially in second semester of
first year, and the start of second year. Research Question Four referred to the category
of hindsight and projections where participants reflected on their experiences and
projected to future pathways beyond leaving university.

It was important to allow students to make explicit their “views, [perspectives], motives
and reactions” (Punch, 2009, p. 147) of their first year experiences. The language used
during interviews needed to be appropriate to the first year student population, and,
subsequently, for second, third and fourth year students. The interview questions
(Appendices Six A - F) were framed to encourage participants to respond openly about
their perspectives, experiences and interpretation of the university. This allowed for
opportunities to build on the data collected in previous interviews. Participants were
likely to be divulging their innermost thoughts and feelings, experiences and reactions,
and possibly talking about private and sensitive information and, therefore, it was
important to know when to probe and ask for further elaboration and information, and
when to stop.

Semi-structured interviews allowed for relatively open ended questions to be asked,
thus giving the participants the opportunity to raise and expand on issues using their
own language and expressions. Punch (2009) explained that semi-structured interviews
permit further questions to emerge as the interview progresses, enabling the wording of
the questions to vary depending on how the participant responds. O’Donoghue (2018)
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maintained that probing questions allow participants to elaborate, explain and clarify
their responses. Using one-on-one interviews was important because of the confidential
and sensitive nature of some of the content that might have come to light during the
interview process (Blaxter, Hughes, & Tight, 2010; Seidman, 2006). Developing
rapport between the interviewer and the participant was essential, particularly as the
relationship was likely to continue over a number of interview sessions, requiring a
sense of trust and allowing for the free flow of open and honest answers (Lyon,
Möllering, & Saunders, 2011; Spradley, 1979; Tesch, 1990).

Data were collected, recorded, transcribed and analysed through in-depth, semistructured (45 and 30 minute) interviews across the first academic year of the
participants, building on the data collected in previous interviews. The students were
interviewed three times across their first year at university (May, August and November
2015), and once at the start of second, third and fourth years (February 2016, 2017 and
2018). The details on the interview questions for each round are found in Appendices
Six A - F. Some participants were not available for every interview round due to study
loads, attrition and work. This required flexibility on the part of the researcher in terms
of available timeslots for interviews. Interviews were scheduled to avoid exam periods.
Participants who left the university at any time during the study were invited to attend
an exit interview to gain an understanding of why they chose to leave.

Interviews were audio-recorded to allow the researcher to give the participants her full
attention. Two recordings were made of each interview to provide a back-up of data.
Whilst Silverman (2011) emphasised the importance of good transcription of interview
data, Hesse-Biber and Leavy (2011) maintained that decisions need to be made as to
whether the entire interview will be transcribed, whether only key issues will be
transcribed, and how non-verbal gestures will be represented. The researcher chose to
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transcribe the first three, and the final interview, rounds herself to ensure that no
nuances were missed and to allow the researcher to become completely absorbed in the
data. As there was a large volume of transcripts across the six interview rounds, a
transcriber was employed to transcribe the fourth and fifth interview rounds. This
transcriber signed a confidentiality agreement prior to commencing (Appendix Seven).
Interviews were listened to and transcribed as soon as possible after the interview.

Data analysis
According to Charmaz (2004), the use of grounded theory methods of analysis offers a
clear system for collecting, organising and analysing the data based on, in this instance,
the participants’ experiences within the university environment where data collection
and coding can take place simultaneously and the process can be iterative throughout
the life of the project. As the data collection took place across a three year period,
patterns were sought in the perspectives of students, along with possible patterns in the
actions they took as a result of changes in their perspectives.

Grounded theory methods of analysis
Using methods of grounded theory analysis provides the framework for analysing
qualitative data on the perspectives and experiences of participants – in this instance,
alternative entry students in higher education. Corbin and Anselm (2008) stated that
paying attention to the process, including describing aspects in the research setting that
are dynamic and changing, is vital to the success of grounded theory methods of
analysis (Corbin & Anselm, 2008; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The intention was not to
encompass all aspects of grounded theory methods but to draw on the grounded theory
methods of open and axial coding as data analysis techniques, allowing propositions to
emerge.
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Open coding
Open coding aims to conceptualise and categorise the data through comparisons and
asking questions, and through breaking down and examining the data; experimentation
with the data allows for identifying and generating as many concepts as possible.
Spiggle (1994, p. 493) claimed that the essence of categorisation is “identifying a chunk
or unit of data (e.g., a passage of text of any length) as belonging to, representing or
being an example of some more general phenomenon”. Charmaz (2004) stated that
line-by-line coding typifies the interconnectedness of grounded theory style methods of
analysis; data recording and data analysis occur simultaneously. Charmaz goes on to
describe line-by-line coding as a means to interact with the data, defining actions or
events that occur in the data, allowing participants’ views and perspectives to be
identified and recorded. Each line of data must be analysed based on: what is
happening; what the participants are saying or doing; whether their actions or words
take anything for granted; and, whether the context or setting support, maintain, impede
or change the actions or statements made by the participants. Thus, actions or events
can be better understood and defined, and future data collection can be informed and
shaped, filling any gaps which emerge when searching literature and analysing data
(O'Donoghue, 2018). It was important to look at the participants’ understandings of the
situation rather than relying on the researcher’s own perspectives.

Axial coding
Corbin and Strauss (2008, p. 199) described the axial coding process as the linking or
grouping of the categories already identified to determine whether they can be “verified,
invalidated, or amended” depending on what the data presents. In this study, aspects of
this process were used to regroup the data in new and different ways, for example,
around the axis of the central idea or phenomenon being investigated. Phenomena were
labelled and groups of labels were then clustered around themes. At the axial coding
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stage, the identified categories were broken down into sub-categories creating “a model
that details the specific conditions that give rise to a phenomenon’s occurrence” (Brown
et al., 2002, p. 177). Data analysis commenced as soon as possible after the first
interview and continued throughout the research project as it was expected that
propositions would emerge as the project progressed (Maxwell, 1996; Silverman, 2011).
Each participant’s interview data was added to the various categories, therefore building
the database of information (O’Donoghue, 2018).

Some researchers (Crabtree & Miller, 1992; Silverman, 2011) identify analysis styles
including editing analysis where data were interpreted and divided into meaningful
segments, then categorised and coded to enable the data to be sorted and organised from
emerging patterns and themes. According to Brown et al. (2002), the conditions for
these categories can be causal, intervening, contextual or consequential. Brown et al.
(2002) described causal conditions as events or incidents that lead to the central idea or
phenomenon (the participants) or the broader context. Intervening conditions are
defined as being possible generalisations which have a bearing on the phenomenon.
Contextual conditions are referred to by Brown et al. (2002) as those actions, or
interactional strategies, which occur as a result of the phenomenon, and consequential
conditions are those which may be as a result of action or interaction. All these
conditions informed the central research question in this study.

Patterns in the data between participants’ cases or comments and conversations were
analysed and direct quotes (both positive and negative) used to illustrate experiences
and to make comparisons of the responses. As the initial interviews took place at
approximately four month intervals (and the later interviews, one year apart),
comparisons could be made across the year(s) and provided an understanding of how
the participants dealt with situations and experiences over time. Through this inductive
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analysis, meanings and reasons for participants’ actions were sought in the form of
stated or unstated explanations, intentions, effects on others or consequences (Charmaz,
2004). These were compared among participants as well as across the various interview
rounds thereby generating typologies, models and, ultimately, propositions. Vignettes
were included for selected participants at both universities (Appendices Eight and
Nine). These were included to provide a depth of understanding of particular student’s
experiences and helped to demonstrate that each journey was unique and nuanced
depending on the student’s circumstances and ways of dealing with their university
journeys.

Synthesis of key findings
Critical theory was employed in the synthesis of the key findings, relating back to the
wider issues of power relations, disadvantage and equity in higher education. For
example, power differentials between the Australian Government, universities and low
SES students, hence allowing commentary to be made about how Australian
Government policy on equity in higher education plays out in practice at selected sites.
Kincheloe and McLaren (2002) contended that qualitative research, which uses critical
theory, sometimes reveals evidence and perspectives that institutions may not want to
hear. However, it was important in this study because it provided a more in-depth
understanding of the equity issues facing the student population involved, thus
“informing the analysis of bigger picture patterns of power and social justice”
(Vidovich, 2013, p. 28).

Trustworthiness
Ensuring the trustworthiness of the study and research quality assurance was essential.
Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) trustworthiness criteria (credibility, transferability,
97

dependability and data confirmability) were deemed useful and appropriate for this
study.

Credibility was described by Silverman (2011) as the amount of evidence that can be
provided to prove any research claim. O’Donoghue (2018) maintained that the
credibility of a study is enhanced when a relationship of trust develops between the
interviewer and the participants. Credibility in this study was enhanced by the time
frame (across first year and beyond, into the start of fourth year) allowing for a
relationship of trust to grow across the research time frame. Punch (2005) stated that
interviewer style and presence is also important. This was of particular relevance in this
study as one interviewer collected all data.

Transferability refers to whether the results of a study can be generalised or relocated to
another research situation (Silverman, 2011). Borg and Gall (1989) and, later, Kumar
(2011), stated that transferability is not easy to attain in the interpretivist paradigm;
however, by providing a detailed description of all procedures undertaken, this will
allow other researchers to duplicate a similar methodology. Lincoln and Guba (1985)
and, subsequently, Hesse-Biber and Leavy (2011) and Silverman (2011), recommended
the use of ‘thick’ descriptions for the data. That is, analysing a situation in sufficient
detail and on several levels to allow interested parties to determine whether or not
potential transferability can take place based on ‘fittingness’. Rather than trying to
attain transferability in absolute terms, the findings of this study might resonate with the
experiences of researchers in similar fields of transition to higher education, or in
similar fields but under different circumstances (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993).

The dependability of a study is also not easy to attain in its truest form. Guba and
Lincoln (as cited in Kumar, 2011), highlighted that the flexible and free nature of
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qualitative research makes it unlikely that the exact same result would occur if the study
was replicated absolutely. Therefore, the dependability of qualitative studies, such as
this one, was best judged by its detailed record of the processes used to enable
replication if required. This study’s accountability and transparency relied on the paper
trail from start to finish in order to demonstrate to other researchers, or interested
parties, how the study unfolded. Carcary (2009, p. 11) stated that an audit trail allows
stakeholders or other interested parties to follow the researcher’s “logic and determine
whether the study’s findings may be relied upon as a platform for further enquiry”. In
this study, the audit trail offered stakeholders, including participants and readers, the
confidence that emerging codes, concepts and theories could be depended upon.

Punch (2009) maintained that empirical research findings depends on the quality of the
data on which they are based, therefore questions must be asked under the same
conditions with consistency in time, place and interviewer for all participants. As
interviews took place at intervals across several years all participants were interviewed
as close to the same time as possible for each round. Results might be skewed if the
interviewer and the timing of interviews were not consistent for all participants.

Data confirmability, according to Kumar (2011), is only possible if the research
processes and methods of data collection are identical; however, Lincoln and Guba
(1985) argued that the ‘audit trail’ helps to achieve researcher endorsement for
qualitative research. Furthermore, the ‘audit trail’, and careful recording and storing of
the raw data (notes, transcripts and audiotapes), confirms the objectivity of the study,
thereby gaining the approval of other researchers and experts in the field.

As a result of the research process, some participants’ responses may have been
influenced by the way in which they initially approached a particular situation. This, in
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turn, may have resulted in the participants modifying subsequent actions or reactions to
the situation when it recurred, thereby reinforcing or changing their behaviour. Changes
throughout the study were expected, and as the study unfolded, responses were made to
these changes by the researcher and the participants.

The researcher acknowledged that there was likely to be an element of ‘observer effect’
(Monahan & Fisher, 2010) where the participants’ experiences may have been affected
by the fact that they were participating in a study which required them to reflect on their
journeys, and consider the outcomes of their actions. This effect is otherwise known as
the Hawthorne effect (Schwartz, Baruch, Krishnamurti, & Sowell, 2013, p. 15242), a
form of reactivity in which “the feeling of being observed or merely participating in an
experiment can affect individuals’ behaviour”. However, in this instance, the building
of rapport across time increased the trust relationship between researcher and participant
and allowed for much richer data to emerge.

Ethical considerations
Ethical issues were considered from the onset of the study and continued to its
conclusion. Ethics approval and clearance was required and followed the Human Ethics
guidelines (The University of Western Australia, 2010a) including a Participant
Information Form setting out the nature of the research and its objectives, and any risks
or impositions involved prior to the commencement of the research project. Ethical
considerations were present in the sampling and participant selection process, the data
collection and analysis process, and in the reporting, sharing and storing of data.

The following statement was included in the consent form for the case-study university
sponsors and the student participants:
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Approval to conduct this research has been provided by the University of
Western Australia, in accordance with its ethics review and approval
procedures. Any person considering participation in this research project, or
agreeing to participate, may raise any questions or issues with the researcher
at any time.
In addition, any person not satisfied with the response of researcher may raise
ethics issues or concerns, and may make any complaints about this research
project by contacting the Human Ethics Office at the University of Western
Australia on (08) 6488 3703 or by emailing to humanethics@uwa.edu.au
All research participants are entitled to retain a copy of any Participant
Information Form and/or Participant Consent Form relating to this research
project.

Data management
Data management related to recording, reporting, sharing and storing of data. Data was
recorded, clearly and concisely transcribed, coded and later filed systematically for easy
future access. Hard copies of the data and any recordings were stored in a locked
cabinet. Electronic copies were stored on a secure computer with files password
protected and accessible only by the researcher. Backup files were made of electronic
data and stored on a separate device in a separate secure location. Data will be kept for
seven years after date of publication or project completion, whichever is the later and
then securely destroyed after this time via the Western Australian University Sector
Disposal Authority.

A systematic approach was used for coding and categorisation of the interview notes,
which was traceable back to the data itself. This, as previously discussed, is known in
research terms as the ‘audit trail’ and was initiated through the work of Lincoln and
Guba (Carcary, 2009; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). According to Carcary (2009) there are
two forms of ‘audit trail’: the physical audit trail, which documents key steps in the
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methodological research process; and, the intellectual audit trail, which supports the
thoughts and reasoning of the researcher throughout the study. Carcary (2009) stated
that when the audit trail is well documented researcher decisions are clear and
unambiguous. These data management procedures help to ensure the trustworthiness of
the study and research quality assurance.

Conclusion
This chapter explained the methodological frameworks employed in this empirical
study of how select cohorts of alternative pathway, low SES students deal with the
experience of being a student during their transition to (and during) first year, and then
throughout their university journeys, and the implications for equity. Locating the
researcher within the study was important as the researcher has extensive experience in
working with first year students from equity groups. This was regarded as a
considerable asset throughout the study, particularly during the data collection phase.

In this chapter, the research aim and research questions around the themes of student
transition to higher education and the implications for equity were broken down into
several interview questions relevant to each interview round. This study leant itself to
engagement in a qualitative method of enquiry as it was essential to probe deeper into
the answers given by participants. The two theoretical framings of interpretivist theory
and critical theory were justified, explaining why these two paradigms were seen to be
relevant, useful and complementary at different points in this study. Interpretivism was
utilised for the data collection and initial analysis of participant perspectives, and
critical theory was utilised in the synthesis of ‘bigger picture’ findings to highlight
issues of power, social justice and equity for participants in this study and for higher
education in general.
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Having decided on the theoretical framings, a case-study methodology approach and
face-to-face (and telephone), individual interviews were determined to be the most
effective way to gain an in-depth understanding of the perspectives of participants. As
part of the case-study methodology the selection of two case-study universities (one
research-intensive and one industry-partnered university) was justified, along with the
methods used to recruit participants. A short demographic questionnaire completed by
participants gave additional information on their backgrounds. Eventually eleven
participants from one case-study university and six from the other made up the samples.
Pseudonyms were assigned both to the case-study universities and to the individual
students.

The data collection process included a document study; although the in-depth individual
participant interviews were the main focus. At this point, the four research questions
were refined into interview questions which were asked of the participants during six
interview rounds, approximately four months apart during the first year and then early
in second, third and fourth years. The aim was to encourage participants to respond
openly about their perspectives on their university experiences. The data analysis
process used grounded theory methods of open and axial coding. This provided a
framework for an inductive analysis of the qualitative data. The final synthesis of the
findings was essential for consolidating the ‘student voice’, whilst also addressing the
wider issues of equity and power relationships across the higher education sector, in
particular centring on alternative entry students who were admitted to a university with
an entrance ranking less than the standard cut-off advertised by their institution and
course.

The final two parts of this chapter focussed on the importance of trustworthiness and
ethical considerations. Four important assurances of research quality based on
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trustworthiness were addressed: credibility; transferability; dependability; and,
conformability. The sampling process involved significant ethical considerations; for
example, data management including recording, reporting, sharing and storing of the
data. These considerations ensured that confidentiality, privacy and security were
present at all times, thereby enhancing the trustworthiness of the research findings.

Chapters Five and Six now present the findings of the analysis of the two case-study
universities.
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CHAPTER FIVE
FINDINGS: CASE-STUDY UNIVERSITY A
Introduction
This is the first of two chapters presenting the findings of how a particular sub-set of
first year university students commencing through alternative entry pathways deal with
their university experiences. While the primary focus is on first year, the study has a
significant longitudinal element which extends to three years post initial university
enrolment. This chapter focuses on case-study University A. First, the university
context is presented in a document study of University A’s setting and alternative
pathway. Second, participants’ pre-university backgrounds are described. Third, the
main findings from the data analysis are presented across six time frames between 2015
and 2018 and which delineate the students’ journeys through university. The fourth
section of this chapter looks in more detail at two particular participants through two
vignettes for ‘Adel’ and ‘Addison’ to provide a greater depth of understanding. Each
student’s journey is unique and this is reflected in the additional three mini-vignettes for
‘Abbey’, ‘Alex’ and ‘Ainsley’ which are found in Appendix Eight.

The first three interviews were arranged across the students’ first academic year, whilst
the remaining three follow-up interviews occurred early in 2016, 2017 and 2018. The
specific timings of the six interviews were:


Early First Year (May 2015)



Mid-First Year (August 2015)



End of First Year (November 2015)



Early Second Year (May 2016)



Early Third Year (March 2017)
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Start of Fourth Year (February 2018)

For each interview, the questions were grouped into four categories based around the
themes of student transition to, and their journeys through, university and the
implications for equity:


Expectations and Concerns



Adjustment and Transition



Experiences



Hindsight and Projections.

The Research Questions are stated in full in Chapters One and Seven.

Throughout this chapter quotes from participants are distinguished with italics to
provide clear ‘student voice’. These quotes give an authentic account of the students’
journeys through first year and through to the start of fourth year. To protect
anonymity, student participants are coded as A01 to A11 (University A and participant
number). In this chapter, the findings are presented for University A without discussion
in relation to the literature. However, Chapter Seven will integrate comparisons across
the two case-study sites with the relevant literature from Chapter Three.

Eleven participants made up the sample at University A. Participant A11 could not be
contacted after the second interview, and Participant A07 could not be reached after the
third interview. Of the remaining nine, Participants A02, A06 and A10 continued on
their initial pathway and course and Participant A01 changed courses at the start of her
fourth year in 2018. The remaining five were categorised as ‘Undecided’ as they
changed their course (within the first three years of their degrees), deferred, withdrew
and/or took a break from study.
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Background: University A’s setting and alternative pathway program
University A focuses on building affiliations and collaborating with industry and
government, as well as undertaking solution-based research to meet the expectations of
industry and the community. It advertises a minimum Australian Tertiary Admission
Rank (ATAR) of 70 for entry to most of its courses. An alternative pathway is offered
to selected students with an ATAR lower than 70 as an equity initiative that works
“towards breaking down the barriers to higher education” [University A website]. This
university recognises that “not everyone has the same opportunities to achieve their true
academic potential. [Students] may have the ability to succeed at university but not have
had the educational, financial or social opportunities to focus on [their] studies and
achieve a high enough ATAR for entry.” There was no evidence of any additional or
specific support for students entering University A through the alternative pathway.
This pathway is open to school leavers and non-school leavers who:


Are eligible Australian citizens, permanent residents, permanent humanitarian visa
holders and New Zealand citizens;



Have attained an ATAR of between 60 and 69.95; and,



Meet the university’s English language requirements.

To be eligible, students must also be able to prove they suffer financial hardship, have
an Indigenous Australian background or:
Have completed Year 12 at a school with an Index of Community SocioEducational Advantage (ICSEA) value of 1000 or less, or at a school located in
a designated regional or remote area (including students completing Year 12
through the Schools of Isolated and Distance Education) or a school with low
tertiary entrance participation rates [University A website].
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Participants’ pre-university backgrounds
More than half the participants at University A had high expectations of attending
university once they commenced high school. These expectations stemmed from
various sources, mainly from parents; for some it was an inspiring school teacher and
for others it came when the participants chose courses for their final two years of
school. The remaining participants had expectations of attending university as early as
primary school. For some, university was highly regarded by their parents and family,
while others had known from an early age that university was their goal.

The large majority of participants were the first person or the first generation in their
family to attend university, therefore most parents could not be relied upon for academic
help as they had left school after Year 10. In most cases, parents were supportive of
their sons and daughters attending university and attempted to offer life skills rather
than academic skills, believing that a university education would give their offspring a
better life. Some of the parents provided moral, emotional and financial support.
However, many participants felt unsupported with disruptive, stressful and tense home
environments, where they lacked quiet places to study. These participants reported
noisy, distracting and overcrowded homes with high demands on them for household
chores such as washing, cooking, cleaning and looking after younger siblings. Some
participants from rural areas were expected to carry out additional farming chores.
Many participants came from single parent households or from households where both
parents worked long hours, and some of the participants travelled up to ninety minutes
to and from school. In addition, about one third of the participants reported mental
health issues such as anxiety and depression whilst at school.

The majority of parents were unconcerned about their son or daughter’s choice of which
university to attend and which course to undertake; as long as their son or daughter was
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attending a university, the details were of little consequence to them. There was little or
no parental advice on university and course choices therefore, the research and
preparation was largely carried out independently by the participants. A few
participants had extended family members they could turn to but most relied on advice
from school friends and, occasionally, teachers. Whilst a few participants reported that
high school teachers were helpful with careers advice, most felt that the advice was
more geared to students looking at careers in a trade or other non-university pathway.
Although they were encouraged to study university-bound courses in order to improve
their life prospects, priority at some schools appeared to be given to students taking
Technical and Further Education (TAFE) courses. Not all university pathway courses
were available in Years 11 and 12 and some schools did not have teachers qualified to
teach at that level. With little specific help and advice about university coming from
home or school, the majority of participants sought information from university
handbooks, independent research and talking to school friends who were also aiming for
university.

On receipt of their offers, the majority of participants felt excited, motivated, relieved
and happy but at the same time, many reported feeling ashamed and disappointed that
they had not achieved entry to University A on their own merit, but that they needed to
enter university through an alternative pathway.

Early First Year (May 2015)
The first research interview round occurred during first semester of participants’ first
year at university; all eleven participants responded to the set of interview questions. At
this point in time, the focus was on three categories of questions: ‘Expectations and
Concerns’, ‘Adjustment and Transition’ and ‘Experiences’. The major themes, which
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emerged under each category, are indicated in Figure 5.1 and elaborated on in the
following sub-sections.
Expectations & Concerns

Adjustment & Transition

 Academic
apprehensions
 Learning the system
 Lacking social
confidence
 Financial pressures

 Settling in
 Academic struggles to
engage
 Linking academia &
friendship networks
 Coping strategies &
support

Experiences
 Expectations vs
reality
 Study environment

Figure 5.1: Major emerging themes: Early First Year (May 2015)

Expectations and Concerns
Major emerging themes were academic apprehensions, learning the system, lacking
social confidence and financial pressures, as detailed in the following sub-sections.

Academic apprehensions
Participants found the learning environment very different from high school and
revealed several major academic concerns. A few had been under the impression that
university would be much easier than school but quickly found this was not the case.
There was a general feeling of apprehension about achieving adequate grades at
university, or failing. Most participants said they were acutely aware that they had
under-performed at school, as reflected in low ATARs, and were worried about exams
and whether their grades would be sufficient. One participant’s main concern had been
“adjusting to the way of life and the way things are marked” (A06). He worried about
failing: “I was really unsure as to what the lecturers were looking for in the assignments
and what they were asking us to present - so the first couple of assignments I passed by
the skin of my teeth” (A06). Another admitted: “It’s not at all what I was expecting. I
was totally convinced that I’d be able to breeze through it” (A01). However, she found
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it hard to keep up with the workload. Yet another found university was much more
demanding than school: “When I first heard about referencing, I was in shock… I had to
reference every single sentence! It was a bit overwhelming to realise how much there is
a difference between high school and uni” (A09). A further participant worried that she
would be at a disadvantage: “My ATAR was 64.5 whereas other people [not entering
through alternative pathways] got 90 [and they] might be doing the same course as me.
So I might have to compete with them which means I just have to work a bit harder”
(A07).

Another concern raised was whether the workload and standard was going to be
manageable: “I was scared I wasn’t going to be able to submit the quality they were
looking for. I just did not understand how it all worked” (A11). Another participant
was apprehensive about whether he would have to repeat units if they were too
academically challenging for him:
Because there are so many classes, what if the workload is going to be
unbearable? And I’m not very good at studying so am I really good enough to
control my workload? What if the workload is going to be too much for me?
(A10).

Learning the system
All participants confessed that they lacked an understanding of how the university
system worked. One, for example, admitted: “I just did not understand how it all
worked. And I didn’t understand how you were supposed to get in contact with your
tutors, how you were supposed to respond to them and ask for help” (A11). Another
stated: “It’s not as easy as high school where they tell you… these are the people to go
and talk to. You have to figure that out for yourself” (A03). Many reported feeling
stressed, overwhelmed and nervous. One participant had attended a close-knit school
and knew very little about the outside world, let alone about university life. Another
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concern was not knowing the repercussions if they missed a class. One participant
asked: “If you’re sick… What do you do?” (A09).

Lacking social confidence
Early in first year, the majority of participants lacked social confidence. One admitted
to being “shy and hesitant to make good friends and connections” (A01). She had
commenced university under the age of 18 (the legal age for drinking alcohol) and was
struggling to meet new people; social events were aimed at over 18s and she reported
feeling excluded. She hoped that second semester would be better: “having more fun
and possibly making being a student here less awful” (A01).

Some participants had friends from school but they were in different courses at
university so rarely saw each other. One participant perceived this as a positive,
claiming that this “pushed me to make friends with those people in my course” (A06).
He lived in a residential college which helped him make new friends and increased his
social confidence. Another claimed that making friends was easier than at school due to
the diversity “plus you meet new people in every lecture and you can sit with new
people and you may become friends” (A07). Yet another stated:
People tell you that there’s lots of different kinds of people but nothing can
prepare you for actually meeting so many different people, and getting to be
close and having conversations with people of so many different races, ages
and experiences (A01).

And a further participant claimed she felt very ‘unfamiliar’ and lacked social confidence
due to the diversity: “I just felt I didn’t fit in at first - at school everyone was your age
and was doing the same thing but here everyone’s got different ages, everyone’s
interested in different things - that’s so different to school” (A11). About half of the
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participants had English as a second language and found this had an impact on their
social confidence and fitting in.

As described by two, there were a few participants who were not interested in making
friends: “I don’t like socialising much… I prefer to be alone” (A08), and “I just see uni
as a place where I learn. I don’t look at it much socially” (A10). The majority either
had no inclination to join clubs and societies or lacked the confidence to do so. Those
who did join, either did not have time to attend events, or were disappointed with what
clubs and societies entailed. One participant recounted her experience:
I thought it was a big deal and that everyone would sign up to all these
different clubs but hardly anyone signed up to anything. I signed up to one
group but that wasn’t what I was expecting. I was expecting it to be a lot more
important than what it is (A01).

Financial pressures
The majority of participants reported feeling under pressure and stressed about their
finances. Many had not been concerned prior to commencing university but for some,
particularly rural participants, the cost of living and study was much higher than
expected. Most participants came from financially disadvantaged backgrounds, relied
on Government assistance and needed to work to support themselves. One rural
participant, who had hoped to get Government assistance, was told she was ineligible
and, therefore, was in paid work in excess of forty hours per week:
I knew that you could put your degree on HECS [Higher Education
Contribution Scheme] but then when I left home and started university, and I
was told I couldn’t get it because my parents apparently earn too much, and
you can’t be independent of them until you are 22… so for my whole degree I
can’t get any [Government assistance] so that’s why I’ve got to work full-time.
So I think that really shocked me… the fact that I was going to have to still be
working so many hours and be studying full-time as well (A02).
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More than half the participants were conscious of being a burden to their parents, who
already struggled financially. One claimed her family was living “below the poverty
line” (A01) and felt a:
moral obligation and common courtesy to contribute to the family household
income. There is that little expectation that whenever I can earn money I would
give it to Dad because Dad’s retired now. Mum doesn’t earn too much so
whatever I can get, I would give (A04).
One rural participant constantly worried about money:
I’m supposed to be paying rent to my parents but I haven’t because I haven’t
found a job yet. I don’t want to be dependent on them and they’re having a
tough time at the moment so I don’t want to add to that (A03).
A further participant struggled to balance her work, life and study, complaining that
employers often lacked understanding that she needed to fit work around study: “It just
got too much so I decided to just to focus on my studies” (A09). Another tried
cramming her lectures into certain days so she had time to do paid work.

The majority of participants were shocked at the cost of text books. One, for example,
declared:
Oh my God I had no idea text books were so expensive. That really shocked
me and we can’t buy older editions because the lecturers or unit coordinators
actually write the textbooks for our units so we have to buy the latest textbooks
which is very annoying (A02).
Participants without financial concerns were in the minority, but recognised higher
education was expensive, and worried about their ability to repay their HECS debt.

Adjustment and Transition
The second category of questions in May 2015 focussed on ‘Adjustment and
Transition’. The major emerging themes were settling in, academic struggles to
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engage, linking academia and friendship networks and coping strategies and support,
as detailed in the following sub-sections.

Settling in
The majority of participants stated that, whilst they were more settled and comfortable
about being at university, settling in had its challenges: adjusting to teaching styles;
independent learning; the fast pace; making friends in classes; finding their way around
campus; workloads; and, homesickness. A small number of participants spoke
positively about tutorials being interactive and group work helping them make new
friends. These students stated they were finding their way around university fairly well,
felt comfortable with their courses and found studying at university was more
interesting and relaxed than school.

Those who were less settled were overwhelmed, stressed and confused. One, for
example, admitted: “I don’t like being here. I’m not sure that I want to stay or not… I
expect it will take me the rest of the year to get used to it and adjust” (A01). Another
said she felt under considerable financial pressure and contemplated deferring: “I need
to get back on to a stable place and I’m not sure I’m there, and that’s affecting my
study” (A03). Yet another had felt awkward, not knowing what to say or do, lacked
commitment to her studies and “hated” (A04) university.

Academic struggles to engage
Whilst a small minority of participants were enjoying their learning experiences, the
majority struggled to engage with their studies and wished they were back at school.
One stated she felt overwhelmed, confused and unsupported by her teachers: “I can
almost physically feel the force of everything I have to do” (A01). For her, the academic
side of university was “really awful” (A01), and she contemplated leaving to find a job.
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Another worried he would not keep up and meet the level of work required.
Independent learning was of particular concern and made engagement with study
problematic for the majority of participants. Most preferred the ‘hand-holding’
guidance as was their experience at school. One participant recounted: “I didn’t even
know what a unit outline was. I was expecting the teachers to give it to you like they did
at school” (A11).

Although struggling, all participants were more interested in their courses than at
school. One, for example, admitted: “In high school I just felt ‘Oh I had to do it
because I needed four subjects’ so I had to pick something… but now I’ve picked
something that I like, so it motivates me more to do it” (A11). In addition, as described
by one participant, lecturers’ attitudes improved their learning experience: “It’s nice that
they are interested in what they are doing” (A03).

The transition to fewer contact hours and the faster pace of learning at university was a
significant adjustment for nearly all participants. As one explained: “If you fall behind
it’s very hard and you don’t really have time to catch up” (A10). The majority were
regularly missing lectures and some did not attend at all. Some were aware that lectures
were available on-line but did not watch these either. Timetabling was a big factor
determining whether participants attended. For example, one participant said: “I’ve got
one lecture on Friday but I’ve got nothing else that day so it’s quite a journey out just
for a lecture. I’ll come if I’ve got something else to do during the day” (A01).

Afternoon lectures were rarely attended and some participants, as reported here,
preferred to use lecture time to prepare for tutorials:
There’s no point of going to the lecture if you’re just going to sit there and
stare at the wall. So I thought of going through my previous week’s lecture online to get an idea of what’s going on in the tute (A07).
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However, one participant found in-class lectures useful as she could absorb more
information than watching them on-line: “If you’re at the lecture you connect more…
there are no distractions” (A09). The learning curve was steep and, overall, the lecture
environment was very different to school.

For most, lectures were regarded as being too large and impersonal; tutorials were
preferred because they were more like school with more interaction. One participant
reported that lecturers did not give students the one-on-one attention they needed and
she felt uncomfortable asking questions. Many felt they were expected to possess the
necessary skills for university (such as taking lecture notes); however, this task was
more complex than how they had learnt at school. Another participant found pre-lecture
readings challenging and she required a significant adjustment to her learning style:
“rather than having to go to class and the teacher explains it to you… it’s quite hard
when you’re supposed to already have the knowledge and the teacher then expands on
that knowledge, rather than teaching it to you” (A09).

A few participants described how they found independent study to be a positive
motivator with more freedom and they felt less “controlled” (A07). One, for example,
stated: “It’s really taught me that I’ve got to push myself instead of having someone
there to give me a nudge every now and then” (A06). Another participant reported:
“The lecturer and tutor is not going to give you set work so you have to make your own
work” (A10). Yet another confessed: “I suppose it helps me not just to sit back and
expect everything to be handed to me and it helps in setting your goals rather than
having someone saying ‘do this and do that’” (A03).
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Linking academia and friendship networks
The majority of participants enjoyed working collaboratively. One, for example,
described her experience thus: “I get help from them as well as me helping them” (A07).
Being able to connect, engage and learn with their peers meant these students were
more involved which was regarded as being a positive and essential learning activity.
One participant claimed she needed to put in extra effort to talk to people in her classes:
“You don’t always see that group of people every single day… you’re not always in
those classes” (A09). She recognised that all first year students were “in the same boat
- they want to come and have friends as well so it was a two-way street” (A09).
However, as reported by another participant, whilst in-class group work brought people
closer together, for all participants, those friendships did not extend outside the
classroom: “You know that one person, you sit with that one person, you hang with that
person at class. You leave class… [that’s] the end of that” (A04).

Coping strategies and support
The majority of participants lacked adequate coping strategies to deal with university
life. One admitted that university was a “massive change” (A01) and even half way
through first semester, she was no better at dealing with it. The majority was not aware
of support services. One, for example, stated: “If I knew about it I would probably use
it but because I don’t know anything about it, I just don’t use it” (A04), and another
said: “I don’t feel like they apply to me” (A11). However, one participant was aware: “I
know there’s learning support, I know there’s mental health support, but I haven’t
looked at it closely, but I know where to find them if I think I need them” (A10).
Regardless, these participants rarely sought assistance, preferring to deal with concerns
alone. One participant tried not to ponder, stating: “I act like a robot - just eat, sleep,
work and study” (A05), while another just “bottled everything up” (A01), and yet
another explained: “I just push it away and just keep going” (A03). In general,
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participants rarely talked to their families. As one participant reported: “they don’t
really know anything about university” (A07).

A few participants did deliberately use coping strategies. One found establishing a
routine kept her “on track with a good schedule with study time mapped out and time to
do other things as well” (A02). Another struggled to keep up to date: “It’s a bit hard
because you’ve got other things going on. And it’s really hard to keep up with the work,
but I’m trying to use the time at uni to get heaps of work done” (A07). Another
participant said: “I cope by looking for every 10 minutes I can spare somewhere. I try
and find that time to make up for what didn’t go right and try and fix it” (A10). Yet
another tried to study with others in the library: “Seeing other people study does get me
motivated because I feel ‘Oh everyone is studying’ and I think I should be doing that as
well” (A11).

Experiences
The third category of questions in May 2015 addressed ‘Experiences’. The major
emerging themes were expectations versus reality and study environment, as detailed
in the following sub-sections.

Expectations versus reality
The majority of participants noticed a gap between their expectations and their
experiences at university. One, for example, reflected: “I just thought it was going to be
a lot easier, I thought it was going to be more fun. I’ve not done anything fun yet”
(A01). These participants said they felt overwhelmed, having under-estimated the
workload and the need for organisational skills. Another participant reflected:
I never expected it to be as different as it is… there’s just no nagging. You get
thrown in at the deep end and you pretty much have your lecturers say ‘good
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luck’, compared to school where the teachers would step you through
everything (A06).
Other comments included describing how participants felt let down. One had expected
a greater degree of feedback and correspondence from the academics: “I was so
frustrated. I just wanted an answer. I was stressing that whole time and I put heaps of
effort in to try and find the tutor but it was useless!” (A01). She said she felt constantly
stressed: “This is not what we expected… I want to go back to high school…” (A01).

The fast pace of university life was also unexpected for the majority of participants. At
school there were several classes for a subject in one week, whereas at university, for
example:
…you get to the class next week and it’s been a week already… I haven’t done
anything. And some of the classes have weekly modules you’re supposed to
read - and the readings every week. And I get around to none of it because it
just goes by so fast… I didn’t expect that (A01).
Another was surprised at how broad the content of her first year units were. Nothing
was specific or in depth but rather it was open-ended and repeated what she had learned
in school: “First year is not quite what I expected” (A03).

However, a few participants found that aspects of university, such as timetabling, were
more relaxed than expected. One participant stated, “You don’t come in as often and for
some units I only come in for two hours and that’s it for the whole week which is not as
much as I expected” (A03). Another commented: “School is very much seven hours a
day, every day of the week but at university I’ve got a couple of days a week where I’m
at uni from 10 until 5 and you’re doing something different each day” (A06).

Social life at university was disappointing for many participants and making friends was
much harder than expected. One participant believed this would continue into second
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semester with new people and new classes: “but still first years, so people are still
going to be really shy and hesitant” (A01).

Study environment
For a few participants, study environments at home were disruptive and they were
unable to concentrate due to their living circumstances. One participant tended to stay
at university to study as his home was crowded, while another described her study
environment as being non-existent. She had never learnt how to study and did not
retain information even when she tried. She studied on her bed, listening to music and
admitted that she put little time or effort into studying. However, one participant
enjoyed the freedom of being away from home but living alone was lonely and she
missed being able to “bounce ideas off people” (A03).

Mid-First Year (August 2015)
All participants took part in this interview which focussed on two categories of
questions: ‘Expectations and Concerns’ and ‘Adjustment and Transition’. The major
themes, which emerged under each category, are indicated in Figure 5.2 and elaborated
on in the following sub-sections.

Expectations & Concerns

Adjustment & Transition

 Academic outcomes
 Learning the system
 Financial pressures






Settling in
Motivation
Dealing with stress & seeking support
Linking academia & friendship
networks
 Setting academic standards

Figure 5.2: Major emerging themes: Mid-First Year (August 2015)
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Expectations and Concerns
The major emerging themes were academic outcomes, learning the system and
financial pressures, as detailed in the following sub-sections.

Academic outcomes
Academic results from first semester varied considerably, but most participants were
satisfied and no-one failed any units. Given they entered university with an ATAR less
than the minimum entry ranking, results were relatively strong. One participant felt she
had performed as she had expected (one High Distinction, two Distinctions and one
Credit Pass): “I did think that this is what I’d be doing at uni… I wouldn’t be doing
excellent but I wouldn’t be failing” (A02). Another was satisfied (one Distinction, two
Credit Passes and one Pass) claiming: “I felt pretty good considering it was my first
semester and being thrown in at the deep end” (A06). Yet another felt relieved (three
Credit Passes and one Pass) stating she was “so happy she passed everything” (A07).

Learning the system
Most participants were less stressed than in first semester. Having a better
understanding of how the university system worked, what to expect and knowing where
everything was, made life easier. One participant claimed to feel more organised and
prepared for second semester:
I’ve got a fairly good grasp on the way that I should be studying, and more or
less what I should be studying, because it doesn’t really help if you’re studying
the wrong stuff. So being able to get a handle on roughly what the teachers
are looking for becomes helpful… I’m less nervous this semester because I
know what’s ahead of me in terms of what I’m required to do and the amount
of work that I’m required to put in (A06).
Learning the university system was significant for the majority of participants as this
had an impact on their ability to manage the increased workload in second semester.
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Despite the increase in volume and degree of difficulty of the work, one participant
stated she had people she could talk to if she needed assistance and felt “more prepared
knowing what the full day would be like and how to prepare for it” (A03). Another
admitted he was engaging with his unit outline far earlier than in first semester, which
resulted in better organisation and scheduling of assessments. He was not alone;
another admitted “I’ve actually started to see what the unit outline is - I just wanted to
see what we’re going to do this semester” (A11).

Having learnt how timetabling worked, most participants were able to organise a better
study/life balance. One observed that her timetable was inconvenient for her stating that
this significantly: “contributed to me feeling overwhelmed with my workload” (A01).
Lecture attendance also improved considerably in second semester. For example, one
participant reported: “You get a lot more value out of the lectures because you can
actually see what the lecturer is showing you. With tutorials if you don’t attend them,
there’s no other way of solidifying the information you’ve been taught” (A10).

The majority of participants stated they felt less alone, had learnt how to keep on top of
their workload and knew when assessments were due. Independent learning came more
readily and was better accepted by them. One participant, for example, admitted: “I was
used to someone holding my hand the whole time - way more than what they should
have been - I don’t expect that anymore” (A01). Another stated: “Once you’re at uni
you’re your own adult and you’re responsible for your own learning” (A04). Yet
another acknowledged: “I didn’t understand how to go about the assignments in first
semester because I wanted guided steps of what I had to do, instead of me having to
create something very different” (A11).
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Financial pressures
By mid-year, financial difficulties varied amongst participants. For some, pressures had
eased but others continued to struggle. One, for example, stated: “I applied for four or
five scholarships each semester and I didn’t get any of them so I’ve always got to make
sure I’ve got a heap of money aside just for uni books” (A02). One, who contributed to
the household income, was trying to work part-time and study full-time in first semester
but this was too demanding so she decreased her study load.

One participant initially stated: “[I felt] really guilty in relation to the cost involved [in
studying at university]” (A01) and worried about the pressure this placed on her single
parent household. However, she was now more committed to her studies, had a parttime job and was managing better. Another also worried: “I’d feel bad if my parents
assisted me financially because I know they didn’t get any help from their parents when
they moved out of home so I didn’t want them to feel that they had to support me”
(A02). A further participant was looking for part-time work as he struggled to pay for
food and living expenses. Yet another felt so financially burdened that she
contemplated withdrawing or deferring her studies. However, by mid-year, she was
receiving Government assistance: “It was in the back of my mind I was going to stop for
a bit and work, but I managed to get [Government assistance] so I’m not worrying
about it as much and not dependent on my parents” (A03).

Adjustment and Transition
The second category of questions in August 2015 addressed ‘Adjustment and
Transition’. The major emerging themes were settling in, motivation, dealing with
stress and seeking support, linking academia and friendship networks and setting
academic standards, as detailed in the following sub-sections.
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Settling in
As described by one participant, most felt more comfortable, confident, excited and less
apprehensive about fitting in socially: “I’m not as worried as I was at the start of last
semester… I’m less weighed down by the uni study side” (A06). For these students,
finding their way around campus and making friends in class made studying easier and
more relaxed. One participant explained: “I used to be so confused where to go and I
was always worried, running around trying to get to class on time because I couldn’t
find my classes” (A11). She was gaining confidence as she learnt more about her peers:
I just thought everyone was more humble than I thought they would be and
everyone was in the same boat… a lot of them were school leavers as well so
they were all trying to find friends and trying to fit in as well (A11).
The participant who had commenced university at age seventeen now stated, “I don’t
feel like I’m new anymore and I’m not the youngest person here so I don’t have to be
left out of things because of my age anymore” (A01).

Most participants were more confident with making new friends and becoming more
involved on campus in second semester, as reflected in comments by two participants:
I think last semester I didn’t really want to try. I think I was stuck where I just
didn’t want to really see anyone or make the effort, but this semester I want to
go out and do more things and be involved with making more friends (A03).
Last semester I wasn’t really involved I think. I wish I could have done a lot of
stuff at uni… whereas this semester I’m planning to get involved in a lot of
volunteering which makes me meet new people and then be more socially
active and then improve my university experience (A07).
Some were still focussed primarily on study, and clubs and societies were not important
to them, for example one stated: “I still remember the huge emphasis that was put on
clubs and societies before starting uni… I didn’t join and I thought I was missing out on
something but I’m pretty sure I’m not” (A01).
125

As reported by one participant, the majority were getting to know their tutors and were
more confident in approaching the academics regarding the course content:
We are allowed to just go up and talk to lecturers and they’ll help you… and
tutors are there for you if you have difficulties… knowing that I have lecturers
or tutors there to go to if I’m having trouble is reassuring and helpful (A06).
He saw the benefits in building a relationship with his tutor: “I suspect that I will have
that tutor again sometime over the next four semesters” (A06), and he was therefore
more proactive about seeking help before the problem became insurmountable:
I found that last semester when I did actually start to get help it made it a fair
bit easier coping… knowing that there was someone there to bounce ideas off.
Had I actually started doing that at the start of first semester I might have done
better in some of my units but I was still feeling my way (A06).
Most realised that academics were easier to approach than they expected, particularly in
smaller classes. For example:
I never asked questions of my teachers or my tutors so I never really
understood what I had to do until I saw all the people’s work and I’m like…
‘Oh that’s what it meant! That’s what I was supposed to do!’ But this semester
I actually went up and asked more questions so I can now understand what I’m
doing more (A11).

Motivation
At the start of second semester, the majority of participants were more positive and
motivated, resulting, for some, from better-than-expected first semester results. This is
illustrated by one participant’s comments:
I honestly thought that I wasn’t going to pass all my subjects, and then I would
have to repeat some of them and the whole process of being at uni, and going
through uni was going to suck. So I was really impressed with myself when I
passed and then everything negative that I felt about uni went away (A01).
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Another claimed: “I feel like I’m more committed. I’m doing well. I’m already halfway
through first year” (A11). Yet another felt relieved and happy: “getting my results
showed me what I should do to succeed and what level is required to succeed” (A10).

As recounted here by two participants, fear of failing was also a motivator for some: “I
think that’s what pushed me more… ‘Ok I can’t fail!’ so I just tried my hardest to do
well” (A11). Similarly: “Seeing what previously happens when I don’t do something.
Seeing what happened when I actually did do something - it does work - kept me
motivated” (A10).

Looking to a future career was another motivator for some. For example: “Trying to get
through university study so I can go on and get into my actual career - pay is
motivation” (A10). And from another participant: “If I just keep pushing and getting
good grades then I can get it done sooner” (A03). Although most participants found
second semester more demanding and challenging than first semester, this was
motivating: “It’s quite exciting knowing that I’m going to have to try harder. I suppose
that’s a bit more of an incentive to study, knowing that it’s going to be harder so I’m
excited and kind of cautious as well” (A03).

Dealing with stress and seeking support
For several participants, managing stress was still a concern, with mental health and
stress reported as being a major factor holding them back. One admitted her mental
health had deteriorated considerably and she had sought support from a university
psychologist, but waiting times were lengthy. She wished she had dealt with her mental
health sooner as, with assistance, she felt much calmer, less exhausted and stressed,
more motivated, had less reason to panic and was coping better at home.

127

Another participant also reported feeling less anxious than in first semester enabling her
to enjoy university. She considered that there was more support for her in second
semester and she knew where to source assistance if she needed it. In general, most
participants reported being more organised than in first semester and more inclined to
seek out support, attend peer assisted learning groups, and approach their tutors and
lecturers for academic advice. One stated that she should try harder: “Keep reaching
out more, and taking advantage of the people that do want to help” (A03).

Exercise and playing sport was identified by a few participants as being an important
stress reliever, as reflected by two participants:
Let’s say if I had university on my mind all the time which added stress, I could
normally just go and play sport and forget about it for a few hours. Not
playing sport did increase the stress levels… if I’ve had a really stressful week,
all that goes away after playing sport and basically restarts everything (A10).
I feel it’s good to get out and do sport… that’s something I really look forward
to during the week. After a long day, training definitely clears my mind and
then I feel I can go home and do more study (A02).

Linking academia and friendship networks
For the majority of participants, having friends in the classroom with common interests
was beneficial and crucial for success. It gave them confidence that they were not alone
with anxiety and concern. For example:
It is a bit easier knowing that everyone else has trouble as well and they can
give me advice for knowing what they’ve gone through. And if I can help other
people with what I’ve been through, it’s a bit easier. We all know we’ve been
through the same kind of thing (A03).
One participant particularly enjoyed group work: “Interacting with other people is
helpful… seeing other people’s ideas and you can learn from them as well as them
learning from you, which is pretty good” (A11). She had reconnected well with her
128

peers from the previous semester and admitted that this made group work easier.
Another noted the motivational importance of maintaining these connections:
I had a friend who I made in first semester who is in all of my classes again
this semester so it was nice that there was a familiar face… we’re always
talking about assignments in our everyday lives so I feel like uni and my social
life are quite connected as well (A02).
Even those who were not particularly sociable saw the benefits of keeping good
relations with their peers. However, these friendships were not as close as most would
have liked, as explained by one participant:
If a problem came out I wouldn’t go to them with it, I would go to my close
friend and she can help me, or if I’m feeling stressed out about an assignment
she’ll help me with it… calm me down because she knows me so well (A01).
She claimed she was somewhat anxious about making connections with her peers but
wanted “friendships in connection with people who are doing the same thing as me at
university” (A01). Despite this, most participants were content with a less formal
friendship, for example:
I still have acquaintances in class. I call them uni friends where there’s no
expectation to really meet outside of class but they’re still friends that you can
talk to. You see them on campus and you still go over and say ‘Hi’ but there’s
no real expectation between each other. So it’s good to have those kind of
friends where you can still talk but there’s no pressure (A03).
One participant anticipated that maintaining friendships in second semester would be
more difficult than in first semester as people were trying to balance study, work and
home. However, she had made some good acquaintances in her second semester classes
and stated that she felt less isolated. A further participant also found that having a
friendship support network “definitely makes being at uni, and working so many hours,
not as difficult” (A02).
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Setting academic standards
Approximately half of the participants reported feeling they had underachieved in first
semester and wanted to do better. They felt they had let themselves down through lack
of effort, poor time management, organisation and motivation. One participant
confessed she had felt lost in her classes, produced “the lowest standard of work” (A01)
and had left assignments to the last minute. This made her rushed, missing
opportunities to adequately edit her work. She planned to try harder in second semester
with more effort and higher standards in order to perform better than “just scraping by
like I always have” (A01). As acknowledged by three participants, some were equally
unsatisfied and wanted to achieve higher marks:
I’m not just learning stuff that’s coming from high school any more. I’m
actually learning stuff that’s in my course and I have very limited knowledge
on it so I’m going to have to find a way to spend extra time just to understand
the material (A10).
I definitely set myself high standards with assignments because I know the
higher I set my standards, the higher I’ll achieve. I know if I say ‘Oh, all I
need is a Pass’, that all I will get is a Pass. So the higher I set my standards, I
know I have to study harder to actually get a better mark (A02).
There is a part of me that’s always saying you can do better. A part that
compares myself to my other friends when they talk about getting 90s. I know
that’s a different course but I still think that I could do better (A03).
A further participant claimed she still felt anxious about her academic performance and
feared failing: “Even when I get my marks back and they’re pretty good, I still feel
anxious for my next assignment. Like ‘Oh my God! What if I do badly? What if I fail
this unit?’” (A11). University was more demanding than she had expected and she
needed to work harder in second semester to perform as well as she perceived her peers
to be achieving:
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I’m worried when I compare my work to someone else’s, that it’s not as good.
When I see it by itself before I bring it to uni I’m very happy with it but then
when I put it next to other people’s I’m like ‘God it’s not as good as I thought it
was!’ (A11).
In light of this, she valued a ‘Pass’ mark more than when she commenced university.
Yet another confessed: “I’d be very disappointed if I did badly but I haven’t really set
myself a bar as such. I think at the moment it’s basically just trying to pull myself
through” (A05).

End of First Year (November 2015)
Ten out of the eleven participants attended interviews at this time. Interview questions
were about the four categories: ‘Expectations and Concerns’, ‘Adjustment and
Transition’, ‘Experiences’ and ‘Hindsight and Projections’.

Expectations &
Concerns

Adjustment &
Transition

Experiences &
Outcomes

Hindsight &
Projections

 Stressful lead
up to year end
 Degrees of
‘belonging’
 Financial
pressures

 Empowerment &
motivation
 Confidence
approaching
academics
 Linking academia
& friendship
networks

 Time pressures
 Study
environments

 Lack of time
management &
organisation
 Doubts about
continuing

Figure 5.3: Major emerging themes: End of First Year (November 2015)

Expectations and Concerns
The major emerging themes, as indicated in Figure 5.3, were stressful lead up to year
end, degrees of ‘belonging’ and financial pressures, as detailed in the following subsections.
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Stressful lead up to year end
The majority of participants reported feeling a sense of relief that the year was coming
to a close. They were stressed; one participant admitted he almost “burned out” (A10)
midway through second semester. Another acknowledged: “For a while I wasn’t sure I
was going to make it through the semester, and through the year as well, but I’m pretty
proud that I’ve got through, so hopefully I can do that another three times” (A02).

Semester two had been harder and more stressful than first semester for approximately
half the participants and this had a significant impact on their mental health, ability to
concentrate on time management and study/life balance. One participant, for example,
stated: “There’s a lot more work and it’s not quite as easy as it’s more in depth to learn
so it’s a lot more stressful” (A10). Another had found the course material intense and
demanding, individual assignments were worth more marks, and “It was a bit harder to
grasp things” (A03); all this added pressure. As this participant explained, university
expectations for independent learning had increased and some still felt ill-prepared: “I
suppose that’s progressing on further into your degree and it’s more about what you do
after classes” (A03).

The main concern at this time was finishing off semester assignments and studying for
exams. One participant, for example, reported: “As soon as you’re finished one
assessment you’ve got to start the next one with no breaks in between so that got a bit
overwhelming at times” (A01). Others also lacked confidence in their ability to perform
well in their upcoming exams and worried about failing, as explained by two
participants: “I should scrape through the two units but there’s always that air of
unease and unsure” (A06). And another:
I don’t know if I actually passed or not and I don’t know what happens if you
don’t, and I don’t know how well prepared I am for the exams because I feel
like I didn’t do as much study as I should have… the exams are going to be
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packed full of stuff that I know is going to be applying a lot of knowledge and
some of it might be missing. Exams are going to be very intense I think (A03).
Despite their concerns, on receiving their results most were surprised to have performed
reasonably well. Although there were not as many High Distinctions/Distinctions in the
participant group in second semester, there were no Fails (one participant passed having
sat a supplementary exam). One participant was surprised: “I’ve been rushing and
stressing and my quality of work hasn’t been that great but I feel like I’ve managed
really well with the workload… it’s been insane so I’m just impressed that I’m passing
everything” (A01). Another described getting a Distinction as being the high point of
his year: “I think it was a very low Distinction but it was still a Distinction!” (A05). A
further reported feeling content: “I’m pretty happy with where I am. I got a lot better
marks than in first semester which is pleasantly surprising for me as I had a lot more
work to do so I was really happy with how I went” (A09). The participant who had sat a
supplementary exam admitted that “failing a unit… well, almost failing a unit” (A10)
was the lowest point of his university experience.

Degrees of ‘belonging’
In November 2015, the majority of participants said they felt better adjusted, as one
participant’s comments illustrate: “I feel I belong more at this university… it’s where I
want to study… I feel proud to be able to go here… I’m doing what I want to do. I feel
more involved because I actually participate more” (A10). He expressed belonging as
“feeling good about what you’re doing at university, and feeling happy with what
you’re doing” (A10), while another described belonging as the feeling of “support, and
everyone is there for you” (A07). However, others had not reached a point of
‘belonging’. They still felt isolated socially and, as reported by one participant, found
that socialising and studying was a conflict of interests: “You want to go out and do
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something socially but should work on this assessment” (A03). As another participant
acknowledged, most accepted that “doing something more than just studying at
university” (A01) would create a stronger sense of belonging, but study was still more
important and she lacked the time to be involved in anything else.

For those who felt socially isolated, having friends in classes helped develop a sense of
belonging, as reflected by two participants:
The group of friends that I have in each class makes it more enjoyable to
attend. I know that I’m not going to have to sit alone and that I’ve got
someone who I can talk to and see how they’re doing with it all… I’m getting
friends in classes but I’m not as involved as I’d like to be (A03).
It’s getting to the point where most people you see and recognise, you know
who they are so I am getting sort of a sense of community within the students
that do the same course as myself because we’re all using the same rooms and
have similar assignments (A06).
Overall, fitting in at university was viewed as being easier to achieve than a deeper
sense of ‘belonging’ and a few participants believed fitting in was not necessary. One,
for example, stated: “There are so many different people, so many different
personalities and characters, backgrounds and ages… it’s like there’s no one group to
fit into” (A01). Despite a general lack of a sense of ‘belonging’, a few participants
hoped that second year would allow more time for getting involved and volunteering on
campus.

Financial pressures
By November 2015, financial concerns were not as serious for the majority of
participants. Although they expressed the need for a vacation job, they were not
struggling as much as they had when they commenced, as one commented:

134

I am looking to get a part-time job next year because it will just make things
easier. I know I can get by on the money that I get from working at the end of
the year but it would be nice just to have that extra job with something coming
in every week or two because it would just take the pressure off (A06).

Adjustment and Transition
The second category of questions in November 2015 addressed ‘Adjustment and
Transition’. The major emerging themes were empowerment and motivation,
confidence approaching academics and linking academia and friendship networks, as
detailed in the following sub-sections.

Empowerment and motivation
The majority of participants found their course material to be more demanding and
challenging, and understanding it took more time and concentration than in first
semester. However, knowing how to deal with university better led to these students
feeling more prepared about moving into second year. One participant reported feeling
“really accomplished, confident and positive… I just can’t believe that I made it
through the whole year” (A01). Another said she was relieved and satisfied: “Just
getting past first year knowing I can make it confirms that I can be here and I am
probably going to make it hopefully. It was a big change - you’re learning to do things
for yourself” (A03). For most, understanding the material also led to empowerment and
a positive, committed attitude to study. As one participant recounted:
Before, I wasn’t understanding the material that well so I was like ‘Oh I don’t
really want to come… I don’t want to learn about it’… but now that I’m
grasping it, I want to go and I want to make sure that I keep understanding
everything… if I really struggle with it then I think I try more (A03).
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For these participants, being empowered gave them motivation to continue studying.
One, for example, stated: “Getting through the first year and now knowing that I can
study at university” (A06).

For others, being focussed, engaged and empowered depended on their enthusiasm
towards their units, as described by one participant: “For some reason I find it easier to
work if I can actually see what I’ve accomplished at the end of the unit… but that
should change next year because all of my units will be major specific” (A06). And
another: “I’m actually going to use the material that I am studying in my chosen career
so I am engaged a lot more than in first semester” (A10).

Some participants still missed lectures because of inconvenient timetabling. As one
participant admitted: “There were some days I just couldn’t get the motivation to get up
and go and pay the money to park the car, and just come in for an hour and then go
home” (A03). Others missed lectures to work on assessments or through lack of
engagement and willingness. One participant reported:
I’ve not watched a single lecture this semester or done a single reading. I
know that I sound like a really bad student… I would like to be fully taking in
everything that I can and learning as much as I can about my chosen career
but I just don’t have the brain capacity for that (A01).
She was frustrated: “I wish that uni wasn’t just marks oriented - all that matters is
assignments” (A01). However, for some, as described by another participant, attending
lectures was worth the effort:
I struggled with one unit at the start of the semester but then I realised… go to
class and make sure that you ask for help (and I’ve got a friend in the class and
we talk about it and it feels good). I’ve started to understand and it makes
sense so it feels good to finally understand (A03).
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By November 2015 the majority of participants realised that to succeed they needed to
be accountable for their own learning and this, in turn, increased empowerment and
motivation. One participant enjoyed taking responsibility for his own learning: “I don’t
really have any choice but to take responsibility because there’s no one else stopping
me and I’m effectively living on my own, it’s not like I’ve got Mum running around after
me” (A06).

All participants expected to achieve higher grades in second year. One participant, for
example, explained: “I have the motivation and the attitude to put more effort in, I just
haven’t been able to make the time” (A01). As reported by another participant, the
standards required for assignments had increased and more attention was required in
class: “I am obviously concerned about the grade but I’m more concerned about
learning the work and understanding the work than aiming for a specific mark” (A10).
Nevertheless, a few participants still struggled with motivation and empowerment, with
one participant stating: “Study is something you have to get through… but it’s also a
chore so it’s a reluctance to study” (A10). This participant hoped that his motivation
would improve as his degree progressed and his units became more specific to his
chosen career. For many, the fear of failing was still the biggest motivator. For
example, one participant exclaimed: “I can’t fail a unit. Lots of people I know who fail
units repeat and there’s no big deal. For me, that’s not an option… Oh my God I
would drop out and I don’t want to drop out” (A01).

Graduating and getting into the workforce was also motivating for some, while others
still grappled with committing to sufficient study. Prioritising and taking responsibility
for their own learning was challenging. For example, one participant admitted: “I want
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to try to make myself study but I just don’t know how. I’ve made this list of things: why
should I study, why should I prioritise…I have it on my table but hardly ever read it”
(A07).

Confidence approaching academics
By November 2015 the majority of participants were more comfortable in smaller
classes and had gained more confidence in approaching academics, although one had
not approached her lecturers or tutors until the middle of semester two as she found
them “reserved” (A03) and lacking interest in the students. Another was disappointed
with the attitudes of some lecturers: “It just made me feel like what’s the point pushing
and trying that hard when I get the feeling that they don’t really care” (A05). Yet
another stated: “If teachers seem friendly then you’d be more likely to approach them
about something. I found with a couple of my lecturers, the ones that have a sense of
humour are usually the best ones to deal with” (A06).

Linking academia and friendships networks
Studying in small groups, where ideas could be expanded upon and problems discussed,
was regarded as important by most participants. One reported that building a network
of familiar peers made attending university more enjoyable and easier to cope with:
“Just being able to talk about an idea and expand on that… or talking about what I’m
stressed about, and complaining about, sometimes helps” (A03). Another stated that
this also helped with stability and making connections: “We have a core group that
everybody does the same units and classes together so I had the same people around me
the whole semester” (A10). For these students, sharing and discussing ideas was an
important part of the learning process and made studying more collegial, as described
by two participants:
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You could bounce ideas off someone else, if they struggled you help them, if
you struggled there was someone to go to for help. It made understanding
material easier and it took some stress away because you had someone you
could talk to [then] instead of just going away and studying the whole time
alone (A10).
I can bounce off them and say ‘Oh, have you done this?’ Or, ‘Are you
struggling with this part?’ Or ‘Can I get help with this?’ So I suppose it’s
become a bit easier to get through units just with little things that I might be
having issues with (A03).
This participant said she felt valued: “To know that they think that I’m someone that
they can come and talk to, and that I do the same thing with them” (A03). Another
claimed that sharing ideas with his peers helped with his learning and understanding of
the material: “As you give them an answer it gives you another way of thinking because
if you have to try and explain it to someone else it’s not always the same way that you
normally think about it” (A10). A further participant stated that knowing his peers
meant: “You’ve got people that you can talk to straight away, you can liaise with them
for assignments and work out what the actual assignment is going on about” (A06).

However, for some, there were also negatives about studying in groups, including
distractions and the stress when not everyone participated equally. As one participant
reported: “We have to pick up a lot of slack and have all the stress you already have,
and then have to try and pull someone else through, just so you don’t suffer in your
marks” (A10). For the majority, friendships still did not necessarily continue outside
the classroom. Some participants hoped to gain closer friends but this did not always
eventuate because, as one described: “Everyone’s too busy with too many assignments”
(A01).
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Experiences and Outcomes
The third category of questions in November 2015 addressed ‘Experiences and
Outcomes’. The major emerging themes were time pressures and study environments,
as detailed in the following sub-sections.

Time pressures
The majority of participants’ energy levels were low and they were relieved that first
year was over. University was fast-paced and several participants were surprised the
year was over. As one reported: “I wasn’t expecting it to have gone as quickly… it
doesn’t really feel like I’ve been at uni for a year” (A06). Another admitted that she did
not feel entirely comfortable with the pace:
Overall I do want to be at uni but I think it’s just the fact that I’ve had no break
between my assignments. That makes me less enthusiastic about doing them.
So there’s not even really been time to have a good feeling of accomplishment
over a single assignment (A01).

Study environments
The majority of participants reported little or no change to their study environments at
home, therefore spent more time studying on campus. For example, one explained:
“It’s just to do with the atmosphere” (A01). Some studied in the library between class
commitments which were spread across the day. As one participant noted: “Having an
area where you can just study helped a lot because I could get a lot of work done… I
had everything I needed so it contributed quite a bit to how I went this semester” (A10).
Another also enjoyed studying in the library due to the quiet spaces and good facilities.
However, many were still disorganised and had not established a designated quiet space
for study at home, away from distractions such as family and the television. Further
disruptions reported by individual participants included physical and mental illness in
the family, overcrowded housing and strained relationships. These factors had a
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negative impact on their lives, affecting them emotionally to the point where some were
unable to study.

Hindsight and Projections
The fourth category of questions in November 2015 addressed ‘Hindsight and
Projections’. The major emerging themes were lack of time management and
organisation and doubts about continuing, as detailed in the following sub-sections.

Lack of time management and organisation
By the end of first year all participants wished they had engaged more with time
management and organisation strategies in the year. As reported by one participant:
“Every lecture you learn new material and you don’t have quite as much time to go over
it” (A10). Another stated:
Most of the times I’ve got to the due date, I’d sit there feeling like it could have
been better, and that comes down to my organisation, just the whole way
through. And if I’d improved that then I might have got that extra mark or I
might have done better (A06).
The lack of these skills added to high levels of stress which compounded the feeling of
being overwhelmed. For example, one participant reflected:
At the start I was mainly just stressed and didn’t want to be here, and then in
second semester I felt better about being here and about doing assignments
and uni work… even though I didn’t really have time to put my best effort in to
each assignment, there wasn’t that underlying attitude of ‘I don’t want to do
this’ (A01).
Most believed that starting assessments earlier and working harder to avoid a backlog of
assessments would have helped. One wished she had taken the time to set longer term
goals earlier in the year so that she could see where her degree was taking her. It took
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her until the end of first year to understand how individual pieces of work connected.
Another admitted he should have tried to relax a bit more: “Sometimes I’ve been a bit
tense with my assignments and worried my head off and then got to the other end and
realised it was completely unnecessary” (A06).

Doubts about continuing
The majority of participants had no doubts about returning to university in second year
and most described feeling motivated by the prospect of more specific unit content. For
example, one revealed: “I’m very keen to come back next year, especially because it’s
the year that I start to be able to do the things within my major specific so I’m pretty
excited for those” (A06). Others stated they felt the need to continue having put time
and effort into first year:
I’ve come too far to stop. The only thing that could stop me would be if
everything really went downhill and something happened where I just couldn’t
continue… to do with the financial things, family or something like that… then
I would think about taking a break (A03).
Some looked to their career pathways at the end of first year, for example: “I know a
little deeper down that being at uni to get a degree, to get a job and a career is the right
thing to do and I’m on the right path to get there so that’s what’s keeping me at uni”
(A02). However, this student still worried about motivation levels and was not certain
about maintaining motivation to the end of her degree: “I know I need to and I like the
idea of my career choice, I just hate studying and I doubt that I will be motivated, even
though I tell myself that I need to be motivated next year” (A02).

Early Second Year (May 2016)
Nine of the eleven participants took part in the interviews in the second year. Two
participants could not be contacted. This time frame focuses on two categories of
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questions: ‘Expectations and Concerns’ and ‘Adjustment and Transition’. The major
themes, which emerged under each category, are indicated in Figure 5.4 and elaborated
on in the following sub-sections.

Expectations & Concerns

Adjustment & Transition

 Struggles with university-life balance

 Increased sense of belonging
 Engagement

Figure 5.4: Major emerging themes: Early Second Year (May 2016)

Expectations and Concerns
The major emerging theme was struggles with university-life balance, as detailed in the
following sub-section.

Struggles with university-life balance
A few participants had been eager to recommence university after the summer break.
One stated: “I was pretty keen to get back to uni - it was a change and it was nice to be
back into some of the work that we’d been doing last year and continue on where I left
off” (A06). However, for all participants, second year was very different and more
stressful than first year. The social aspect of university had become easier but the
academic side was harder, more specific and heavier in workload. As illustrated by two
participants, academic standards for each participant continued to vary with some still
content with a Pass: “I just need to get the degree, basically… that’s my aim” (A01),
while others aimed high. One believed that as she gained more insight into her course,
she should improve her grades: “It just gets lost along the way, and life gets in the way
of doing the extra things that you know you should be doing” (A03).

For the majority, the work/study balance was also stressful in second year and finding
appropriate part-time work was still difficult. One participant, for example, shared her
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experience: “I’ve been looking non-stop this whole time and no one will take me and
everywhere I go wants experience and I don’t have any” (A01). Another stated: “It’s
difficult because my timetable has weird times. It doesn’t match up very well with
working” (A10).

Adjustment and Transition
The second category of questions in May 2016 addressed ‘Adjustment and Transition’.
The major emerging themes were increased sense of belonging and engagement, as
detailed in the following sub-sections.

Increased sense of belonging
By early second year, the majority of participants had a stronger sense of belonging than
when they commenced. One reported having more friends and was more at ease talking
to her peers about concerns and challenges. Learning how to approach different people
had taken time. As she described: “It’s just probably experience, like knowing how to
judge a situation and how to engage in things” (A03). For another, the biggest
constraint was being unsociable; however, he was working on his networking skills,
said he felt more connected with like-minded students and had a stronger sense of
belonging: “Everybody around me wants to be there and doing the same line of work
that I want to be doing… university is not as daunting as it was in the beginning”
(A10).

For a few participants ‘belonging’ stemmed from their familiarity with the campus and
connecting with a group of friends. One participant, for example, reported: “Having a
bigger circle of people to rely on means you’re not so isolated that you can’t ask for
help” (A03). Another said she felt that the start of second year had been easier than at
the start of her first year: “I feel I know how to do the things they’re asking me to do… I
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feel like I know how to do uni assignments… I know where to go… I know people in my
classes” (A09). A further participant reasoned:
In first year you might be constantly stressing about workload and think that
you can’t really spend any time on friends whereas in second year I do spend a
bit more time on campus - not just in the library or in class - I do things with
my friends, with lots of other people as well (A01).
The majority reported feeling that academics were more approachable in second year
which assisted with their sense of belonging. As one participant explained: “It’s
definitely easier having more of a rapport with the teachers” (A03). Interaction was
more relaxed and friendly and many participants, as described here, were already
familiar with their unit coordinators from first year:
Going to class is like having a chat with the teachers. It’s very informal and
enjoyable and I feel comfortable to talk to them which makes you feel like you
belong at uni a little bit more… I know how they mark, so it’s just eliminating
the not knowing. Also I think that they treat you a little bit better once they get
to know you (A01).

Engagement
By May 2016 approximately half of the participants reported feeling more engaged with
their studies; experiences were overall more positive. Most found their course content
more interesting, engaging and inspiring than in first year, and overall the participants
claimed to be more motivated, as described here:
It was good to be out of first year - good to be out of the general units and into
some of the more specifics… if I’d known first year was going to be really
generic I may have been put off studying (A06).
I haven’t really actually properly considered dropping out this whole semester.
I feel like knowing that I can pass everything is enough motivation to just keep
going even if you’re not really enjoying it, but I do enjoy uni at the moment
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with all my friends, and I feel it just gets better as you keep going… you realise
that it’s not a bad thing to be at uni (A01).
Furthermore, the majority said they felt that academics were more engaged with their
teaching. One participant described their experience:
They are teaching you something that they’re passionate about which puts a
positive impact on how you view your degree and what you’re doing. So it
helps you see… you’ve been doing this, you find out what kind of studies the
teachers have been doing and it makes you feel better about what you’re
learning and being at uni (A03).
This led to these participants being more diligent about attending lectures and making
sure they understood the content and asked for help. Although studying on campus with
peers was more productive than studying alone, for some, university was still
overwhelming; self-discipline and finding motivation was challenging. In addition, as
reported by one participant, lack of career direction was stressful: “We’re getting more
specific in what we’re doing, and I wonder… how is this going to lead to what I’m
going to be doing once I graduate” (A03).

Formal support offered by the university, such as peer assisted learning groups, had
tapered off in second year, which made friendships more important, and most
participants continued to recognise the need for peer engagement, as reflected by two
participants’ comments: “It makes you have a reason to stay at uni if you’re socialising
and maybe helping other people with study” (A03). This participant also stated: “Your
peers make it easier to go to uni. It gives you some sort of incentive to go… not just to
learn, but more because you’re going to be helping your peers later… cementing the
ideas as well” (A03). Another participant admitted: “Honestly, they’re half the reason I
go sometimes. If I can’t really be bothered, it’s just a bit of extra motivation as well. I
study with them, so we help each other with work” (A01).
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About half of the participants were confident that they would return the following year,
though a few were not. One said she felt depressed about returning, but she “needed to
be at uni to be in the next stage of her life” (A04). A further was concerned about the
cost of his degree: “It takes four years to do and it’s a lot harder to get a job when I
graduate, but if I go to TAFE and learn a trade maybe I will get paid more and it will be
much easier” (A08).

Early Third Year (May 2017)
Six of the remaining nine participants took part in a fifth interview. The two
participants who could not be contacted at the end of first year were still not responding
to requests for interviews, and a further three participants could not be contacted on this
occasion. The category of question addressed in this time frame was ‘Hindsight and
Projections’.

Hindsight & Projections
 On reflection
 Looking forward
Figure 5.5: Major emerging themes: Early Third Year (May 2017)

Hindsight and Projections
The major emerging themes, as indicated in Figure 5.5, were on reflection and looking
forward, as detailed in the following sub-sections.

On reflection
The six participants reflected on their university experiences and considered their
options moving into work or further study. Third year was hectic and daunting but
exciting. The majority reported feeling that their time at university had gone quickly.
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For example, as one participant reflected: “I know that at the very beginning I was not
really happy with my experience but I’d say looking back now overall it’s been a really
positive experience” (A01). Another, a struggling participant, claimed that her biggest
constraint had been her “lack of motivation to engage with the unit content” (A02).

The majority wished they had been less concerned about being on top of everything
when they first commenced. One participant, for example, articulated:
It’s pretty normal to not quite be prepared for how your assessments are going
to go, or how your tutors are going to be, or how many friends you’re going to
make. It’s really just going into the unknown so chill out and just figure it out
(A01).
She explained her first day at university:
I was getting so lost, and I just brought everything along because I didn’t know
what to take, and I’d actually not brought the one thing that everyone else had
brought. So I had all my books and everything but everyone had printed off the
unit guide outline (A01).
Another stated: “It’s an adventure and if you knew everything then it probably wouldn’t
be an adventure” (A03). However, a further participant wished he had taken some time
out rather than trying to push through:
If you just keep on going you’ll burn out and then you’ll just not be able to do
any work, or it will take longer than it should, so taking time out would save
you time in the long run and make you be able to do better (A10).
Yet another believed that taking a break from study earlier would have been better for
her: “I wasted a year and about $12,000 on HECS - wasting time and money. It would
have been better if I’d just worked that entire year” (A04). And another said she felt
she should have enjoyed herself more: “It’s not all about uni and trying to get a degree,
it’s about finding yourself as well… spend time to enjoy this age and don’t stress too
much, it will all come into place eventually” (A09).
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Looking forward
Some participants were keen to finish their degrees and move into employment as soon
as practicable and for a few, postgraduate study was not an option. One participant
stated: “I’ll probably be cooked and had enough” (A05). Another also reported similar
feelings:
I would not want to study a minute longer, that’s why I didn’t take a gap year
because I want to get my degree as young as possible. I didn’t want to waste a
year really. I just want to get in and out and do it and then start working as
soon as I can (A01).
Additionally, as expressed by two participants, a few worried about where they would
end up: “I am expecting to have to move geographically to find work and I’m expecting
it to be really competitive for the first few years” (A10). Another admitted: “There’s a
lot of uncertainty in where I’m going to be ending up and if I’m going to be enjoying
where I’m ending up” (A03). She felt disconcerted:
A lot of people that I’ve talked to don’t really know either. I suppose you’ve
just got to talk to teachers, see what they’ve been doing and see what you can
get involved in - it’s just a really daunting idea to have to figure that out (A03).
For four of the six participants, postgraduate study was a strong possibility. One was no
longer interested in his current course and stated: “I do not feel industry ready - I don’t
think the things I’ve learnt so far has prepared me” (A08). Yet another admitted, “I’ve
definitely been looking into Honours. At the start I didn’t really know what post grad
work was” (A03). A further participant hoped to find employment after graduating but
would continue studying if no jobs were available.

Start of Fourth Year (February 2018)
Six of the original eleven participants responded to a brief email contact early in 2018.
Five participants did not respond to the researcher’s email, including the two who could
149

not be reached at the end of first year. Of the remaining six participants, two had
completed their Bachelor Degrees and had graduated. One was enrolled in an Honours
program at University A. She had considered taking a six month break but decided to
continue: “I will probably take a break after Honours if I end up going on to a PhD”
(A03). Of the remaining four participants, one had a single unit to complete in order to
graduate. He was working full-time and admitted: “My first week was rough as I came
to terms with how little I had in the way of actual experience within my field, although I
am now picking things up quickly and gaining confidence” (A06). Another had four
more units to complete, and yet another had ten. A further participant had deferred in
second semester 2017 and ultimately withdrew from her original Social Work course.
She spent second semester working and “soul searching” (A01) and in 2018 she
commenced a Science Degree in Environmental Biology; a completely different field:
I’m more excited than ever! I feel the passion and excitement for this way
more than I ever did in my original course. I’ve basically just decided to chase
my life-long dream that a few years ago, I didn’t have the confidence to do
(A01).

‘Undecided’ Students
This section concentrates on two participants unsure whether to take a break from
university and/or undecided about which course to undertake. In order to provide more
understanding of the issues dominating the trajectory of students through university,
each of these ‘undecided’ student journeys is briefly described in the form of a vignette
for Adel and Addison in the following section of this chapter. These vignettes provide
possible significant insights into policies and practices that may better support students
from low socio-economic (SES) backgrounds in achieving successful outcomes at
university. They also highlight what might be learnt by university staff and students to
enhance ongoing participation and engagement at university. Each student’s journey
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was unique and this is further evidenced in the additional mini-vignettes for Abbey,
Alex and Ainsley, presented in Appendix Eight.


Adel disliked her chosen course in Education (Teaching) but persevered until the
start of third year (2017) when she withdrew and changed courses to Commerce
(Accounting and Taxation).



Addison changed courses after first year (2015). Her original course in Science
(Psychology and Human Resource Management) was not living up to her
expectations, she struggled and felt unmotivated. She did not perform well so
changed courses mid-second year (2016) to Commerce (Human Resource
Management and Industrial Relations).

Vignette for Adel (Participant A02)
Adel, a full-time rural student, was the first in her family to attend university. She had
taken a ‘gap’ year before commencing: “I really just wanted to work and get used to
being in Perth and not being with my family before I jumped right into university”.
When at university she lived in rented accommodation with poor study facilities, was
homesick and worked in excess of 40 hours per week. She struggled financially as she
was unable to get Government assistance due to her parents’ income.

Living away from home was “pretty tough” and “quite a shock” and Adel felt
unprepared academically. For example, she had never referenced her work in school
and was surprised at how important it was. She battled to get her work completed,
became unwell and questioned being at university:
Why am I pushing myself to do well at uni when I need to work to be able to
pay for uni? It’s so hard to not always get sick when under stress… it’s just
like a vicious cycle of negative thinking… I don’t want to be at uni - I don’t
even want to work, I just want to go home and stay with my parents.
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By August 2015 (mid-first year and the start of second semester), Adel felt more
comfortable with the university system and had developed more of a sense of
belonging, having made friends and knowing her way around campus. She felt her
lecturers were “more dedicated to their teaching, and to how students were doing” than
in first semester, which significantly improved her willingness to attend classes and to
seek assistance. Her study load had increased but she had learned some strategies: “I
definitely started not leaving things to the last minute this semester and I’ve been taking
more notes by hand and that’s helped me tremendously”. However, she felt
disillusioned with her course which she could not relate to her chosen career.

By November 2015 (the end of her first year) Adel felt overwhelmed and was relieved
that first year was over. She lacked motivation, confessing: “Getting up to go to uni
was a challenge”. She was not enjoying her university experience as much as she had
in first semester:
You expect it to be like school where you have your friends and you have lunch
together. That’s made my journey through first year just a little bit difficult
and disappointing. But I suppose at the same time it’s good not to have that
distraction of people talking to you in class.
Adel had set herself high standards for second semester and had kept up to date with her
assignments, but she worried about time management skills: “I was a bit concerned that
my marks wouldn’t be as great, because I just didn’t have as much time as I’d like to
polish them”. Despite this, Adel felt more committed to study than in first semester: “I
feel pretty empowered and I’m quite independent. I don’t really have anyone else
reminding me to study so I’ve taken control of my study and getting assignments in on
time”. Half way through second semester she stopped attending lectures because they
“weren’t adding anything they hadn’t already put in Blackboard so I got sick of it and
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just stuck to on-line”. At this point, she found the academics “a bit unapproachable”
and intimidating:
All of them are super, super professional… just not bringing themselves down
to our level. I wish they’d given us a bit of their experience relating to their
topic and that would have made me feel like I could have approached them a
bit more. Just rather than them just telling us, telling us, telling us… not really
involving us… Just trying to get everything just shoved into our brains.
By the end of first year, Adel had withdrawn socially from the clubs and societies she
had joined, finding them “boring”. She had lost the strong feeling of belonging at
University A that she had enjoyed at the start of second semester, mainly because
several of her friends had “dropped out” and she was lonely:
I was very much a solo effort this semester. I didn’t really feel I belonged at
uni. I would just wander around on my own and attend class on my own… I
would have been more inclined to go to class if I knew I had a friend to endure
it with but not really having any friends in my course made it a bit difficult.
Adel’s social life was different to first semester: “You kind of get on with your study and
then you go home”. However, she felt she was not alone: “A lot of people are toughing
it out and trying to get through the semester”.

Adel had moved into a student share house. Her previous study environment had been
challenging and had a negative impact on her ability to study effectively: “I couldn’t
submit assignments because of poor internet service and they were quite big
assignments so the internet just wouldn’t hold out submitting them. And with a lot of my
e-tests you have to have good internet connection”. She now felt more positive: “I think
it will be good to be with other uni students who have the same mind set and in the
routine of studying and they have wireless internet there. It’ll be good to have a healthy
study environment”.
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Adel still struggled financially but hoped the Government would reconsider her
independence as financial assistance would allow her to reduce her work days and
“have more time to study which would be hugely, hugely beneficial”.

By May 2016 (the start of second year), Adel lacked enthusiasm for being at university:
“I’d been dreading it all through the uni break but then I guess it was kind of plod on,
deal with it and get to the next uni break, get through the next four units”. However,
her house move had been a success, the environment was more conducive to study and
she now had like-minded people with whom she could talk. In addition, Adel’s marks
had improved and she again felt a stronger sense of belonging. Having completed a
year at university, she felt less stressed, more comfortable and familiar with her
surroundings: “I didn’t really realise how much I’d learnt about it until I was just doing
things second nature and knowing where I was going”. Despite this, she was not
enjoying her course and contemplated changing universities. Her engagement with her
studies had reduced and university had not lived up to her expectations:
I guess everybody is a little bit shocked when they get to uni anyway but most
people say their course is exactly what they expected. I thought my course
would be great but I guess it’s just quite different from what it’s portrayed to
be so that’s a little bit frustrating.
Although she had reduced her working hours, Adel still struggled balancing work and
study.

By May 2017 (the start of third year at university) Adel had changed courses from
Education (Teaching) to Commerce (Accounting and Taxation), realising teaching was
not the career she wanted:
What’s it going to be like when I actually get into the field? … I figured it was
better to have done two years and then to defer, if I didn’t want to do it, than to
do four years and then get into the job and then not enjoy it.
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Vignette for Addison (Participant A04)
Addison, a ‘first in family’ student from a migrant background and with English as a
second language, described her childhood as being stressful, rough and traumatic, but
she felt she owed it to her mother to be successful at university. University was
important to her family: “The be-all, the end-all of education”. Addison felt pressure
from her parents to excel and worried about letting them down. Nevertheless, she was
concerned she might spend time studying at university and not enjoy it.

Early in 2015 (start of first year) Addison felt a mixture of stress, enjoyment and
freedom at university; however, she admitted she felt awkward and lost: “You’re so
nurtured in that school environment so going to uni was… Whoa! We don’t know what
to do!” She continued:
When you go to school you do the same classes with the same people for five
years of your life. So you just grow accustomed to it… you don’t care if you’re
an idiot around them, you don’t care if you’re a weirdo, you say what you
want, you act the way you want, but at uni, you can’t really do that.
Addison struggled to understand the university system and felt disorganised: “I was
stressed out because I didn’t know what was happening in class. I hadn’t done any of
these readings. And I’m never letting that happen again. It was horrible”.

Despite initially feeling self-conscious, Addison made some friends in class: “You know
that one person… you sit with in class… You leave class… that’s the end of that… you
are not really friends out of that class”. She had no expectations for having a social
life: “My one job at uni is to be here to study… to be successful. That’s all I am here
for.”

Addison found the ninety minutes travel time to university draining and she lacked
motivation to go onto campus. Her timetable was inconvenient: “I’m not going to drive
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into uni to watch a one-hour lecture on a Monday”. However, after a few weeks, she
was establishing a routine: “You force yourself to do it and over a period of time you
just become accustomed to it…” and she admitted she spent most of her study time in
the library on campus.

By August 2015 (mid-first year) Addison’s Science course was not living up to her
expectations. She continued to feel stressed and intimidated about being a first year.
She was still missing lectures, stating they were not beneficial as she could watch them
on-line. Since first semester, she had learnt some strategies to help manage her time but
despite this, she was unmotivated and inconsistent with her routine: “When my week’s
organised I feel really confident about what I’m doing but if the routine breaks,
everything messes up”.

By November 2015 (end of first year) Addison had withdrawn from her course in
Science (Psychology and Human Resource Management). The decision had been
stressful and depressing as she felt she had wasted time and effort. In her mind, she had
“dropped out” of university, felt “useless about everything” and was too scared to tell
her parents. She wished she had taken a ‘gap’ year after high school: “I feel like I’m
having this massive identity crisis. Who am I, what do I want to do in life?” She
thought she should commence university straight after school and get into the
workplace as soon as possible; however, she now realised: “Starting university was the
worst decision I could possibly have made… to jump into uni knowing I didn’t know
what I wanted to do”.

In May 2016 (start of second year) Addison had commenced another course in
Commerce (Human Resource Management and Industrial Relations), made further
changes to individual units, was not performing well and felt even more stressed:
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I feel confused because I think I may have picked my majors based on what
everyone else said but not made the decision on my own and I feel like I’ve
rushed myself into something that I’m not too sure that I’m 100% committed to.
In addition, she found it hard to balance work and study as her study load was far
greater than previously and she was angry she was “slacking off”. She was depressed
but felt she “needed to be at uni to be in the next stage of her life”.

Addison could not be contacted at the start of third year.

Conclusion
This chapter analysed the experiences of eleven participants admitted to University A
with ATARs less than the standard cut-off of 70 advertised by the university. While the
primary focus was on first year, interviews continued to the start of fourth year to track
changes along the students’ trajectories through university. All participants were eager
to continue with the interviews beyond first year. They were asked to respond to
questions about their ‘expectations and concerns’ before commencing university and
then throughout their university journeys, to comment on their ‘adjustment and
transition’ across the six time frames (between early 2015 and early 2018), and to
discuss the outcomes of those ‘experiences’. With ‘hindsight’, they were also asked to
reflect on their journeys and, having noted their various experiences, to elaborate on
their achievements and any regrets they had. Finally they reported on their ‘projections’
about future careers or further study. Throughout the interview process, themes
emerged and were built on from one interview to the next; however, the participants
tended to oscillate between positive and negative experiences from one interview round
to the next. The two vignettes at the end of the chapter provided a deeper understanding
of the thought processes of ‘Undecided Students’, who changed pathways during the
research, and illustrate how their individual situations, issues and concerns affected their
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decision making. These vignettes, along with the three in Appendix Eight, provided
pointers towards implications for university policies and practices, especially those
related to low SES students entering university though alternative pathway programs.

All eleven participants took part in the first two interviews, one could not be contacted
at the end of 2015, and a second could not be contacted at the start of 2016. Four of the
remaining nine participants continued in their original courses; two changed courses in
their first year; another deferred at the start of second year; yet another changed courses
at the start of third year; and, the other changed course at the start of her fourth year.
Course changes were dramatic. Despite the changes and breaks from study, the
majority of participants remained connected with this study through to February 2018;
some actively seeking ongoing follow-up interviews.

Overall the participants were surprised at how different academic standards were at
university compared to school. They felt under-prepared and university was much
harder and the workload more demanding than expected. Most participants were
initially challenged by their transition and adjustment to the fast pace of university,
particularly the new teaching styles and independent learning. They were anxious about
underperforming or failing, were overwhelmed and struggled to learn the university
system. Whilst university was more interesting and offered more freedom, many
struggled to engage and commit to their studies. Non-attendance at lectures was
commonplace, particularly in first year.

However, once the participants learned what was expected of them and were more
comfortable approaching their lecturers, their confidence and engagement with the
course content increased. The majority of participants set themselves high standards
and were initially disappointed with their results. They felt let down by their
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university’s level of individualised interaction and support, which may have added to
their feelings of dissatisfaction regarding their levels of effort, poor time management
and organisation. As their journeys continued, they realised standards were much
higher than at school and they became more satisfied with their achievements and
outcomes. In addition, as their understanding of the material improved, so did their
feeling of empowerment, positivity, commitment and motivation to study.

At the start, the majority of participants lacked social confidence and for those with
English as a second language, socialising and fitting in was problematic until second
year. As second semester of first year progressed, participants recognised the
advantages of linking the academic side of university with friendships; however, many
were disappointed friendships did not extend outside the classroom until at least second
year. The vast majority lacked a sense of belonging and recognised that, to change this,
they needed to become more involved in the university community. However, for all,
study was their main reason for being at university and they had little or no time for
anything else, especially with the need to take on many hours of paid work. Despite
these various challenges, few sought support. All were dealing with stress and many
had anxiety and mental health conditions to contend with; few felt they had coped. In
addition, as the majority of participants came from financially disadvantaged
backgrounds, balancing part-time (and sometimes full-time) work and study was
stressful.

Many participants lacked enthusiasm about their initial course but felt they should stay
with it as they had invested considerable time, money and effort. Despite this, more
than half of the participants ultimately made changes to courses and/or deferred their
studies. Their limited opportunities for involvement and interaction with academics,
support networks and extra-curricular activities may have influenced their mediocre
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university experience and their under-developed sense of belonging, and may have
contributed to their tendency to oscillate between good and poor experiences.
Chapter Six follows the same structure as Chapter Five and addresses the major themes
which emerged from the participants in case-study University B.

160

CHAPTER SIX
FINDINGS: CASE-STUDY UNIVERSITY B
Introduction
This chapter focuses on the findings from participants at case-study University B. As in
the previous chapter, first, the university context is presented in a document study of
University B’s setting and alternative pathway. Second, participants’ pre-university
backgrounds are described. Third, the main findings from the data analysis are
presented across six time frames between 2015 and 2018 and which delineate the
students’ journeys through university. The fourth section of this chapter looks in more
detail at two participants through vignettes for ‘Bailey’ and ‘Billie’, to provide a greater
depth of understanding. Two further unique student journeys are reflected in minivignettes for ‘Blaise’ and ‘Brady’, and are found in Appendix Nine. As in Chapter
Five, the first three interviews were arranged across the students’ first academic year
(2015), whilst the remaining three follow-up interviews occurred early in 2016 (second
year), 2017 (third year) and 2018 (fourth year). Six participants made up the sample at
University B. Participants B03 and B06 remained on their initial pathway and course.
Participants B01, B02, B04 and B05 were categorised as ‘Undecided’ as they changed
their course, deferred, withdrew, took a break from study and/or moved to another
university.

Background: University B’s setting and alternative pathway program
University B is a research-intensive university with a wide range of general and
professional courses. It advertises a minimum Australian Tertiary Admission Rank
(ATAR) of 80 for entry to most of its courses to ensure that its courses are available to a
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broad spectrum of school leavers. An alternative pathway is offered to selected students
with ATARs less than 80 and who are:


Eligible Australian citizens, permanent residents, permanent humanitarian visa
holders and New Zealand citizens;



From a metropolitan school with an Index of Community Socio-Educational
Advantage score of 1024 or less;



From a regional or rural school (defined under the Australian Bureau of Statistics’
mapping of post codes to remoteness areas, has less than 50 per cent of its area
designated as being in a major city of Australia [University B website]; and,



From the Schools of Isolated and Distance Education.

To be eligible, students must attain an ATAR of between 75 and 79.95 and meet the
university’s English language requirements. Students entering University B through the
alternative pathway were offered a one-on-one interview in the first few weeks of
semester to determine how they were settling in. No additional or specific support for
these students was evident other than what was offered to all commencing students.

Participants’ pre-university backgrounds
The majority of participants at University B had high expectations of attending
university from primary school. In almost all cases, parents also had high expectations
about higher education which they instilled in their children. Most parents had attained
a lesser level of education than their children and lacked the knowledge to support or
advise their sons and daughters. However, the majority of the parents offered moral
support and wanted their children to study hard and attend university to ensure stable
careers. The majority of participants experienced a disruptive environment at home, for
example, due to overcrowding, a lack of a quiet place to study and noisy siblings. Many
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had high household chore demands placed upon on them, including cleaning, laundry,
cooking evening meals, looking after farm animals and chopping firewood.

Participants reported varying levels of support from their school, such as extra classes
after school and availability of teachers to enhance their chances of university
admission. University pathway courses were limited for participants from rural schools;
only the major subjects were offered. In addition, some schools had few students
aiming for university and it was not uncommon to have more than one year group being
taught in the same classroom. Some participants attempted courses through the Schools
of Isolated and Distance Education but withdrew, finding it isolating. Others reported
feeling let down by what they described as ‘unqualified’ relief teachers. Some ATAR
preparation courses were offered privately outside of school hours but these were costly.
Schools provided university visits, career counsellors, and parent information nights by
way of advice and preparation. Whilst some school teachers were helpful with career
advice, most participants felt let down. Advice was unrealistic, therefore making career
decisions was reported to be more stressful. As little help and advice about university
was available at home and at school, participants sought information from university
handbooks, independent research and talking amongst themselves.

On receipt of their offers, the majority of participants said they were excited, relieved
and happy, but disappointed that they had not been able to commence directly with the
ATAR they had achieved. Some felt they had let themselves and their parents down
with their entrance rankings. These students needed, and were offered, an alternative
pathway to enter university.
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Early First Year (May 2015)
All six participants attended interviews early in first year. At this point in time, the
focus was on three categories of questions: ‘Expectations and Concerns’, ‘Adjustment
and Transition’ and ‘Experiences’. The major themes, which emerged under each
category, are indicated in Figure 6.1 and elaborated on in the following sub-sections.

Expectations & Concerns

Adjustment & Transition Experiences

 Academic apprehensions
 Settling in
 Unexpected university life  Academic struggles to
engage
 Financial pressures
 Coping strategies &
support

 Expectations versus
reality
 Study environment
 Workload

Figure 6.1: Major emerging themes: Early First Year (May 2015)

Expectations and Concerns
The major emerging themes were academic apprehensions, unexpected university life
and financial pressures, as detailed in the following sub-sections.

Academic apprehensions
Whether straight from school or having taken a ‘gap’ year, all participants worried
about their motivation and ability to perform academically at the level expected of them,
particularly having under-performed at school, as reflected in low ATARs. One
participant claimed that there had been significant pressure and focus placed on getting
into university: “I didn’t think about what would happen once I was in” (B06).

Many participants expected university to be harder than school and were apprehensive.
For example, one participant stated:
I didn’t really know anything about it - the work that was required or
anything… Knowing that I was coming to a higher education where I had to
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step up my game to that next level was a bit worrying. And then I was very,
very worried about if I could actually take that step up to the next level and do
the work that was required (B03).
He said that he felt in the dark: “I had no idea what a tutorial was or what timetabling
meant… so just made it up as I went along” (B03). Another participant worried that his
motivation would still be the same as it had been at school: “Not caring, not doing
enough work, getting by on Passes, and natural ability and luck” (B05).

Unexpected university life
Expectations about university life varied but most participants found adjusting difficult.
Some expected university to be less stressful than school, as reflected in comments by
one participant:
You’re at high school… and it’s just so stressful and when you get to uni that’s
when you expect everything relaxes a bit… so I just didn’t expect this place to
be so busy and everybody to be so stressed, and sometimes you can just feel the
anxiety of people (B04).
No participant envisaged that family and non-academic matters (such as homesickness,
finances and personal issues) would interfere with their studies, but these issues did
have a considerable impact. One participant, living over an hour from campus, said he
felt that his travel time and independent living had an impact on social opportunities:
“Before I started I thought it would be easy. I didn’t have the respect that I do now for
running the household” (B05).

Financial pressures
Prior to commencing, financing university had not been a concern for the majority of
participants. All participants considered their only cost would be fees which could be
deferred through Higher Education Contribution Scheme (HECS). Once at university,
165

they were shocked at the cost of text books and living expenses, and many voiced
concerns about the long term cost of higher education. While no participant wanted to

be a burden on his or her parents, scholarships were difficult to obtain and most needed
part-time work to support themselves, but jobs were difficult to find. In addition,
working had a negative impact on their studies, as explained by two participants: “I was
thinking of getting a part-time job but then when I came here I realised that I probably
wouldn’t have enough time, especially as I live about two hours away” (B01), and:
“When I could have been studying I was working. So I could probably get better marks
if I wasn’t working” (B06).

Adjustment and Transition
The second category of questions in May 2015 addressed ‘Adjustment and Transition’.
The major emerging themes were settling in, academic struggles to engage and coping
strategies and support, as detailed in the following sub-sections.

Settling in
The majority of participants claimed to feel more settled on campus than in the first few
weeks of the semester, but the number of students at university, compared to school,
made forging friendships challenging. These students knew only one or two people
from their school and said they felt socially isolated. Making close friends was harder
and slower than at school, where friendships were closer knit and it was easier to
‘click’. Most participants expressed concern about not knowing anyone, getting lost on
campus, and finding their way to campus on public transport. Joining clubs and
societies was not a priority, and those who did join found little time to attend events.
However, one participant had met a wide variety of people from different countries.
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Another felt that living in a residential college was an advantage: “All of us become
friends so it’s just been expanding exponentially from there!” (B03).

All rural participants were homesick. Being away from home was a big adjustment and
they struggled with balancing university and home-life. One participant initially
planned to travel home once a month but unforeseen events meant he travelled every
fortnight which disrupted his study routine.

The majority had not anticipated the level of freedom at university, and how they could
choose whether or not to attend classes. As one participant commented: “It opened my
eyes up because you can actually just do what you want at uni” (B03).

Academic struggles to engage
All participants struggled with their academic transition and found it hard to engage and
be independent learners. At school they were accustomed to being told and shown what
to do and when, and had expected this to continue at university. However, they
recognised independent learning to be a necessary part of adult study. The study load
was far greater than expected and the way of doing things was very different from
school; they grappled with time management and motivation. Most participants had set
high academic standards for themselves but now just aimed to pass. In addition,
feedback from academics was slower than anticipated which had a negative impact on
motivation.

Despite these struggles, most participants said that they were more engaged with study
than they had been at school. One noted that university was a great learning
environment with other students: “[everyone seems to want] to do the same stuff as you
and they’re all wanting to learn” (B03). At his school, students were disruptive
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because they did not want to attend. All participants were aware of their personal and
financial investment in university and therefore, expected to perform better than at

school. One was acutely aware of his need to adjust and succeed, having moved away
from home: “[I’ve] sacrificed leaving behind my life to come and study, and I want to
achieve better than what I did at school” (B03).

Coping strategies and support
In first semester, participants’ coping strategies varied. Most found that talking to
friends and peers worked better than bottling up tensions, and the majority of
participants believed that prioritising assessments helped cope with stress. All
participants revealed they were too nervous and unmotivated to participate in peer
assisted learning groups and preferred seeking support from academics in small
classroom settings (laboratories and tutorials) where they hoped to be able to ask
questions and receive individual attention.

Despite their concerns, the majority of participants reported they were initially reluctant
to seek transition support. Most were aware of career advisors, counsellors and doctors
but chose not to use them. Some attended a one-on-one interview offered through the
alternative pathway program, where they received study assistance and information on
scholarships, and were also asked how they were adjusting to university. They stated
that this made them feel welcomed as individuals.

Experiences
The third category of questions in May 2015 addressed ‘Experiences’. The major
emerging themes were expectations versus reality, study environment and workload, as
detailed in the following sub-sections.
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Expectations versus reality
Overall, the majority of participants described their university experiences as not living
up to their expectations. One participant’s initial experience was negative and, unaware
that he had a university email address, he had received no information. He contacted
the university:
I was already freaking out about uni and then having that added pressure of
‘Oh man I’ve stuffed up the first year’. I’d missed enrolment, and I quit my job
and I’ve done all this to go to uni and I don’t even have a university to attend’.
It was a pretty awful time for me… no one [in administration] had any idea
what was going on and they put me through to the next department who put me
back to the same one I came from and it was like… ‘What the hell is going on?’
(B03).
He described feeling let down more than once:
It just seemed that the university didn’t really want to help you out being that
far away. That’s what I got from my experience because I also did want to
change my information on my profile because I have Indigenous status - I’ve
got the forms to say that I was Indigenous and then nobody had any idea of
how to do it. And they were all giving me new numbers to call (B03).
Most participants struggled with how different university was, and settling into study
was much harder than expected. One described her experience as more lonely and
impersonal than she expected, both in and outside the classroom. Another stated:
If no one [lecturers and tutors] knows your name then you’re just a number to
them. And it was just weird to be in a classroom where you don’t really know
anyone… I thought it was going to be a lot easier to settle in but it’s been a lot
harder than I thought… I knew it was going to be big and different to what I’m
used to and harder, but I also didn’t think it was going to be this big and as
hard as it is, and how much study and work you have to put into everything.
Because I was used to just pretty much picking up everything with a couple of
hours of study a week and getting good grades (B01).
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However, another was enjoying university, describing it as exciting, a good life choice
and fun.

Study environment
Participants’ experiences were, to some extent, related to their study environments, both
on and off campus. Some, living at home, struggled to find a quiet and conducive place
to study. One participant at a residential college reported: “It’s very disruptive and the
worst place that I’ve ever studied in because there’s just always stuff going on” (B03).

Workload
All participants experienced difficulties with increased study loads compared to school,
though there was a greater degree of freedom, less contact hours and more study time.
One participant stated he felt that the emphasis was on the academic side rather than
socialising: “[At school you were in a] closed little space where the social side got in
the way” (B06). Another found the university to be a good learning environment:
“[there’s] a lot of interacting with people who wanted to do what you want to do” (B03).

Mid-First Year (August 2015)
All participants took part in the interview process at this point in time, even though two
were taking a six month break from study. This interview focussed on two categories of
questions: ‘Experiences and Outcomes’ and ‘Adjustment and Transition’. The major
themes, which emerged under each category, are indicated in Figure 6.2 and elaborated
on in the following sub-sections.
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Experiences & Outcomes





Academic outcomes
Learning the system
Social apprehensions
Financial pressures

Adjustment & Transition
 Settling in
 Motivation & support
 Linking academia & friendship
networks
 ‘Imposter syndrome’
 Setting academic standards
 Study environment

Figure 6.2: Major emerging themes: Mid-First Year (August 2015)

Experiences and Outcomes
The major emerging themes were academic outcomes, learning the system, social
apprehensions and financial pressures, as detailed in the following sub-sections.

Academic outcomes
With a semester’s experience and their first semester results, most participants described
feeling better equipped for university with a clearer idea of what was expected of them.
Academic results varied but most participants were satisfied. Given they entered
university with an ATAR less than the standard cut-off ranking, there were some strong
results. One participant was surprised with two High Distinctions, one Distinction and
one Credit Pass. Another was happy with one High Distinction and two Distinctions
but disappointed with receiving a Credit Pass. A third was satisfied only with her
Distinction and was disappointed with her three Credit Passes. Another had initially
taken four units but had dropped to two and was satisfied with two Credit Passes. A
further was disappointed with two Passes and one Fail. One participant had pulled out
of university prior to sitting the first semester exams, therefore had no results.
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Learning the system
Most participants had expressed feeling lost, lonely and intimidated in their first
semester. For example, one participant stated: “I was by myself, I wasn’t really
interacting - doing all the things I probably should have been doing” (B03). However,
in second semester, he felt more empowered because he was now reading the unit
outline: “I’m looking at where the assignments are and then just understanding that ‘Ok
I need to put a bit of work in now’, whereas last time I was probably partying at this
stage” (B03). He reported that he was on top of his study and hoped his experiences
would set him up for a better second semester.

By August 2015, most participants stated they felt more comfortable, relaxed, confident,
organised and less stressed about their transition to university. One recounted: “I know
what I have to do and how things work so I’m not as worried about the unknown”
(B06). The majority had fallen behind with their studies in first semester and found it
difficult to catch up. The intention for one was that this was going to change:
I didn’t go to my lectures as often as I should have and I reckon this semester
that would be a great help - I wasn’t making notes. And this semester that’s
probably what I’m going to step up… go to each lecture (B03).
Attending tutorials and laboratories were seen as essential as they assisted with
understanding the concepts, and marks were allocated for participation. Most
participants had admitted feeling anxious and under pressure about the unknown leading
up to their first set of exams, realising they were ill-prepared and lacked time
management skills. Learning the university system helped one rural participant:
Now that I understand how the system works I’ve organised my timetable so all
of my classes are at the start of the week and then it gives me the option if I
want to go home I won’t miss out on as much as I was last time… so I won’t
fall behind because of it (B03).
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One participant was alarmed when she learned about the weighted average mark
(WAM) calculated across all units:
I’ve never heard of that before… and apparently you’re meant to be trying to
get really good marks… like High Distinctions... Distinctions… in your first
couple of years or units at least… to kind of help balance out when things get
really tough - and I only got credits last semester… so… ‘Oh Damn! Passing is
not enough it turns out’ (B04).

Social apprehensions
The majority of participants were still apprehensive about their social confidence; one
claimed she felt like “a fish out of water” (B04). Some wanted to attend social events
but long travel distances from home made this difficult. These students had a few
friends in addition to the ones from school; however, most were content with their nonuniversity friends and were not pursuing friends on campus. Yet, one participant had
met students in his first semester classes who were in his classes again: “I’ve come to
the realisation that these are the people that are going to be going through with me, and
then they’ll probably be friends for life… so excited to start my life with them” (B03).

Most participants stated they felt comfortable in the university’s social environment,
with no expectations to act or dress in a particular way. For example, one stated: “I feel
like there’s a sense of acceptance since people don’t really know you, you just go with
it, and you don’t really get that social pressure - I guess since it’s a big uni and
everyone is different” (B02).

Financial pressures
Most participants still struggled to support themselves financially and relied on
scholarships (if eligible), government payments and money from holiday work. Whilst

173

they said that extra income from a part-time job would help, some believed this would
complicate the work/study/travel time balance.

The cost of text books was high and few participants could afford to buy current
editions. Earlier editions were inappropriate as they were set out differently. One
participant noted that on-line resources made studying much easier and he felt more
prepared for classes: “You’re not going to miss anything by misreading a chapter, which
I was doing because I had the fourth edition and they were using the fifth and the
chapters were all messed up - it was just confusing” (B03).

Adjustment and Transition
The second category of questions in August 2015 addressed ‘Adjustment and
Transition’. The major emerging themes were settling in, motivation and support,
linking academia and friendship networks, ‘imposter syndrome’, setting academic
standards and study environment, as detailed in the following sub-sections.

Settling in
Most participants were enjoying university much more than in first semester, described
by one participant as being: “academically way better than high school” (B02). A few
were happy and excited, realising that their peers were likely to be lifelong friends.
However, not all were having a good experience. Rural participants were homesick,
said they needed to travel home regularly and one felt nervous and stressed. One
participant wondered if the stress was worth the effort and if she would cope for the
duration of her degree.

Participants used various strategies to deal with their concerns including self-discipline,
motivation, talking to friends and seeking support at university. Some still struggled
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with the size of classes and the lack of personalisation. One claimed to be shocked:
“There was over double the amount of people in my school in one unit” (B05). Another
stated:
In high school since it’s a smaller class, the teachers get to know you a lot
better. In uni since they manage more students there’s not that opportunity to
get to know your lecturers or allow them to get to know you as well and help
you out… but I guess it’s more on you whether you decide to get extra help for
a certain thing… or go to your lecturer and ask them. For me, I haven’t done
any of that yet… (B02).

Motivation and support
Having received their first semester academic results, most participants were more
motivated to do better. For example, one explained:
I do well in this, then I will get this out of it… so that motivates me, but the
main thing that motivates me to do a lot better is the results I get - the outcome.
I can say I worked hard. I studied really well for a certain thing, and then the
outcome of that is really good... like I get a good mark… that pushes me to
keep going so that it continues (B02).

Another stated that his results had boosted his confidence:
I realised that I’m actually doing courses that I like… that is why I’ve come to
uni - to learn about this stuff and do really well and hopefully get a job in this
area that I’m studying. And that was a big moment of ‘Yes… I can actually do
this stuff - I’m not a failure like I was at school’ (B03).
One participant had watched a live medical procedure which inspired her to work harder
as she wanted to apply for Postgraduate Medicine: “So that’s boosted my new vocation
and now you’ve watched the surgery, you want to do it and you know that to get to that
point you are going to have to work hard and put the work in” (B06). Another was
motivated by the prospect of a career:
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It’s incredible what it gives you in the end - the jobs that I would get and the
lifestyle I could lead from uni versus not from uni - or from what I’ve been told
of where the workplace is now… it’s not based on experience, it’s based on
education - so it’s definitely worth it in that way (B04).
For others, motivation was personal financial responsibility. For example, one
participant reported: “Knowing I’m the one who’s actually paying from my units. It’s
not anyone else so if I’m going to mess it up it’s going to be on me - it’s going to be my
money that’s getting wasted” (B06). Another claimed he was far more motivated and
keen to learn: “You don’t have to go to uni so you come here on your own accord…
This is something that I’m paying for out of my own expenses now” (B03).

By the start of second semester, most participants recognised the value of seeking
support, usually from their peers as they had a better understanding of university
compared to family members. By now, some participants were gaining confidence in
approaching academics. A small minority attended peer assisted learning groups which
helped with understanding the material, learning the content, keeping on top of study
and maintaining motivation. One participant reflected: “If I did it in the first semester
maybe I would have done a lot better than I did” (B02).

When dealing with a medical condition, one participant turned to unit coordinators,
tutors, psychologists, counsellors and the disability office. As a result, she said that she
felt university was achievable:
That really changed what uni could be in my mind. I can do this myself in my
own way and in a way where people accept that and want that for me instead
of where it’s… not looked down upon, but you’re just different (B04).
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Linking academia and friendship networks
Most participants saw the benefits of linking academic and friendship aspects of
university. These students were more confident and comfortable about introducing
themselves and interacting with people in class, thereby meeting like-minded people
with whom they could discuss academic issues. It allowed them to see how other
students were coping with their university experiences. One participant recounted:
“Being able to talk to someone about how hard this is going to be or how funny that
lecture was. Really, I think it’s necessary to have friends at uni… just like school”
(B04).

Whilst in-class group work helped with socialisation, most students moved on to other
units and they never saw the same students again and this tended to stifle friendships.
However, one participant’s confidence levels with making friends were much higher
going into second semester than for his first semester: “Oh actually, these people are
probably doing exactly the same course as I am. Maybe we will be friends for a long
time to come” (B03). Along with the majority of participants, he was still not joining
clubs and societies, stating: “not a whole lot of people are actually gaining anything
from them” (B03).

‘Imposter syndrome’
Some participants demonstrated characteristics which have been described as ‘imposter
syndrome’ (see Chapter Three). Some participants, even those achieving Distinctions
and High Distinctions, stated they felt they were not good enough and were unworthy of
speaking to academics. This had an impact on their confidence. One participant, for
example, admitted:
I don’t really like talking in class… and giving answers. Oddly, even though
I’m in the same level as everybody else in my units, I don’t feel like, as a
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person, I’ve earned the right to talk to lecturers and annoy them when they’re
busy with people who are actually closer to finishing their degree. I just feel I
need to be on the side lines and kind of earn my way up like you do in high
school (B04).

Another participant had previously considered medicine: “I always just kind of shut
myself down… like ‘No, that’s a bit too much for you. I don’t think you will get there’”
(B06).

Setting academic standards
Early in second semester, most participants were apprehensive. One explained: “What
happens if semester one happens again? I won’t be able to manage my time as well,
and get the results that I need at the end of semester” (B02). Another participant hoped
to “scrape through” (B03) with a low mark but worried about coping with new
material: “Last semester I was struggling and this semester is going to step up again.
It’s probably not as hard as I thought but the workload was probably more than I
expected” (B03). However, he expected the outcomes to be valuable for gaining “real
life skills that people in the workforce look for” (B03).
Most participants had set high standards for themselves, as had their parents, and were
disappointed with less than Distinctions or High Distinctions. One participant described
feeling stressed, overwhelmed and “constantly disappointed” (B02) with her results and
she questioned if she should continue: “It’s a lot of pressure on myself to do really well,
because I know that my parents, they put that pressure on me, but it’s more me putting
pressure on myself because I expect myself to do well” (B02). Some had been
pleasantly surprised with their first semester results. One participant revealed: “It
makes me feel a lot more confident that I can actually do the work required. I’m not as
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freaked out about going to my units and getting taught all this stuff and getting asked
questions” (B03).

The pre-exam phase of first semester had been particularly stressful as participants
struggled to balance exam preparation, completing semester assignments and working
part-time. The majority understood they could achieve higher marks if they developed
their independent study skills and habits, and recognised that missing lectures continued
to be a strong contributor to falling behind. These students said they expected to do
better in second semester but felt they still had more adjustments to make in order to
succeed.

Study environment
Overall, participants returning in second semester reported that their study environments
had improved, as had their time management and organisational skills. For some who
were living at home, siblings were a little older and less disruptive, while others still had
considerable household chores regardless of their increased study loads. Most found
that studying at home had changed since school. These students now tended to study in
a more formal way, for example at a desk or table rather than on their beds. One was
now at home during the day when her parents were working, giving her time, space and
quiet to study; however, this lack of supervision often led to her procrastinating. A
participant living in a residential college found studying in his room was still
distracting: “There are still a lot of parties going on, and a lot of music - loud music but I’ve come to learn that if you need to do study, just get out of your room” (B03).
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End of First Year (November 2015)
Five out of the six participants attended interviews at the end of first year. One
participant had withdrawn from university and could not be contacted. Interviews were
about the four categories: ‘Expectations and Concerns’, ‘Adjustment and Transition’,
‘Experiences and Outcomes’ and ‘Hindsight and Projections’.

Expectations &
Concerns

Adjustment &
Transition

Experiences &
Outcomes

Hindsight &
Projections

Fitting in &
‘belonging’
‘Imposter
syndrome’
Financial
pressures

Empowerment
Approaching
academics
Linking academia
& friendship
networks

Academic
outcomes
Expectations vs
reality
Study
environment
Academic &
social ‘belonging’

Time
management &
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Figure 6.3: Major emerging themes: End of First Year (November 2015)

Expectations and Concerns
The major emerging themes, as indicated in Figure 6.3, were fitting in and ‘belonging’,
‘imposter syndrome’ and financial pressures, as detailed in the following sub-sections.

Fitting in and ‘belonging’
The majority of participants emphasised the importance of making connections and
networking in order to ‘fit in’; connecting with senior students was key to increasing
academic knowledge and to learn about career opportunities. Most saw friendships as
vital for their academic adjustment; however, friendships were often transient and did
not extend outside the classroom which was reported as being disappointing. One
participant recounted: “You just go in and sit down with whoever so you don’t really get
to make friends with that person” (B06). One participant said they felt this led to a lack
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of “belongingness” (B02) and social disconnectedness as students were not participating
in anything other than study. This was illustrated in two participants’ statements: “I’m
here to get my work done and that’s about all. I don’t connect in any other way” (B03),
and:
The university doesn’t have a community vibe at all. We’re all just getting in
and getting out. We are our individual people - there’s no culture. I definitely
felt that I have no ties to this university really. I go to [University B] and I’m
happy about that, I’m proud of it because it’s a good uni, it’s a beautiful
campus, but I have no connection to it other than that (B04).
Yet another felt university was so fast paced that she had no time to become involved:
Obviously I ‘belong’ to this community of university students but I’m not really
participating in it because the social side isn’t really there. I don’t go to any of
the events they have and get in with the culture because if I’m not at lectures
I’m not here - and in lectures… you don’t really do anything except sit and
then you go, so you’re not really a part of it (B06).
The majority of participants reported that a much greater effort was required to become
involved in non-academic areas of university life. One, who had taken up volunteering,
stated she felt that she had increased her sense of “belongingness” (B02).

‘Imposter syndrome’
Two participants hoped to study Postgraduate Medicine. They put themselves under
considerable pressure, admitted feeling they were under-performing compared to their
peers, were not good enough for university, and were concerned about letting their peers
down in group assessments. One explained: “I calculated 3 years ahead and in order to
get that high course average for Med. I need to get HD’s from this semester onwards”
(B02). She felt that she had not performed well enough in first semester, scoring only
Credits and Distinctions: “Maybe I’m under-performing compared to the rest” (B02).
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Financial pressures
Although some participants wanted part-time jobs in first semester to help cover living
expenses, accommodation and text books, by the end of second semester, they realised
that time spent working was time lost on studying. In addition, these students struggled
to find work that fitted with university so ultimately they cut back or stopped working
altogether. One participant stated: “If work will get in the way then I’ll have to
obviously sacrifice my work over my study” (B06). She added: “Being a part-time
employee in full-time studies doesn’t sound particularly pleasant for me, it sounds like a
recipe for more stress” (B05).

Adjustment and Transition
The second category of questions in November 2015 addressed ‘Adjustment and
Transition’. The major emerging themes were empowerment, approaching academics
and linking academia and friendship networks, as detailed in the following subsections.

Empowerment
Most participants reported feeling less overwhelmed and more empowered which, in
turn, had an impact on their engagement and commitment to study. This commitment
gave the majority determination and motivation to do well. One described how they
realised that university study was “for you and your future” (B03) and not for anyone
else:
I know I’m paying for it so may as well try and get as much out of it as I can,
so I’m trying a lot harder than what I’ve seen other people trying. And I’m
actually enjoying it because it’s something that I like (B03).
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Another reported:
In first semester I was a bit overwhelmed and forgot what the purpose was of
me being here, so this semester it’s a lot clearer; I need to do well for me and
then that engages me to try to enjoy what I’m studying (B02).
Most stated that motivation and taking control of their own learning was empowering.
One participant, for example, acknowledged:
Well obviously it’s up to me to control what I take in, and the effort that I put
into study because no one else can study for me, so if I want to do well I have
to put in the effort. So I take full responsibility. I’ve got to do well (B06).
Being engaged with studying led to more enjoyment, although for some participants the
act of studying was still stressful and, therefore, counterproductive. One stated that she
felt “the stress took the enjoyment out of it” (B02) therefore, creating a vicious circle.
This was exacerbated for participants with a medical condition. These students were
stressed, less committed and connected to the university and their courses, and this led
to a lack of engagement in the learning process. They struggled to maintain routine and
still doubted whether they would continue.

Approaching academics
Most participants were more motivated to seek assistance from academics and one said
that being taught by academics who were interested in their subjects made a significant
difference:
You know that teachers are definitely telling you stuff that is relevant and up to
date in the field, and it makes you excited about your future… like that will be
you one day explaining the things that you’re doing to further the information
in the field and stuff like that. It gets me excited (B03).
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Despite this, some participants complained about the lack of personalisation in class
which was still a big adjustment from school, and which had an impact on their
confidence to ask questions and seek assistance. These students claimed they felt
inferior and not worthy of an academic’s time and claimed they would be more
comfortable speaking up in class if academics spent more time connecting with them.
One participant put it down to the dominant standing that academics have in the
university: “the higher status that they have compared to the students” (B02). Most
participants stated they were more comfortable asking questions of their peers or senior
students. One, for example, explained: “Some tutors are very much like the teacher,
and you’re the students… and that is a divide they definitely want forever, and never
want any crossing… even though they’re happy to help, it’s just the vibe they give off”
(B04). Another participant admitted that missing lectures and falling behind meant he
felt embarrassed to speak to the lecturers: “I would not have had anything to talk about
because I didn’t know much about the units” (B03). Once he had made that connection,
he felt more engaged:
I actually understood what this person was on about in the lecture, and found
out that they were a real person, not just talking to me from a computer. I
came here just empty of confidence and was afraid of asking questions or
anything like that, but now I know this whole place is just about getting
students to learn and help the ones that are interested (B03).

Linking academia and friendship networks
Participants’ expectations about adjustment and transition continued to revolve around
their academic experiences. The majority were more confident connecting with their
peers in the classroom than before, and believed this was a necessity. These students
expected to make friends and engage collaboratively for mutual academic benefit. This
made group work easier, made the environment more relaxed and built confidence for
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assignments and presentations; however, there was no expectation that this relationship
would continue outside of the classroom. For example, one participant stated:
I wouldn’t call them friends. I wouldn’t call them up and want to hang out with
them, and they wouldn’t feel the same about me but it was so much better come
assessment time when we had to meet and plan (B04).
Another participant saw that a reciprocal arrangement of sharing information with his
peers was essential for success and confidence:
They respect what you’re talking about, and it felt like you weren’t just taking
all the information from them, it wasn’t like you were cheating… it was like a
trade-off… definitely group projects and having friends in units is a very handy
thing. I feel like I’m getting to know a lot of people doing the same courses as
me (B03).
Some also expected that if their peers had the same study interests then they may also
have other common interests. Clubs and societies were still not regarded as important,
and the majority of participants found first year socially frustrating. One participant, for
example, acknowledged:
I know that I don’t have the best social life in terms of uni but that will
obviously be better when I get to the course that I really want to do. But maybe
next year and third year will be better because I’ll be with people doing the
same units… all my units will have the same people in it so obviously then I’ll
be able to see the same people and become friends with them (B06).

Experiences and Outcomes
The third category of questions in November 2015 addressed ‘Experiences and
Outcomes’. The major emerging themes were academic outcomes, expectations versus
reality, study environment and academic and social ‘belonging’, as detailed in the
following sub-sections.
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Academic outcomes
In second semester, two participants achieved two High Distinctions, one Distinction
and one Credit Pass, whilst another achieved one Distinction, two Credit Passes and one
Pass. One participant stated that the work was getting harder: “second semester is
definitely more challenging than first semester, and getting good results has become
increasingly more difficult” (B03). Another participant said: “I think my attitude
towards study is more positive in the sense that I really have to work hard to get a good
mark” (B02). A further recounted: “I did quite well for my first year. It’s a lot different
to school but in a good way because by having to rely on yourself you find out what
your strengths and weaknesses are and work them accordingly” (B06).

One participant deferred her second semester exams and then moved to another
university; another took a break and then transferred to another university, therefore no
results were available.

Expectations versus reality
Most participants were excited at having completed a year at university. These students
were comfortable and enjoying university life more. One participant stated: “I’m kind
of sad that my first year is going to be over because I know that next year it’s going to
be way more difficult” (B06). Most participants’ expectations had been met or
exceeded. These students had come to university to learn and in doing so had gained
more. One participant, for example, explained:
It’s more about getting out there and then networking and opening up a lot
more opportunities that I could get involved in that would help me possibly in
my future. So I think that it would provide me with a good foundation for
second year and third year so to expand that and build that confidence as well
(B02).
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The majority had expected the work would be hard and interesting, and it had been.
Even the most concerned participants were less fearful than when they started and their
experience had not been as bad as expected.

Study environment
Most participants expressed concerns about their study environments regardless of
where they lived. Some, living at home, found it hard to concentrate and focus. One
admitted: “I think I’d be lying if I say it was good, that’s why I tend to stay at the uni for
longer hours” (B02). Long travel times to and from university were still listed as
issues. One participant, for example, stated:
Uni usually finishes at around five o’clock and you’re stuck on the train and
you can’t study. I need to be alone and come up with thoughts about what I’m
studying in my head to understand it and I can’t do that on a train (B06).
The participant living at the residential college still found study difficult due to
distractions and noise, so tended to move to a library: “It just sort of gets me in the zone
going to this place and knowing that there’s no other things to worry about” (B03).

Academic and social ‘belonging’
The academic side of university was the first priority for all participants. Therefore,
anything interfering with study, for example clubs, societies, attending events and
volunteering, became secondary. In addition, the majority lived far from campus which
made attending events and study difficult.

No participant believed they had achieved a sense of belonging at the end of first year.
Some said that they believed people attended university for their own reasons, fitted in
on their own accord and could fit in within the first week. However, ‘belonging’ was
harder and more complex. The meaning of ‘fitting in’ was different from one
187

participant to another, for example: “for me, fitting in is rocking up and going along
with things” (B03) and for another it was keeping a low profile:
Fitting in is just going under the radar - you fit in and no one’s noticing you
for anything different… and then ‘belonging’ is having this real feeling that
you’re meant to be there and that you enjoy it and people would notice your
absence - ‘belonging’ is something that takes more time than fitting in (B04).
Some described ‘belonging’ as feeling accepted by everyone, and not sensing they were
being pressured to fit in. Most claimed feeling they would not ‘belong’ until they put
more effort into joining clubs and societies, and made more effort to spend time on
campus. One participant felt isolated: “I feel a little bit left out in the aspect of
belonging” (B03).

Hindsight and Projections
The fourth category of questions in November 2015 addressed ‘Hindsight and
Projections’. The major emerging theme was time management and organisation, as
detailed in the following sub-section.

Time management and organisation
The majority of participants wished they had been more aware of time management and
organisational skills. Most had left their commitments until the last minute, fell behind
with their workload and missed lectures. Being disorganised added to the stress, took
the enjoyment out of studying and meant that these students were unable to engage
properly with the course content.
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Early Second Year (May 2016)
Although by early second year, three of the six participants had left University B, all six
were interviewed. This time frame focussed on two categories of questions:
‘Expectations and Concerns’ and ‘Adjustment and Transition’. The major themes,
which emerged under each category, are indicated in Figure 6.4 and elaborated on in the
following sub-sections.

Expectations & Concerns

Adjustment & Transition

 Academic stress
 Study environment
 Balancing employment & study

 ‘Belonging’
 Engagement
 Workloads & time management

Figure 6.4: Major emerging themes: Early Second Year (May 2016)

Expectations and Concerns
The themes which emerged were academic stress, study environment and balancing
employment and study, as detailed in the following sub-sections.

Academic stress
Second year was very different from first year; the most significant concern for all
participants was performing adequately in the exams and completing assessments.
Content was more in depth and exam weightings were greater so they expected exams
would be more challenging. They admitted feeling under pressure and uncertain
whether they could more than just pass. One participant, for example, stated:
I put in quite a lot of effort… probably the most I’ve ever put in to an
assignment and then got returned the result that was a little disappointing, and
that was definitely an eye opener to see how much the marking has changed
from first year to second year. I realised that the standard of work required to
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get a good mark must be pretty high which means that I have to step up my
game (B03).
Some participants had set themselves unrealistically high academic expectations. These
students continued to compare university to the lesser standards and efforts expected at
school. One participant explained:
In high school if I got under 80 it was like - ‘What?’ …so upset… and when I
first got to uni I was like, ‘I suck’. My first assessment I got 60s and you’re just
not used to the transition. So someone just told me that’s normal, it’s what’s
going to happen, and if in third year you’re getting 67, it’s amazing (B04).
The majority approached study differently to when they commenced university. These
students had come to terms with independent learning and relying on individual
strengths and skills to succeed. They were putting more effort into attending or
watching lectures and were more dedicated to revising their notes and addressing the
readings prior to class.

Most found second year equally stressful to first year, but in different ways. One
participant recounted:
First year was stressful in that learning all of the techniques used at uni which are different to high school - was stressful, and if you felt like you were
falling behind it was a disadvantage because your uni work would suffer. But
this semester it’s probably the same amount of stress but less focussed on
learning the processes of uni but more on just actual course information (B03).
For some, stress continued but they were more experienced in dealing with it; others
were enjoying their courses and were less stressed with a better understanding of what
was required.
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Study environment
The majority of participants expressed little change in their study environments from
first year. One still had a disruptive home environment with little support and spent
most of her time on campus. Another stated that moving out of home and closer to
campus had improved her study environment:
Before, if I wanted to really get work done I would have to go to the library
which involved travel and packing lunch which just takes time and energy
away from actually doing work and here, I just have to get out of bed, take two
steps to my desk, sit down and start (B04).
The participant living in a residential college found his study environment was worse
than in first year and now spent considerable time studying on campus.

Balancing employment and study
By second year most participants had come to terms with the cost of studying at
university. Part-time jobs were still hard to find and participants worried that the
increased study load would make paid work more difficult to manage. One participant,
for example, declared: “With the time I have, I don’t think I’ll be able to handle it if I do
have a part-time job” (B02). Scholarships and holiday work were seen as important,
particularly to pay for text books, stationery and travel to and from university.

Adjustment and Transition
The second category of questions in May 2016 addressed ‘Adjustment and Transition’.
The major emerging themes were ‘belonging’, engagement and workloads and time
management, as detailed in the following sub-sections.
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‘Belonging’
A sense of fitting in and belonging to university developed at different times and some
participants did not feel they ‘belonged’ at any time. Some said they felt they started to
fit in better at the end of first year/start of second year. One participant stated that
fitting in was a “social status and that finding your ‘people’ can develop feelings of
belonging” (B06).

Most participants continued to focus on the academic side of university and saw the
importance of linking their academic and social lives. Making friends and knowing
someone in classes was important but otherwise these students did not look for
friendships. The majority expected to make friends straight away and building
relationships was important in order to strengthen their academic position. One
participant, for example, reported: “It helped in terms of being asked questions by your
friends and being able to give your understanding… Asking them questions too if you
are stuck on something helps” (B06). Whilst relationships did not necessarily continue
outside the classroom, seeing familiar faces helped peer interaction. Another explained:
“Being in second year there’s a lot of people that I have seen from first year so I feel
more comfortable meeting up with them and talking to them” (B04). Yet another
admitted: “I didn’t make an effort to make friends but I did rather become better friends
with those already met. I have no issues on being friendly and making friends but I
don’t have time to maintain friendships this semester” (B06). The majority of
participants spent even less time socially on campus than in first year. One, for
example, explained:
I did hold some value on clubs and societies last year as I was a new student
and wanted to ‘belong’ as much as possible and have a great time at uni, but I
see now that you can ‘belong’ to something in different ways and I ‘belong’ to
my small group of friends that share the same goals in terms of uni with me
(B06).
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Engagement
Most participants were more positive towards their study at the start of second year.
Whilst university was still stressful, motivation was key to coping. Most were
motivated by being personally responsible for putting in the work and for financing
their education. One participant, for example, declared: “It’s up to me to do well, that
this will lead up to my career goal and that I’m paying for it” (B06). These participants
were more engaged and enjoying the course work as the content was more interesting
and specific. One participant acknowledged:
I’m a lot more committed to my units based on the fact that in second year
they’ve actually branched away from all those broad, cover all basic first year
units. So I’m actually learning about stuff that I wanted to learn about in the
first place in coming to uni - so it’s more what I expected uni would be like in
first year. And I’m finding it a lot more interesting. So I’m definitely more
engaged in my units and willing to learn (B03).
Although the content was more complex and could be overwhelming and stressful, most
described feeling more dedicated, engaged and empowered when they were learning
interesting material, and took more responsibility for their learning. One participant felt
that in second year, the workload was far greater but the units related to each other,
making studying easier. Most admitted feeling more confident approaching academics
than in first year, and asking questions was a necessity.

Workloads and time management
The biggest adjustment most participants required in second year was in time
management. One reflected:
I realised that if you just do the work, then it just takes away a lot of the stress
of uni, being up to date… and I think that was my major concern all through
last year… just being so behind with everything - and being up to date this
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year, it’s taken away a lot of that… all the negative side of uni which I was
finding last year (B03).
Another said that keeping up with the workload was essential because when she fell
behind, she did not understand the material. However, she said that the more interesting
the material, the more engaged she felt and the easier it was to learn. Most expected to
put more effort in to their studies in order to succeed as the content was getting harder,
testing methods were more complex, and one participant described the questions as
being “usually slightly tricky” (B06).

Early Third Year (May 2017)
Five of the original six participants took part in a fifth interview. One participant was
not interviewed because he was on a student exchange. Before he left he recounted his
experience leading up to the exchange which will be covered in this section.

The category of question addressed in this time frame was ‘Hindsight and Projections’.
The major themes, which emerged under this category, are indicated in Figure 6.5 and
elaborated on in the following sub-sections.

Hindsight & Projections
 Satisfaction & regrets
 On reflection
Figure 6.5: Major emerging themes: Early Third Year (May 2017)

Hindsight and Projections
The major emerging themes, as indicated in Figure 6.5, were satisfaction and regrets
and on reflection, as detailed in the following sub-sections.
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Satisfaction and regrets
The majority of participants reported feeling more comfortable with what was expected
of them and what to expect, and they were more confident and aware about how to stay
on top of their workload. Most found approaching and developing a relationship with
academics easier in third year as classes were smaller. Teaching was more personalised
and most participants stated that the academics were engaging more. One participant,
for example reported: “the academics were really available for any problems that you
might have and it was easier for lecturers to remember you” (B06).

One participant regretted having been impatient with herself: “I wanted everything to
happen now but it takes its time. I’ve got to be patient and wait and that gives you less
confidence when you’ve got to wait for something and it doesn’t happen straight away”
(B01). She felt constantly stressed that she would not succeed.

Some had regrets, while others would not have done anything differently. One
participant acknowledged: “University life has actually helped me grow as a person,
like the good and the bad… it’s helpful” (B02). Another stated he would have chosen
different units to develop himself: “I did them because they were easy. Looking back on
it I would have probably chosen something that meant a bit more to life” (B03).

On reflection
The majority of participants felt they had been under-prepared at the start of university.
Most had no idea how overwhelming university would be and soon realised it was
different from school in many ways. They believed that their first year experience
might have been better if they had been more organised, had better time management
skills, had more self-confidence and had been better able to deal with stress. These
participants wished they had started assignments as soon as they were available, used a
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calendar to organise themselves and gone to bed earlier. Some wished they had kept
their goals in mind, studied harder, stayed on track and had not fallen behind with
lectures. One participant, for example, observed: “You can’t really just wing it, and you
can’t carry around the habits that you had in high school to uni” (B02).

All participants lacked confidence when they commenced and many described feeling
not “good enough” (B01). Some wished they had been more assertive and less afraid to
ask questions. One, for example, stated: “Communicating with tutors was a lot easier
than I initially thought - in first year I just had no idea that was possible until probably
half way through and I think that negatively affected me academically in first semester”
(B03). Some also claimed they lacked the confidence and know-how about maintaining
the right mind-set, staying focussed and setting goals. However, one participant saw
benefits in having some uncertainty: “It keeps you in a preparation phase where you
can adapt and step up to any challenge as you aren’t comfortable with uni just yet”
(B06).

Another participant reported: “I should have had my life together” (B04) sooner and this
made university stressful but on reflection she stated:
You don’t need to have your life together before you’re 20 because that’s what
I thought… that I had to have everything set up before I was 20 and you
don’t… It’s okay to make mistakes, it’s okay to repeat if you need to. Just
because everyone else might be able to do it in one shot doesn’t mean you have
to, as long as you get to where you want to be it doesn’t matter (B01).
The participant who was planning a student exchange was dissatisfied and frustrated
with the preparation and outcome of his application to study abroad. He said he felt fed
up and “a little bit sick of studying at [University B]” (B03). However, after spending
considerable time arranging housing and units at the exchange university, which had
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taken him away from his study, he had been informed that an administrative error had
been made and he could not go. He almost deferred his studies:
I was so over uni at that point… I really don’t want to do uni anymore…
exchange was supposed to be a break away from this university, then just being
let down and being told that I couldn’t go just deflated me a little bit and I
didn’t really want to come back to [University B] (B03).
After his student exchange, he did return to university with the intention of moving into
a shared house in order to be more independent.

Start of Fourth Year (February 2018)
Four of the original six participants responded to a brief email contact early in 2018.
The other two participants could not be contacted. Of the four who responded, one had
completed her Bachelor Degree and was enrolled in an Honours program: “I’m very
happy but the time has just flown by… I cannot believe it!” (B06). A second participant
had reduced his study load to part-time and had transferred university campuses to
finish closer to home, but was working full-time so had little time for study. However,
he stated: “Both units require field work which is something I really enjoy doing and is
an awesome way to finish off” (B03). A third hoped to finish her degree by the end of
2018. Having transferred to another course she was achieving Distinctions and High
Distinctions. She was more involved with paid and volunteering work at university and
hoped to gain an internship: “I want to get more work experience, develop relevant
skills and exposure to the industry” (B02). The fourth participant took a break from
study in second semester 2017 and was now enrolled at another university. He said he
believed he was doing “reasonably well” (B05) and was looking for work he could
balance with his studies.
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‘Undecided’ Students
This section concentrates on two participants who were unsure whether to leave or take
a break from university and/or which course to undertake. As in Chapter Five, in order
to understand the issues dominating the trajectory of students through university, each
of these ‘undecided’ student journeys is briefly described in the form of a vignette for
Bailey and Billie in the following section of this chapter. These vignettes possibly
provide significant insights into policies and practices that may better enhance ongoing
participation and engagement for students from low socio-economic (SES)
backgrounds, leading to them achieving successful outcomes at university. Each
student’s journey was unique and this is further evidenced in the additional two minivignettes for Blaise and Brady, presented in Appendix Nine.


Bailey took a break at the end of first semester of first year from his course in
Commerce (Management). After further study leave, at the start of third year
(2017), he transferred to another university to study Education (Secondary
Teaching).



Billie had studied her course in Science (Neuroscience and Psychology) for two
years and changed to Commerce (Human Resources and Marketing Management)
at the start of her third year (2017).

Vignette for Bailey (Participant B05)
Bailey, a rural student who had suffered from anxiety and stress at high school, was
living away from home for the first time, was experiencing financial difficulties and was
homesick. A large part of his anxiety was based around the stress of his course and not
knowing what he wanted to do. He grappled with academic motivation, and whilst he
found it easy to make friends, he struggled:
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I almost speak a different language compared to some of these city kids… I
mean a lot of their figure of speeches or slang - it’s just not used in the country.
I’ve had to ask what some things mean and… they laughed at me because it
was the first time of using public transport.
By August 2015 (mid-first year), Bailey had lost all motivation to attend university, was
still unsure of his career path, and had decided to take a six month break. He had
stopped attending lectures and ultimately stopped watching them on-line. Bailey passed
two of his three units and did not feel he would be motivated to attend, or put enough
effort in, in order to succeed in second semester. He was aware of academic support,
through peer assisted learning groups and learning skills sessions, but had not accessed
them. He found the cost of living was high, living a distance from campus made
socialising difficult and he was disappointed he had not made solid friendships.

The decision to take a break from study had been difficult and stressful. His parents
expected he would attend university and he also felt he should attend: “I always felt I
was wasting doing ATAR if I didn’t go to uni”. University had not lived up to Bailey’s
expectations but if he had a career direction his expectations may have been better met.
He needed time to research careers and university majors.

Bailey continued to live away from home whilst taking a break, believing that finding
employment in the metropolitan area would be easier than in the country. He had come
to terms with living away from home but was still homesick. Stress and anxiety was an
issue and whilst Bailey had sought support from university doctors, psychologists and
the disability office, he had tried largely to manage alone.

By November 2015 (end of first year), Bailey was still unsure about his career path and
needed more time to consider his options:
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I’m actually a little bit worried I’ll never find something that I’d love to do and
enjoy doing and that I think I can make a living off. It makes me a little bit
worried that without that it’s almost a lack of a future.
He still felt “anti-motivated” and struggled financially. He regretted not taking a ‘gap’
year after school which, he said, would have given him more time to consider his career
options.

By May 2016 (early in second year), Bailey decided to change courses from Commerce
(Management) and move to another university to study Education (Secondary
Teaching). As there was no mid-year intake for this course, he had to wait until 2017.
Whilst not 100 per cent convinced this was the right choice, he reported that it was the
closest he had been to a career pathway:
I thought that the right job would just fall out of the sky and land at my feet and
I’d know exactly what I wanted to do, but that did fail a little bit but I took the
time off to kind of clear my head.
In early 2017, Bailey began an Education (Secondary Teaching) course at the other
university, was still not certain about his career path but hoped he would be able to
“stay organised enough for handing stuff in on time and doing the right amount of
study, allocating the necessary times to do assignments”.

Vignette for Billie (Participant B02)
Billie, a ‘first in family’ student from migrant parents, had English as a second
language. Billie attended an outer-metropolitan high school where she had felt stressed
and concerned. Her parents placed a high value on tertiary education and she worried
how they would react if she was not offered a place.
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Once at university, Billie continued to feel parental pressure to excel. Her parents had
been disappointed in her Year 12 results and she felt excluded from the family on the
basis of achieving high grades. Her home study environment was poor and there was
little understanding of what was required of a university student. She felt let down,
negative and unsupported and admitted she had doubts as to whether she should be at
university: “Throughout the first few weeks of semester when being at uni, I was
overwhelmed with everything”. In addition, she lived more than hour via public
transport from campus.

In August 2015 (mid-first year), Billie described her family situation as being the
biggest negative impact on her university experience in first semester. Her home was
overcrowded with a constant flow of visitors. She had no quiet place to study so tended
to stay at university until late. Her parents had high expectations about household
chores which added pressure, especially leading up to assessment deadlines. In
addition, Billie’s mother had said she was “no use in this family” so Billie wanted to
achieve high grades to show her parents she was doing well and remove “that feeling of
not belonging in the family”.

Having set high standards for herself, Billie was disappointed with her first semester
results, as were her parents. She had been shocked by the amount of work required,
however believed she fitted in reasonably well at university. Billie believed her
involvement in volunteering had improved her university experience and she now
realised university was not just about study.

By November 2015 (end of first year), Billie felt much happier and realised she was
studying for her own gain. However, she worried she would repeat her first semester
performance as she was now aiming higher in order to study Postgraduate Medicine and

201

hoped to be more organised with her time management: “I have estimated that I need at
least 90 per cent on my exams”. She started to feel more confident interacting with her
peers and asking senior students for opinions which increased her sense of academic
and social “belongingness”.

By May 2016 (early second year), Billie had a more positive attitude towards her study.
As she expected, the work was more complicated, specific and interesting but she often
felt “overwhelmed with the amount of information”. She also realised she needed to
take control and responsibility for her own learning. Her main academic motivator was
to improve her future situation:
I’m just turning this around. I’m saying ‘This is for you… you’re doing this
for yourself… if you don’t do your best then you won’t be able to get
anywhere…’. So that in the end, let’s say we don’t achieve what we hope for,
we know that we did our best… no regrets.
Billie still struggled financially but would not be able to handle her study load if she
was working. The disruptions at home seriously affected her study and she spent even
more time at university: “Because once it gets to me I don’t stay focussed. I get really
distracted and then I lose my motivation or thinking”. Billie felt second year was more
stressful than first year, particularly with additional family pressure. They expected her
to get into medicine and she was concerned about how she would break the news if she
did not.

By May 2017 (early third year), Billie had changed courses from Science (Neuroscience
and Psychology) to Commerce (Human Resources and Marketing Management).
Although really wanting to succeed in science and get into medicine, it “didn’t feel right
anymore”. She felt stressed making the decision as her family were disappointed,
saying she had made the wrong decision and had “pretty much wasted a year and a
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half” of study. However, Billie felt happy and started to get higher grades, was more
interested in the subjects, and was keen and motivated to learn. In high school she had
been influenced by what other people thought of her proposed career. She wanted to
study neuroscience due to the “status and prestige” but she now realised these were the
wrong reasons:
If you don’t really have the passion, you’re just doing it because it looks
good… that when you tell people you’re doing neuroscience they would think
you’re really, really smart but if you don’t really have the passion then you
won’t really go anywhere with it.
Billie now had much higher expectations about finding internships and work
placements.

Conclusion
This chapter analysed the experiences of six participants admitted to University B with
ATARs less than the standard cut-off advertised by the institution. As with Chapter
Five, the primary focus was on their first year at university; however interviews
continued to the start of fourth year to track changes along the students’ trajectories
through university. All participants at University B were eager to continue in this study.
Participants’ responded to questions on their ‘expectations and concerns’, their
‘adjustment and transition’, their ‘experiences and outcomes’ and, in ‘hindsight’ their
achievements and regrets. As with University A, the participants reported on their
‘projections’ about careers and/or future study plans. Only two participants remained in
the same course they had commenced and one changed courses after two years of study;
all course changes were dramatic.

Although three participants took extended breaks, and then changed university or pulled
out of university altogether, all participated in the interview process across the five time
203

frames between early 2015 and early 2017. Five of the six participants were contacted
briefly at the start of 2018, and all expressed disappointment that the process was
coming to an end. The two vignettes, along with the additional two in Appendix Nine,
illustrated the unique journeys experienced by the ‘Undecided Students’ and how their
personal circumstances affected their patterns of decision making.

Overall the participants had felt they were under-prepared for university and that their
expectations had not been met. They believed they might have coped better had they
been less apprehensive and better equipped. Initially they lacked academic and social
confidence and a sense of belonging. Although their experiences varied, all reported
high levels of stress of an academic, financial and/or personal nature which had an
impact on their university life and wellbeing. Most participants developed individual
coping strategies but few sought support at university.

At the start, the majority felt lost and alone and were unsure whether they were capable
of maintaining the high standards required. Workloads were much higher than expected
and most were trying to balance part-time employment. Even though working had a
negative impact on their studies, they needed to support themselves but, as time
progressed, they decided to sacrifice their income for study time to achieve better
grades. Ultimately, the participants who continued with their studies recognised the
need for better time management and organisational skills. Although most passed all of
their units, they struggled to engage with their study and felt they needed to work harder
for better outcomes.

Some participants were living away from home for the first time and found the
combination of new study and living environments challenging. It took all participants
at least until the end of first year to feel they had started to settle in and learn the
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university system. During this time they realised developing relationships with their
peers was important to their academic success. With success came an increased
motivation, commitment and engagement with their studies which helped develop a
feeling of empowerment over their own learning.

Most participants lacked self-confidence and questioned whether they should be at
university. Whilst some recognised they lacked a sense of belonging because they were
not involved enough in the university community, they also reported there was little
time to devote to anything other than study. This, and the way in which the academics
and the wider university community made the participants feel isolated and disengaged,
may have contributed to a less than optimal university experience, a lack of a sense of
belonging, a tendency to fluctuate between enjoyment and displeasure, and ultimate
attrition for those participants who discontinued their study.

The discussion of key findings in the following chapter answers all research questions
in relation to the literature.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS, RECOMMENDATIONS
AND CONCLUSION
Introduction
Chapter Seven synthesises the key findings of this study by making comparisons across
the two Australian case-study universities, and linking them to the relevant literature.
The chapter outlines major similarities and differences between the experiences of the
low socio-economic status (SES) students who studied at the two universities, having
gained access through alternative pathway programs. Specifically, it indicates patterns
in the participants’ journeys through university, with a primary focus being on the first
year and a lesser emphasis being on the second, third and the start of fourth years.
These similarities and differences are discussed in relation to the findings on the four
research questions.

As explained in Chapter One, all students invited to participate in this study were
regarded as having considerable educational disadvantage, which was determined by the
Index of Community Socio-Educational Advantage (ICSEA) scores for their high
schools. These scores measure a school’s socio-economic disadvantage, taking into
account parental occupation and education, geographic location, and indigeneity
(Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority, 2013a). It should be
noted that the alternative entry pathways offered to these students by the two
universities had eligibility criteria which included specified school ICSEA scores.

Although each research question is addressed individually in this chapter, there are
multiple points of overlap. It is important to note that participants did not necessarily
progress along the trajectory of their university journeys in a linear fashion, rather their
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experiences often oscillated between having positive developments and setbacks.
Changes over time are explicitly addressed in a separate section which follows the
presentation of major findings emerging from each research question. In addition, it is
important to reiterate that the research questions themselves followed the trajectory of
the participants’ journeys and represent a time sequence through their university
experiences.

At the end of this chapter, the overarching key concept of equity in higher education
(see Chapters Three and Four) is used to draw together the findings. That is, the focus
here moves from the specific findings to ‘bigger picture’ patterns. This second level of
analysis draws on critical theory to examine changing power relationships in higher
education, and related issues of social justice and equity for students. Critical theory
complemented the interpretivist approach which guided collection and analysis of data
from individual participants within each case-study university separately (Chapters Five
and Six).

Throughout this chapter, propositions are offered in relation to each of the four research
questions. These propositions pick up on changes over time for these low SES,
alternative entry pathways students, in relation to the broader construct of equity in
higher education.

Answering the research questions
Findings for each research question are now discussed in relation to the literature.

Central research question
The central research question in this study was as follows: How do select cohorts of low
socio-economic status (SES) students in Australia, who enrol in a university
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undergraduate course through an alternative pathway program, ‘deal with’ the
experience of being a student during their transition to, and throughout, their university
journey, and what are the implications for equity?

The central research question was broken into four specific research questions.
Broadly, Research Question One addressed the category of students’ expectations and
concerns prior to attending university. Research Question Two concentrated on the
category of adjustment and transition throughout their university journeys, but more
particularly in first semester of first year. Research Question Three focussed on the
category of experiences and outcomes for the participants throughout their university
journeys, but especially in second semester of first year and the start of second year.
Research Question Four referred to the category of hindsight and projections where
participants reflected on their experiences and projected towards future pathways
beyond their undergraduate studies.

For the purpose of this synthesis of findings, for each research question similarities
across the two case-study universities are now identified and discussed. This is
followed by identification of any important differences.

Research Question One: Expectations and concerns - Focus on the start of first year
Research Question One: What are the academic and social expectations and concerns
of students from low SES backgrounds, who enter university through alternative
pathways, once they have accepted an offer to study their chosen course at their chosen
university, and what reasons do they give for having these expectations and concerns?
The major similarities or ‘themes in common’ across the two universities relating to
expectations and concerns are as follows: pre-university lack of preparedness,
academic challenges, social insecurities and financial pressures. Each is now discussed
below.
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Pre-university lack of preparedness
Significant similarities across the two institutions were identified regarding participants’
lack of preparedness for university. There were very few differences. The majority of
participants at both universities had high expectations from a young age about attending
university, and their parents encouraged them to do so, believing that higher education
would give their children a better life than they themselves had experienced. However,
as the majority of these students were the first in their families to attend university, they
lacked academic and knowledge-based advice. This largely stemmed from personal and
family circumstances, lack of family academic support as well as high expectations
from family (once these students commenced university). Many reported a lack of
understanding from their families about what it takes to be a university student.

Other similarities at the two universities regarding participants’ levels of underpreparedness for university included: lower quality and quantity of teaching instruction
than better funded schools in higher socio-economic status areas; fewer pre-university
educational opportunities (such as limited university pathway courses and qualified
teachers to deliver course content) compared to schools in wealthier areas; geographic
and financial disadvantage; and, poor quality and lack of available technologies. Low
SES high school students’ under-preparedness for university is often the result of underresourced schools and the lack of encouragement from high school teachers (Vernon et
al., 2019), which were reported by the participants in this study. Many participants at
both universities felt let down by their high schools, and stated that they relied on their
own research to prepare them for university. They felt apprehensive about their
motivation and ability to perform at the expected level in higher education, particularly
as the majority had underperformed at school. Despite the challenges, participants
showed remarkable resilience and determination to succeed, to the point of setting
possibly unrealistically high standards.
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With negligible guidance and preparation for university at high school, participants at
both universities were unaware of how demanding university would be, compared to
school. Although some high schools arranged visits to universities, or for
representatives of universities to come to them, most participants did not attend
university open days as many were from rural or remote areas where it was impractical
to travel those distances for one day. The stress of the unknown was high and the
information provided to them did not assist with learning about how the university
system works and what it is like to be a university student. Many recognised that they
were not competing on an even playing field, and this contributed to high levels of
academic apprehension and, particularly in University B, attrition.

Linking findings to the relevant literature, the lack of university preparedness could, in
part, be due to the participants’ socio-cultural backgrounds (The Great Schools
Partnership, 2013), such as ethnicity and language, as well as possible migrant
experiences and/or disabilities. However, McKay and Devlin (2015, p. 349) argued that
blaming low SES students for their lack of preparedness is a “deficit conceptualisation”
and “makes these students victims of discrimination that can impede their progression
and success”. In addition, with the massification of higher education, and more students
with low socio-economic backgrounds gaining access to university, they are becoming
less of a minority group, arguably warranting additional attention and resourcing.
Indeed it has been confirmed that the number of students enrolling at university from
low SES backgrounds, including those who are the first in their family to attend, have
increased significantly under the demand-driven system in Australia (Productivity
Commission, 2019).

In Australia and globally, many universities are widening participation by opening their
doors to an increasing number of students from diverse backgrounds. This is often with
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little consideration of the difficulties the students may face and the support they may
require when they commence. There was a 66 per cent increase in low SES students
commencing higher education in Australia from 2008 to 2015 (Universities Australia,
2019) and this changing demographic requires targeted strategies. In their study,
McKay and Devlin (2015, p. 357) found that “given the right support, many of these
[low SES] students were active agents in their own learning and achievement,
exhibiting high levels of the following academic skills and behaviours: independence;
help-seeking; planning ahead; goal setting and time management”. Arguably, widening
participation has not been backed by strengthening ongoing support and therefore, any
gains made in increased enrolment numbers are “given up due to higher drop-out rates
and lower completion rates” (Productivity Commission, 2019, p. 13).

With particular regard to goal setting and planning ahead, Baik et al. (2015) stated that
advice given to students by school teachers, about university courses, had only
improved marginally in Australia over the decade between 2004 and 2014. In the study
reported in this thesis, there was evidence that little or no advice on university was
available to low SES high school students from their teachers. In addition, this brings to
mind Harvey’s (2014, p. 179) point that, in the context of alternative entry pathways to
university, “for school students, parents, teachers and principals, the rise of early offer
schemes is challenging to comprehend, communicate and administer”.

Jury et al. (2017, p. 29) argued that universities have two main functions: “to impart
knowledge and educate students” and to recruit those who are the most capable and
inspired. They also reported that barriers to success at university occur a long time
before students commence, and that assistance needs to reach beyond economic support
in order to facilitate entry into the higher education system. As highlighted by Hoare
and Johnston (2011), and as observed in this study, reaching academic potential is
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challenging for students from low SES backgrounds. Overcoming the challenges came
at some personal cost to the participants as they reported high levels of anxiety and
stress, particularly during their first year at university. On this, and as detailed in
Chapter Three, there is an abundance of literature on the stress and anxiety experienced
by low SES students during their early months at university, as well as throughout their
university journeys (Gair & Baglow, 2018; Kahu & Nelson, 2018; Tinto, 2017). This
will be addressed in more detail under the next research question regarding adjustment
and transition.

Academic challenges
Participants from both universities experienced similar academic challenges prior to
commencing university, and throughout their first semester. There were few differences
between the case-study institutions. The majority of participants set themselves high
academic standards which they believed added considerably to the stress they
experienced; many reported mental health problems and/or were anxious about their
ability to perform at university level. This, they stated, stemmed from being illprepared and from lacking confidence in their academic abilities; sometimes referred to
as ‘imposter syndrome’. This is a psychological term coined by Clance and Imes (1978,
p. 1) in a study of successful professional women who, despite their achievements,
regarded themselves as unworthy of their positions and found “innumerable means of
negating any external evidence that contradicts their belief that they are, in reality,
unintelligent”. ‘Imposter syndrome’ or ‘impostor phenomenon’, then, is not a new
concept, but it is becoming more recognised in the higher education sector (Petreet et
al., 2015; Ramsey & Brown, 2018). Since the 1980s, more attention has been focussed
on ‘imposter syndrome’ as it relates to university students, particularly those from low
SES backgrounds.
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All participants at both universities initially struggled with independent learning,
motivation, engagement with their studies and time management. On this, Hillman
(2005) and Sellar and Gale (2011) reported that overall, students from low SES
backgrounds take longer to adapt to the higher academic standards at university than
their peers. Vernon et al. (2019) attributed this to the lack of support and preparation
from high schools. In addition, they suggested that university enabling programs (prior
to students commencing university) might “improve students’ educational success,
support their university desires, build expectations and belief that they can obtain a
university degree” which may, in turn, increase their confidence and reduce stress and
anxiety (Vernon et al., 2019, p. 505). Contrary to indications from some sources in the
literature (e.g. The Great Partnership School, 2013) which indicated that low SES
students and their parents hold low academic expectations, parents of participants in this
study from both universities had very high expectations of their sons or daughters.

Social insecurities
Social insecurities at university were common for participants across both case-study
universities. One important difference between the two institutions related to when the
participants became aware of their poor sense of belonging. This is discussed further at
the end of this section.

Once at university, some participants reported that having English as a second language
(ESL) was less of an academic impediment than it had been at school. However, they
also regarded their situation as being a social disadvantage because it had a negative
impact on their social confidence. Rural participants also struggled with different social
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nuances experienced at university, such as nonverbal cues or the use of unfamiliar
colloquial words and phrases.

Early in first year, participants placed a far greater emphasis on study than on social
activities, and this led to feelings of isolation. Participants at both universities stated
they were at university to get their degrees and did not have time for socialising. Due to
the high costs of living closer to campus (a high socio-economic area for one university
and a medium socio-economic area for the other), they experienced long travel times.
This also had an impact on their ability to attend university social activities. This, in
turn, added to their feeling of isolation and loneliness. However, those participants
from both universities who were living in residential colleges found making friends
easier and this increased their social confidence, although this was a financially costly
alternative.

Here it is apposite to recall that Read et al. (2018, p. 1) found that “social ties remain
crucially important for students at university” and, prior to commencing university,
students are concerned that friendships will be difficult to make. Further, Fleming and
Grace’s (2017) study of the expectations of rural students, prior to commencing
university, revealed results paralleling those from this study. For example, participants
believed they would make new friends with interests in common to their own, and that
they would be studying with other students who wanted to learn. Participants believed
that developing these social ties would “make learning easier and make it easier to meet
(and make friends with) [more] people with similar interests” (Fleming & Grace, 2017,
p. 358).

Some sources in the literature reveal that social factors at university are closely linked to
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whether students succeed academically and, further, that this is a determinant of how
quickly they develop a sense of belonging to an institution (James et al., 2010; Kahu &
Nelson, 2018; Longden & Yorke, 2009; Tinto, 2017). On this, Read et al. (2018, p. 9)
identified that developing friendships is regarded highly by students as these friendships
provide “emotional support in the potentially stressful environment of the university”.
They also found that “students place a high value on social connections in terms of
‘fitting in’ and belonging at university” (Read et al. 2018, p. 4). All participants in this
study, at both universities, lacked a sense of belonging to their institutions throughout
first year. However, one difference between case-study universities was noted: a poor
sense of belonging was reported earlier in first year for participants at University B than
at University A. This might be attributed to the elite reputation of University B and/or
that the feeling of ‘imposter syndrome’ (Ramsey & Brown, 2018) reported in this thesis
was more common at University B. Academic and social belonging was identified as
one of the central factors influencing participants’ journeys through university. This is
discussed in more detail later in this chapter.

Financial pressures
Financial concerns for participants at the two universities were similar and there were
no notable differences. These concerns began before the participants commenced
university; however, the cost of studying became more apparent to them once they
started. They understood the long term financial cost of higher education, but did not
anticipate the high cost of living (particularly rural students living away from home) and
the cost of text books. Few were financially stable, an issue which they linked to their
backgrounds and the lack of familial economic support available to them. These
participants relied on Government assistance and, as they did not want to be a burden on
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their parents, they worked part-time and sometimes full-time whilst studying. Some
participants were under such significant financial distress that deferring their studies to
work and save money was an ongoing consideration. Few participants expected that
finances would be so stressful as to have a negative impact on their ability to study, nor
did they expect that Government assistance would be so low and so difficult to obtain.
All participants at both universities struggled with stress and mental health issues
associated with financial pressures. In addition, it was very hard and stressful for them
to find work that suited their timetables. Their main aim was to finish their degree so
that they could enter the workforce and earn an income.

The literature parallels the participants’ views that a university education will improve
their lives. However, financial pressure during university years can have an adverse
effect on the students’ ability to complete their courses (Universities Australia, 2019).
On this, Gair and Baglow (2018, p. 208) stated, “It is understood that success in higher
education can enhance social mobility. Conversely, poverty inhibits and limits
educational achievements and life aspirations, and financial hardship is a known cause
of withdrawal from tertiary studies”. Further, as they explained, these pressures can be
significant, to the point where paid work can have an adverse impact on study. Also, as
was the case in the findings of the study reported here, Gair and Baglow (2018, p. 209)
noted that “students from low-income families are more likely to experience financial
stress while studying”.

Drawing on the findings of this study and relevant literature relating to expectations
and concerns, four propositions have been synthesised: pre-university lack of
preparedness, academic challenges, social insecurities and financial pressures.
Changes over time are highlighted later in this chapter.
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Propositions: Expectations and concerns before commencing university and at the
start of first year
1) Pre-university lack of preparedness: All participants from both universities lacked
the preparedness necessary for them to readily transition into life as a university
student. This was significantly influenced by limited advice from high schools, parents
and universities.
2) Academic challenges: All participants from both universities faced challenges in
relation to academic performance expectations at university.
3) Social insecurities: Most participants from both universities were apprehensive
about how and when they would ‘fit in’ at university and feel a sense of belonging,
which could contribute to their success.
4) Financial pressures: The financial pressures felt by the majority of participants at
both universities had a detrimental effect on their ability to focus on study; some
participants deferred or withdrew for financial reasons.

Research Question Two: Adjustment and transition - Focus on mid to end of first
year
Research Question Two: What strategies do the students have for dealing with their
expectations and concerns throughout their adjustment and transition to university,
and what reasons do they give for utilising those strategies?
The major similarities or ‘themes in common’ across the two universities relating to
adjustment and transition are as follows: academic challenges, networking necessities
and coping and motivation mechanisms. Each is now discussed below.

Academic challenges
Academic challenges for the participants continued to be similar at the two universities
throughout the length of this study. However, the types of challenges shifted. In
addition, the way in which the challenges presented, and when they occurred, were
somewhat different at each university. The most significant finding from participants at
the two universities under ‘academic challenges’ linked to ‘imposter syndrome’, which
included intense feelings of intellectual fraudulence and anxiety (Clance & Imes, 1978;
Ramsey & Brown, 2018). This phenomenon was more overt at University B. This
may, again, be associated with the elite reputation of University B, along with the
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connection of ‘imposter syndrome’ with the inability of participants to develop a sense
of belonging.

Peteet et al. (2015) identified four aspects of a student’s academic development which
can become apparent as a result of ‘imposter syndrome’: lack of engagement;
assessment avoidance; feelings of inadequacy; and, unrealistic academic standards.
Other characteristics highlighted in the literature on ‘imposter syndrome’, and which
were reflected in the responses from participants in this study, are: stress, anxiety and
poor mental health; low self-esteem, confidence and self-efficacy; fear of failing; lack
of time management; isolation; and, “self-inflicted excessive standards for achievement
lead[ing] to the creation of unrealistic goals that are ultimately unachievable” (Parkman,
2016, p. 52). In addition, Ramsey and Brown (2018, p. 87) stated that in higher
education, “imposter syndrome undermines the ability to negotiate a resilient academic
identity and also impedes the growth of a sense of belonging”.

Networking necessities
Networking with other students and with academics was regarded similarly by
participants at the two universities as being an important and essential aspect of making
the transition to higher education. However, their lack of self-confidence and their
determination to concentrate on study rather than social activities made this
problematic. There were few differences between the perspectives of participants at the
two universities regarding the necessities of networking.

Another clear similarity at the two universities was that participants found making
friends to be challenging when they commenced university. Developing strong
friendships was seen to be even harder. Friendship relationships did not extend outside
the classroom throughout most of first year. Nevertheless, participants at the two
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universities recognised that connecting, engaging and learning with their peers was
important and allowed for more involvement, which they regarded as being an essential
learning activity and a step closer to cultivating a sense of belonging to their university.
They acknowledged that having friends with common interests in the classroom was
crucial for success. It gave them more confidence and made university more collegial
and enjoyable, even in the case of participants who regarded themselves as ‘loners’ or
antisocial. Participants at the two universities were far more likely to turn to their peers
for support than they were to family. This added to the necessity of early peer
networking success. In addition, participants at the two universities believed that when
academics were more approachable, it assisted them with their sense of belonging.
However, at both universities participants experienced a lack of personalisation in their
relationships with staff, and reported a firm divide between themselves and academics.
They further conveyed that not all interactions were positive, a matter which added to
the participants’ feelings of being unworthy of the academics’ time.

In the related literature, Kift (2015, p. 57), when referring to low SES students, stated
that they are “entitled to expect academic and social relevance, a sense of belonging,
and support delivered through their learning engagements”. In addition, these should be
“built on respect, trust, connectedness and inclusivity” (Kift, 2015, p. 61). Similarly,
Read et al. (2018, p. 1) argued that “friendships and social ties remain crucially
important for students at university”, and Maunder (2018, p. 756) reported that
“attachment to university peers was the strongest predictor of university adjustment,
followed by attachment to university”. With reference to Schwartz and Tinto’s (1987)
research on student retention, Maunder (2018, p. 764) stated that “social integration
through friendship and positive peer interactions is a central aspect in fostering
commitment and belonging to the university community”. Maunder (2018) also
attested that increased peer attachment and better learning engagement have also been
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associated with reduced anxiety, creating a more positive learning environment,
enhancing the sense of belonging, and providing a successful adjustment and transition
to university life.

Won et al. (2018) reported similar links between a students’ sense of belonging and the
extent of their engagement and motivation with learning. However, they also argued
that peer interaction and networking is not enough to overcome this, and particularly
that engagement with academics is an important part of a student’s ‘belongingness’.
Meehan and Howells (2018, p. 901) also reasoned that “creating a sense of belonging is
critical to students’ perceptions about academic staff in the first part of a transition to
University life”. Similarly, Blair (2017, p. 219) noted that student engagement with
academics through teaching, assessment and feedback requires “specific academic
guidance… and adjusting to becoming an independent learner”. Blair (2017, p. 224)
also made reference to “the value that these interactions have in developing student
confidence in their ability as learners”.

Hagenauer and Volet (2014, p. 377) highlighted the importance of personalisation and
the ‘teacher-student relationship’, arguing that “highly approachable teachers were
characterised by such behaviours as knowing students’ names, [and] staying in class to
meet students… Unapproachable behaviour was described by such characteristics such
as ‘talks down to students’”. They also stated that the ‘teacher-student relationship’
assists with a student’s sense of belonging and should include “closeness, care,
connection, safety, trust, honesty, fairness, respect, openness, support, encouragement,
availability and approachability” (p. 378).

There was a close link between the themes generated from Research Question Two in
this study and dominant themes in the wider literature. For example, Won et al. (2018,
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p. 414) found strong connections between a student’s motivation, sense of belonging
and academic success, and emphasised the “importance of fostering learning
environments that enable college students to feel a strong sense of connection,
acceptance, and respect”. Motivation is a further ‘theme in common’ across the two
universities under adjustment and transition and will be addressed in the following
section.

Coping and motivation mechanisms
Participants at both universities lacked strategies to cope with university life, and whilst
motivation oscillated, it was generally low. There were negligible differences between
the two universities in participant coping and motivation mechanisms, and the contrast
between studying at school and university was significant for all participants. High
levels of stress, anxiety and/or poor mental health were reported by all participants at
the two universities and several felt that this was holding them back from engaging with
their studies. The latter, they said, led to feelings of self-doubt and a questioning of
whether to continue studying or not.

Triggers which undermined motivation at the two universities stemmed from
participants’ personal and financial risks and responsibilities associated with studying.
Nevertheless, all participants at the two universities stated that they were reluctant to
seek support, lacking the time management skills and the confidence to do so. They
tended to deal with their concerns alone, rarely confiding in their families, who, they
said, did not understand university life and its pressures.

This finding resonated with the literature, for example Kyndt et al. (2019) identified
motivation and self-efficacy as being pivotal to student success in higher education,
particularly in first year, and they recognised that motivation varied at different times
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and in different contexts. In addition, Suhlmann et al. (2018, p. 16) argued that the
“sense of belonging to the university is a key variable in promoting students’ well-being
and motivation and preventing them from forming an intention to drop out”.

Drawing on the findings and relevant literature relating to adjustment and transition,
three propositions have been synthesised: academic challenges, networking necessities
and, coping and motivation mechanisms. Changes over time are highlighted later in this
chapter.
Propositions: Adjustment and transition during first year
5) Academic challenges: All participants from both universities struggled to engage
with independent learning and to keep up with the fast pace of university study.
Characteristics of ‘imposter syndrome’ (feelings of academic inadequacy and
unworthiness to be at university) were more apparent in participants at University B (an
elite university) than at University A.
6) Networking necessities: Although regarded as essential for success, confidence and
developing a sense of belonging, networking with peers and academics was slow and
uncomfortable for most participants at both universities during first year and did not
extend outside the classroom.
7) Coping and motivation mechanisms: All participants at both universities lacked
coping strategies to deal with the ongoing stress of university life and struggled to
maintain motivation to persist.

Research Question Three: Experiences and outcomes - Focus on second semester of
first year and transition into second year
Research Question Three: What experiences do the students encounter, and what
outcomes do the students expect, from their strategies to cope with academic
challenges, and what reasons do they give for these strategies?
The major similarities or ‘themes in common’ across the two universities relating to
experiences and outcomes are as follows: academic challenges and strategies, and
reality of university. Each is now discussed below.
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Academic challenges and strategies
Despite recognising their academic challenges, participants lacked the strategies and
study skills needed to deal with increasing workloads, which often led to poor
experiences. Despite this, whilst some participants at both universities at times turned
to their peers for support, few sought support from relevant university staff or programs.
There was little or no difference at the two universities regarding academic challenges.

Most participants at the two universities also experienced disruptive study environments
at home and, other than the few who lived in residential colleges, had long travel times
to university. This, in turn, had a negative impact on their ability to concentrate and
dedicate sufficient time to their studies. In their transition between first and second year
most participants at the two universities were spending more time studying on campus
than at home. The lack of understanding by their families of what was expected of a
university student, and the increased stress levels that resulted from this situation,
continued into second year. Further, at both universities academic challenges and
concerns were more focussed around increasingly demanding, complex and challenging
course material, which the majority of participants found to be overwhelmingly
stressful.

Reality of university
The majority of participants at the two universities identified gaps between their
expectations and the reality of university by the time they were transitioning towards
second year; university had not lived up to their expectations. They stated that they
struggled to come to terms with the degree of difference between expectations and
reality. There were few differences between the two universities in this finding.
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All participants at the two case-study universities reported that they were overwhelmed;
study was much harder than expected and they had underestimated the workload as well
as the need for organisational skills. The pace was much faster than expected, social
life was disappointing, making friends much harder than expected, and feedback from
academics was slower than they had envisaged. Participants at the two universities
found studying more challenging than they had expected, and they found the lead-uptime to the exams to be very stressful. They placed a high value on academic success
and most believed they had worked hard. However, they felt anxious, ill-prepared,
lacking in time management skills and under pressure about the unknown which, in
turn, led to a deterioration of mental health in many, an inability to concentrate and
difficulties in maintaining a study/life balance.

Academic results at the two universities were not the only measures of success for the
participants. However, this was not initially recognised by any of them. By the start of
second year the majority of participants at the two universities acknowledged that they
had succeeded in additional ways. For example, gaining a better understanding of how
the university system worked gave them more confidence and helped with better
organisational skills. This, in turn, enhanced their ability to manage increased
workloads, manage stress levels, improve independent learning, and maintain a better
study/life balance. In addition, having received their first year results, most participants
at the two universities felt more empowered and better equipped to deal with second
year, despite the increase in workload and level of difficulty.

The associated academic literature points to gaps between student expectations and the
reality of university. For example, Maunder (2018, p. 757) demonstrated a link between
students’ feelings of disconnectedness and a lack of a sense of belonging to an
institution, and acknowledged that the “adjustment period [to university] is
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progressive”. In regard to transition to university, Picton et al. (2018, p. 1261) reported
that “success is not exclusively measured by academic outcomes but also has emotional
dimensions”.

Drawing on the findings and relevant literature relating to experiences and outcomes,
two propositions have been synthesised: academic challenges and strategies, and reality
of university. Changes over time are highlighted later in this chapter.
Propositions: Experiences and outcomes in the transition from first to second
year
8) Academic challenges and strategies: At both universities, participants found course
material more complex and demanding than in first year. Strategies to deal with the
challenges included understanding how the university system worked and dealing with,
or overcoming, poor study environments.
9) Reality of university: All participants at both universities had a distorted view on
university expectations before and when they commenced, against the reality they
experienced which was fast-paced and heavy in workload. The majority of participants
at both universities were reluctant to seek support on campus.

Research Question Four: Hindsight and projections - Focus on the start of third and
fourth years, and looking forward to further study and careers
Research Question Four: With the benefit of hindsight, what strategies might the
students have used and what did they identify as the potential benefits in dealing with
their university journeys, and what projections do the students have for their futures?
The major similarities or ‘themes in common’ across the two universities relating to
hindsight and projections are as follows: reflecting on the university journey and
careers aspirations and further study. Each is now discussed below.

Reflecting on the university journey
All participants at the two universities said that they were grateful for the opportunity to
reflect on their journeys. In fact, many actively sought continuation of data collection
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into a fourth year. The reflections were not only of potential benefit to students, but
also they added value to the study and created a more longitudinal overview of the
concepts of students transitioning through university. Their additional reflections raised
similar positive developments and negative setbacks across the two universities; the
differences were only slightly nuanced. Through reflective practice they stated that they
were able to identify points in time during their transition to university when they had
struggled, but they could also identify improvements and enhanced experiences along
the journey. As reported by Masika and Jones (2016) the act of reflecting often helps
students make sense of their learning experiences.

Responses from the majority of participants at the two universities indicated that they
had set high standards for themselves which, in hindsight, had been unrealistic. They
said they had been disorganised and quickly fell behind, admitting that the lack of time
management skills had a negative effect on their mental health and levels of stress.
Falling behind and lacking the confidence to seek support from academics and even
their peers, in turn led to feelings of disconnection, disempowerment and restricted
engagement with their studies. The general consensus was that their overall lack of
preparedness and self-confidence for university study had initially placed them in a
downward spiral which led them to believe they did not belong at university.

Careers, aspirations and further study
All participants at the two universities found the time it took to complete their course
and get into the workforce was long, expensive and stressful. Whilst there were pockets
of enjoyment reported, the overall goal for all participants was to finish their courses as
quickly as possible to enable them to enter the workforce. By the start of fourth year,
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two of the eleven participants at University A were not contactable, four continued in
their original courses, two had changed courses in their first year, another had deferred
at the start of second year, yet another had changed courses at the start of third year, and
the other had changed courses at the start of fourth year. At University B, two of the six
participants were studying in their original courses, one had changed courses after two
years, another had changed universities, a further had changed universities and then
withdrawn from tertiary studies altogether, and the other participant had taken extended
leave, withdrawn and then commenced at another university. Of the participants
interviewed at the start of fourth year, only one (at University A) had commenced fulltime work in his area of study but he still had two units to complete. All other
participants who were interviewed were still studying; one participant from each
university had commenced an Honours degree. Even though they were continuing
study beyond their undergraduate degrees, their journeys had not been any easier or
more challenging than the other participants.

Drawing on the findings and relevant literature relating to hindsight and projections,
two propositions have been synthesised: reflecting on the university journey, and
careers, aspirations and future study. Changes over time are highlighted in the
following section of this chapter.
Propositions: Hindsight and Projections at the start of third and fourth years
10) Reflecting on the university journey: All participants from both universities had
commenced university with high expectations of themselves but in hindsight they
considered that the academic and social skills they had brought to university had not
prepared them for higher education, especially in time management and organisational
skills, which was disempowering and led to a lack of engagement with their studies.
11) Careers, aspirations and future study: All participants from both universities
wanted to enter the workforce to earn money as soon as possible, with most placing a
higher degree of importance on paid work than on postgraduate study.
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and the end of first year, predominant themes which emerged were the lack of coping
and motivation strategies, and the realisation of the need for networking with peers and
academics. By the start of second year, the predominant theme was the impact of the
reality of university compared to the participants’ expectations. The predominant theme
arising at the start of third year was the importance of, and need for, reflection on their
journeys thus far. At the start of fourth year, the predominant themes which emerged
related to considerations for further study or careers.

As the participants at the two universities were interviewed across three years (2015 to
2018), there was an opportunity to examine the extent to which their responses, attitudes
and perspectives changed over time. Even before they commenced university, all
participants at both case-study universities reported being under-prepared and were
anxious about how they would cope academically, and how they would go about
developing friendships at their respective institutions. Sometimes, these concerns
developed at different times at the two universities. For example, in first semester of
first year, participants at University A identified that they lacked social confidence and
needed to link the academic side of university with the social side, whereas those at
University B made this connection a bit later, in second semester of first year. In
addition, the majority of participants stated that they were concerned about how they
would cope financially. For most at both universities, first semester of first year was the
hardest part of their journeys.

Moving into second semester of first year, most participants had started to develop
friendships. However, these did not extend beyond the classroom. This added to social
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insecurities and a lack of a sense of belonging. All participants at the two universities
reported a limited sense of belonging to their institutions throughout first year, which
may have contributed to them feeling isolated and unmotivated to attend classes, or to
attend campus at all.

All participants at the two universities felt stress and pressure about academic
challenges throughout first year, and this increased as the year progressed. However,
while participants at University B felt workload pressures as early as first semester (first
year), these pressures became more evident later in first year (and into second year) for
participants at University A. In addition, financial concerns were at their worst
throughout first year for participants at both universities, and at the end of first year the
majority of participants reported that they were still concerned about being a burden on
their parents, and they continued to struggle to support themselves.

At the start of second year, the reality of university, compared to participants’
expectations, increasingly emerged. At this point in their journeys, the majority of
participants at the two universities claimed that they were becoming more accustomed
to the university system and had adjusted to the, initially unexpected, faster pace and the
different teaching styles at university compared to school. In addition, from the
findings in this study, as they entered second year, the majority of participants at the
two universities began to realise the importance of socialising and networking with both
student peers and academics. Despite this, for some, university was a lonely journey
throughout.

Towards the end of second year and moving into third year, the majority of participants
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at the two universities said that they were coming to terms with independent learning
and were more dedicated to their studies. All participants at the two universities found
that reflecting on their journeys over time was a beneficial exercise and they started to
realise how far they had progressed, despite some setbacks and challenges.

By the start of fourth year participants at the two universities recognised that their
perspectives had oscillated throughout their university journeys between 2015 and 2018.
The rate at which each student felt he or she was adjusting to university varied greatly.
Despite the initial shock of the differences between their expectations and the reality of
university, one constant for those participants who remained at university was their
level of persistence, even in the case of those who may not have enjoyed their university
experiences. Some even admitted that after three years they did not feel a complete
sense of belonging to their institution.

All participants at the two universities experienced academic challenges and
apprehensions about their performance and outcomes prior to and during their time at
university. Their ongoing social insecurities and feelings of ‘imposter syndrome’
and/or not belonging to the university environment had a significant effect on their
levels of stress and anxiety. For the majority of participants at the two universities
stress and anxiety persisted throughout their university journeys. Whilst financial
pressures also continued throughout, by the time participants reached the start of third
year, most said that they were resigned to the fact that their financial situations would
remain problematic until they were employed, and this realisation generally reduced
their levels of stress.

Drawing on the findings and relevant literature, three propositions have emerged
regarding changes over time.
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Proposition: Changes over time (2015 - 2018)
12) All participants from both universities had individual journeys through higher
education which oscillated between positive developments and setbacks. This pattern
continued throughout first year and into second, third and into the start of their fourth
years.
13) Themes (including feeling under-prepared, coping and motivation issues, the need
to network and/or reflect) dominated at different times across the three year period, and
some themes (including financial pressures, stress and anxiety, academic challenges,
and the lack of a sense of belonging) persisted over the three years.
14) Although university remained stressful throughout their journeys, most participants
at the two universities felt that, overall, they dealt better with their challenges as time
progressed.

Equity
This section focuses on the overarching key concept relevant to this thesis: equity.
Equity is a major issue for students from low SES backgrounds in Australia, and it has a
significant impact on how they ‘deal with’ the experience of being a student even before
they commence university. These implications continue during their transition to, and
throughout, their university journey. Therefore, this section considers some of the
important dimensions of equity in relation to how low SES students, including
alternative pathway students, cope with university in first year, and beyond. The
discussion is divided into the following sub-sections: the importance of defining equity;
equity and neoliberal ideologies; quality and equity; social class, cultural capital and
equity; Tinto’s Student Integration Model; Kahu and Nelson’s Educational Interface
Model; and, equity and influences: impacts on the student experience.

The importance of defining equity in higher education
The notion of equity in higher education is complex and contested, and has become
more scrutinised in the 21st century. This points to the need for clarity of definitions if
equity is to be given greater consideration in university policies and practices. As
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detailed in Chapter Three, equity in higher education encompasses fairness and justness,
and should be moral and ethical (Martin & Hanbury, 2009). According to the OECD
(2012), equity can be broadly divided into two categories: those of ‘fairness’ and those
of ‘inclusion’. This means that “personal or social circumstances such as gender, ethnic
origin or family background, are not obstacles to achieving educational potential
(fairness) and that all individuals reach at least a basic minimum level of skills
(inclusion)” (OECD, 2012, p. 9). Marginson (2011, p. 24) similarly classified equity:
“equity as fairness and equity as inclusion”. Further, Harvey et al. (2018, p. 6) stated
that higher education in Australia should include a combination of “quality, diversity,
and the promotion of student equity” and, in order to achieve this, student equity should
be “inherent in the design of metrics for student success, retention, completion,
satisfaction, and outcomes”.

It should be reiterated at this point that the findings from this study relate to very
specific groups of low SES university students, those who were accepted into two
Australian higher education institutions through alternative entry pathway programs,
after they attained a high school ATAR below the advertised cut-off for their
universities. On situations like this, Barrow and Grant (2018, p. 3) argued that:
In practice, equity in higher education is commonly associated with a narrative
of equal opportunity (access) and of equal outcomes that are to be effected by
the removal of barriers and, often, the implementation of targeted programmes.
This is especially so in an era of massification of higher education where
universities have, in society’s eyes, become responsible for equipping students
with essential base qualifications.

As such, in terms of inputs and widening participation, the two case-study institutions
can be seen to be taking steps towards this part of the equity equation through their
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alternative entry pathway programs. At the same time, the findings of this study point
to the need for further attention to the specific details of these pathways, and for
tracking the progress of students (enrolled via these pathways) to completion, to
ascertain success (or not) in relation to the outcomes and employability side of the
equity equation. This is of particular importance given that, according to Li and Carroll
(2019, p. 1), whilst students of disadvantage, including those from low SES
backgrounds, tend to have a higher uptake of second degrees than their higher SES
peers, once they enter the workforce they are “less likely to be in full-time employment,
more likely to be mismatched in their jobs” and tend to be on lower incomes. A further
finding in their study revealed that those from non-English speaking backgrounds are
“the most disadvantaged in these labour market outcomes” (Li & Carroll, 2019, p. 1).
In addition, allowing low SES university students, particularly those who enter with
lower entrance rankings, to participate in higher education is described as being
“somewhat hollow if not accompanied by academic and labour market success”
(Productivity Commission, 2019).

Equity and neoliberal ideologies
The literature review in Chapter Three highlights several reported causes for concern
regarding equity in higher education, and these concerns are evident in the findings of
this study.

It is well documented that lack of equity in higher education is closely linked to the
neoliberal ideologies that have accompanied globalisation since the 1980s (Surugiu &
Surugiu, 2015). This competitive ideology has been prevalent within public services,
including education, and is closely linked to the notion of human capital or the
knowledge and skills acquired through education, which are likely to enhance an
individual’s economic status and productivity (Holborow, 2012; Sellar & Zipin, 2018).
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On this, Veldman (2018, p. 78) argued that higher education institutions “have become
subjected to the demands of a globalised market-driven mentality that requires of them
to function in a financially competitive style, often at the expense of their social
responsibility”. Veldman continued in this vein, stating: “Government intervention that
promotes globalisation as a vehicle for achieving equity, and how [higher education
institutions] respond to this call, have therefore failed the very people it was intended to
benefit” (p. 94). Also related to this Starr (2019, p. 119) stated, “education’s intrinsic,
inclusive value for all individuals, communities, and societies has been altered to
purposes that sort, select, and decide who is included, who is excluded, who is lauded,
who ‘fails”. Arguably, with globalisation processes, equity has been undermined.

Quality and equity
The early 2000s saw a coupling of quality and equity in education policy agendas,
where quality was increasingly associated with success through economic
competitiveness on the international stage, and improved equity was seen to enhance
quality (Hazelkorn, 2018; Marginson & van der Wende, 2007; Yorke & Vidovich,
2016). As the 21st century proceeds, the positioning of universities on international
league table rankings is increasingly becoming a defacto measure of ‘quality’, and in the
race to the top, equity has been overshadowed and marginalised on institution agendas
(James, 2007). Furthermore, an emphasis on quality over equity (consistent with a
neoliberal ideology) too often leads to blaming a student for low educational
performance (McKay & Devlin, 2015; Southgate & Bennett, 2014). For example,
under-performance of low SES students and the “lack of financial resources are seen
more as personal failures than reflective of larger systemic problems rooted in social
inequality [and widening participation which] may have rendered some students
vulnerable and without adequate critical awareness or ongoing supports” (Gair &
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Baglow, 2018, p. 208; see also Pitman, 2017). This is once again raised in the
Productivity Commission (2019, p. 48) report which stated:
The high drop-out rate for young people from disadvantaged backgrounds
suggests more should be done to support these students to succeed
academically. There is a private and social benefit in doing so, as they will
likely be set on a path to better economic prospects.

As discussed in Chapter Three, other neoliberal globalisation factors having an impact
on low SES students (Hoffman, Richmond, Morrow, & Salomone, 2002; O'Keeffe,
2013), and which were reported in the findings of this study, were increased class sizes
and on-line modes of teaching which led to less face-to-face personal contact, less
engagement between students and staff, and ultimately a lesser sense of belonging.
Despite this, the low SES students participating in this study, who did take opportunities
to further their education, showed a significant degree of resilience and persistence in
their goals to succeed, even when they found their university experiences to be less than
ideal. For example, the majority of participants needed to work part or full-time whilst
studying to support themselves (and, in some cases, their families), which increased the
stress and anxiety of trying to juggle a work/study/life balance and, for the large
majority, had a negative impact on their engagement at university.

Social class, cultural capital and equity
As discussed in the literature review in Chapter Three, greater support for students,
particularly those from low SES backgrounds, is paramount (Kearney et al., 2018). On
this, social class and associated cultural capital cannot be ignored if equity is to be
achieved, or even approached.
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Historically, there are two main Western theorists of social class, Karl Marx (1818 1883) and Max Weber (1864 - 1920). Marx and Weber’s observations in a heavy
industrial economy of the 19th century were very different to the 21st century’s
‘knowledge economy’. On this, Connell et al. (2013) noted that social class may not
operate similarly on a global scale; however, in Australia, they describe social classes as
“organised hierarchically and the unequal relationships between them have far-reaching
social and cultural effects on people’s everyday lives” (p. 81). Relating to the literature
in Chapter Three, and with the findings of the study reported in this thesis, Fitzi (2008)
highlighted four of Weber’s definitions on status: status in society; status as ‘personal
esteem’; status by way of ‘legal or cultural privileges’; and, community status (that is,
the sharing of lifestyles, morals, values, languages and culture or ‘cultural privilege’).

Cultural capital, a concept first discussed by French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, is
defined by Connell (2013, p. 84) as “the knowledge, skills, disposition and social tastes
that can provide access to social power”. In relation to 21st century equity in higher
education, Jaeger and Karlson (2018, p. 775) interpreted Bourdieu’s cultural capital
ideology in the context of
those in advantaged socioeconomic positions [who] transmit cultural capital
(familiarity with high-status cultural signals) to their children, who in turn
convert this capital into educational and socioeconomic success. As a
consequence, cultural capital is assumed to be a key mechanism through which
educational inequality is maintained.

The participants in this study reported that when they arrived at university, they
discovered that other students, especially those from affluent backgrounds, appeared to
bring a different form of cultural capital that was more accepted and more aligned with
the values held by the institution than it was to their own. This mismatch or difference
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in ‘fit’ of cultural capital for low SES students at university, such as the participants in
this study, can contribute to university experiences being more stressful for those
students from low SES backgrounds (Vernon et al., 2019). It might even be argued that
low SES students may bring a form of cultural capital that is more likely to
disadvantage them at university. In particular, in this study, this sense of lack of ‘fit’
felt by many participants, as reflected in both feelings of ‘imposter syndrome’ and lack
of engagement, refers to “emotional experiences (e.g., emotional distress, well-being),
identity management (e.g., sense of belonging), self-perception (e.g., self-efficacy,
perceived threat), and motivation (e.g., achievement goals, fear of failure)” (Jury et al.,
2017, p. 25), and requires input from both the student and the institution (Kahu, 2013).

These experiences led to a sense of not belonging to the university environment. Four
persistent findings from this study, previously noted in Figure 7.1, emerged. These
stemmed from issues around social class and associated cultural capital: academic
challenges (participants’ unpreparedness for university); social insecurities (their
different ways of thinking and doing); financial pressures (needing to work full or parttime to support themselves and their families); and stress and anxiety (linked to feelings
of not fitting in or belonging, and ‘imposter syndrome’).

Two theoretical models have been identified that align with the findings reported in this
study, particularly regarding recognising, acknowledging and prioritising equity when
developing engagement strategies in higher education. These strategies are particularly
important for students, like the participants in this study, who enter university from low
SES backgrounds and through alternative pathway programs because their ATARs
(entry rankings) are below their universities’ advertised entrance requirement. These
two models are Tinto’s Student Integration Model (1975) and Kahu and Nelson’s
Educational Interface Model (2018). Although developed more than four decades apart,
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(both to the left and to the right); the academic systems (central/top and encompassing
grade performance and intellectual development) and social systems (central/bottom
and encompassing peer-group and faculty interactions); academic and social integration
(towards the right); and, dropout decisions (far right of Figure 7.2). Tinto’s model is
relevant to the study reported in this thesis as almost half of the participants at
University A either changed course, deferred, withdrew or took a break from study
across the three year period, and almost 70 per cent of participants at University B
changed courses, deferred, withdrew, took a break from study or moved to another
university.
As discussed in Chapter Three, equity in higher education and understanding and
supporting students from low SES backgrounds throughout their university journeys, is
essential because a good education improves a person’s employability, financial status,
long term health, and their overall quality of life (Brennan & Naidoo, 2008;
Productivity Commission, 2019). Tinto’s (1975, p. 95) Student Integration Model
(Figure 7.2) refers to student ‘goal commitment’ and ‘institutional commitment’.
Regarding student ‘goal commitment’, the findings reported in this thesis indicated that
the majority of participants were persistent with their studies, and were committed to
improving their quality of life. These participants identified these factors as strong
motivators for staying at university regardless of, what they reported as, their less than
ideal experiences. Tinto’s (2017) research into student retention found that, whilst
institutions speak of retaining students, students speak of their persistence: “the
difference in these perspectives is not trivial. Indeed, it lies at the heart of the
university’s ability to further increase retention and completion especially for those who
have been historically underserved in tertiary education” (p. 2). As such, ‘institutional
commitment’ (Figure 7.2), in the form of encouraging peer-group and student/academic
interaction, and student ‘goal commitment’, such as academic learning and
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performance, are essential components of the student integration process. They are also
critical for developing a sense of academic and social belonging to the institution.
Tinto (2017, p. 3) argued that “self-efficacy can be influenced by student experience
[and] is the foundation on which student success is built”. He stated that a student’s
sense of belonging is “most directly shaped by the broader campus climate and [their]
daily interactions with other students, academics, professional staff and administrators”
(Tinto, 2017, pp. 3-4). He emphasised the importance of engagement and a sense of
belonging, both in and outside the classroom. These were issues raised by the
participants in this study who frequently reported concerns that peer relationships did
not extend outside the classroom. Tinto (2017, p. 5) also stated that this type of
interaction is essential as it “facilitates other forms of engagement that enhance student
learning in [first year] and persistence in the years that follow”. In addition, Tinto
acknowledged the necessity for universities to provide timely support for students,
particularly those from low SES backgrounds, who encounter academic challenges,
social insecurities, stress and anxiety, and that normalising academic struggles is
essential. He stated that universities should not “leave student access to support to
chance [but rather] embed support in the curriculum and the courses that comprise the
curriculum” (Tinto, 2017, p. 3). In this study, participants at both universities reported
that networking with their peers, and with academic staff, was essential for their
motivation, engagement and success. The findings reported in this study indicate that
universities need to gain an understanding of their students’ perspectives and, as Tinto
(2017, p. 6) argued, should
engage with their students as partners, learn from their experiences and
understand how those experiences shape their responses to university policies.
Only then can universities further improve persistence and completion while
also closing the continuing equity gaps that plague our societies.
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Indeed, whilst engagement does not always result in a positive sense of belonging, this
does not diminish the necessity for governments, universities and educational
practitioners to better understand these students so as to better support them (Tinto,
2017).

Kahu and Nelson’s ‘Educational Interface’ Model, and equity
The concept of engagement is investigated in depth by Kahu and Nelson (2018) in their
work on the ‘Educational Interface’ Model (Figure 7.3). Nelson’s work was referred to
in the literature review in Chapter Three in relation to adjustment and transition,
engagement, success, and retention of students from low SES backgrounds. Kahu
(2013), also referenced engagement (positioned centrally in Figure 7.3) through an
holistic lens, and included the socio-cultural context of culture, power, policy and
economics. All these connect closely to the findings of the study in this thesis.

Listed in Kahu and Nelson’s (2018) Educational Interface Model, under institutional
and student influences (left in Figure 7.3), are some structural and psychosocial aspects
brought to the university by students, along with those provided to the students by the
institutions they attend. Kahu and Nelson (2018, p. 59) acknowledged the “dynamic,
complex and individual nature of students’ psychosocial experiences” and how these
need to be considered when engaging low SES students in curricula. In the study
reported in this thesis, the participants’ socio-cultural influences, such as their diverse
backgrounds, had a significant impact on how they participated and engaged at
university. Psychosocial institutional influences, such as providing support, smaller
class sizes, and academics who engage with students were seen, by the participants in
this study, as an important part of enhancing their university experiences.
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Kahu and Nelson identifed three essential aspects of student engagement (central and to
the right, in Figure 7.3): ‘emotional’ (interest and enthusiasm), ‘cognitive’ (deep
learning and self-regulation) and ‘behavioural’ (participation, time and effort, and
interaction). All of these aspects had a notable impact on the participants in this study.
Here it is instructive to consider Kahu and Nelson’s (2018) argument that being
engaged with study is only a part of the student experience and positive outcomes.
Other areas of importance lie in
academic self-efficacy, the student’s perception of their capabilities for the task
at hand; emotions, resulting from the student’s appraisal of their situation;
belonging, the connection students feel to the institution, discipline and people;
and well-being, stemming in part from lifeload and stress (Kahu & Nelson,
2018, p. 64).

How engaged the participants were with their studies was a reflection of their varying
levels of ‘self-efficacy’, ‘emotion’, sense of ‘belonging’, and ‘wellbeing’ (central and to
the left, in Figure 7.3). Self-efficacy, in this study, was found to be critical for reducing
anxiety and stress about academic abilities and standards. One of the key findings in
the study reported in this thesis was the prevalence of ‘imposter syndrome’, which
presented in the participants as a fear of failing, increased stress and anxiety, and a low
sense of self-efficacy. This all added to the lack of engagement and limited sense of
belonging, and had a negative impact on well-being for the majority of participants.
Kahu and Nelson (2018, p. 66) found that a lack of sense of belonging, or ‘alienation’,
can “create anxiety, which then inhibits participation in classroom discussions
hampering both behavioural and emotional engagement”. Emotions, including stress
and anxiety, were highly evident in the responses of the participants throughout this
study, and this translated into an adverse effect on their motivation to engage with
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university life. This stress was exacerbated for the majority of participants who had to
juggle work and family commitments, and often lived long distances from campus.
This recalls a view that a “lack of access to technology, concerns over money and
families who do not understand the pressures of tertiary study can increase student
anxiety and frustration and thus influence a student’s engagement and success” (Kahu &
Nelson 2018, p. 65).

As reported by Kahu and Nelson (2018), the manner and success with which students
engage, both academically and socially, at university are significant to the immediate
and long term academic and social outcomes, such as satisfaction, work success,
lifelong learning, citizenship and personal growth (right in Figure 7.3). In line with this,
learning how to become engaged with their studies was reported by the participants in
this study as being a particularly challenging part of their adjustment and transition
process.

Equity and influences: impacts on the student experience
From the relevant literature in Chapter Three, the researcher identified seven subthemes under equity which had a significant impact on the student experience (Figure
7.4): diversity; adjustment and transition; support; academic and social belonging or
‘imposter syndrome’; engagement; empowerment; and, success. The findings reported
in this thesis indicate that these sub-themes did not develop in a linear fashion or in any
particular order for the participants; rather there was a high degree of
interconnectedness between and within each sub-theme (hence the decision to illustrate
them in a Venn diagram in Figure 7.4). The order and frequency of the occurrence of
each sub-theme depended on other aspects of the participants’ university experiences,
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Endogenous inputs brought to university by the participants themselves included their
cultural capital (black suitcase to the left in Figure 7.4) and, for many, their feelings of
anxiety and concern. Other participant inputs (‘clouds’ around the ‘equity’ Venn
diagram, central in Figure 7.4) included academic challenges, social insecurities, stress
and anxiety, and financial pressures. Whether these were present at the start of their
university journeys, or whether they developed along the way, these inputs were
reported (by the participants in this study) as having a significant impact on their
student experiences.

Kahu and Nelson’s work reverberates with the researcher’s identification of seven subthemes, in the findings of this thesis, encompassed under equity (diversity; adjustment
and transition; support; academic and social belonging or ‘imposter syndrome’;
engagement; empowerment; and, success). Six of these seven sub-themes (central and
intersecting with ‘equity’ in Figure 7.4) are inextricably intertwined. The seventh subtheme of ‘success’ (right in Figure 7.4, under outcomes), is separated from the other six,
and acknowledges students’ intermediate and long term potential success in attaining
the ultimate goals of completing their undergraduate studies and preparing themselves
for postgraduate studies and/or employment.

As discussed in the relevant literature in Chapter Three, the reality of the massification
of higher education and the introduction of government policies to widen participation
at university, translates into much greater student diversity, and greater numbers of
students from low SES backgrounds entering university (Knox & Wyper, 2008;
Productivity Commission, 2019). With this growth, there are more students
experiencing issues around adjustment and transition to university life. These students
bring with them a greater diversity of cultural capital, and report a greater variety of
adjustment concerns, along with differing degrees of preparedness. In order to address
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the various aspects of such students’ adjustment and transition experiences, there is a
need for enhanced student support systems at home, at high school, at university, and
from governments, both in the time leading up to, and during, their time at university
(McKay & Devlin, 2015; Productivity Commission, 2019).

As part of the transition process, students need to experience a sense of academic and
social belonging to their university, rather than feeling they do not belong, or feeling a
sense of ‘imposter syndrome’ (Ramsey & Brown, 2018). The prevailing discourse of
student engagement is significant because it leads to empowerment (Bovill, Bulley, &
Morss, 2011), and empowerment is one of the overarching goals of learning and
teaching, as it builds a trajectory towards student success. Indeed, as stated by Kahu
and Nelson (2018), and by other researchers such as Baron and Corbin (2012),
academic and social engagement are intricately linked and should be viewed as an
holistic process, and where students will perform better academically if they can
develop a sense of belonging to their university.

Kahu and Nelson (2018, p. 60) recognised that the “complex ways that individuals and
institutional factors interact to influence engagement” is not fully understood.
However, what is understood from the findings reported in this study is that each
participant had his or her own transition experience at university determined by his or
her background, culture and experiences. In addition, the degree of his or her sense of
belonging can impact on his or her engagement and success. Successful outcomes were
reported by the participants at various stages of their university journeys. Although all
regarded ultimate success as completing their courses, gaining employment and
optimising career prospects, they also recognised more intermediate successes such as
persistence and personal development.
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The findings from this study highlight that, along with the lack of support at
government, school and community levels, the two case-study universities (A and B)
fell short of what is required to provide scaffolding towards an ongoing, positive,
independent learning experience for students from low SES backgrounds. Arguably,
this shortfall is becoming greater with the increased marketisation of higher education
and pressures to enrol more students from a wide range of backgrounds, including those
from low SES backgrounds. Recommendations for improvements are presented in the
following section of this chapter.

Drawing on the findings and relevant literature, three propositions have emerged
regarding the overarching concept of equity.
Propositions: Equity
15) Inequity continues to negatively affect students from low SES backgrounds before,
during and after attending university. Widening participation in higher education by
offering alternative entry for low SES students addresses only part of the equity
equation; a more comprehensive approach is to focus on both participation (input) and
success (outcomes).
16) Neoliberal ideologies associated with globalisation continue in higher education
and increase pressures (including financial) on low SES students, and therefore
governments and universities need to better understand and support these student
cohorts.
17) A sense of belonging, as well as engagement and empowerment are key for
positive experiences and successful outcomes in higher education for low SES
students.

Recommendations for future policy and practice in higher education are now presented.

Recommendations for policy and practice
The findings of this study have been used to generate recommendations for policy and
practice at government; university; school; and community levels. These
recommendations emerged in the course of the analysis of the findings (Chapters Five
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and Six) as clear directions for the future. The Productivity Commission (2019)
Research Paper The Demand Driven University System: A Mixed Report Card clearly
illustrated that more needs to be done to support low SES to students overcome at least
three major barriers: “gaining access [to university]; degree completion; and labour
market transitions” (p. 10). The following recommendations address the first two of
these hurdles and are intended to apply, particularly, to students who enter university
through alternative enrolment initiatives, where they have attained an ATAR less than
the standard cut-off advertised by the institution; that is, students who were the focus of
this study. Twelve recommendations are presented.

Government level
Recommendation One:
National and State governments should provide funding, in addition to the HEPPP
(Higher Education Participation and Partnerships Program), for community programs,
aimed at the parents and families of Year 10, 11 and 12 ‘first in family’ prospective
university students, on what it means and what is required to study at university, along
with the long term benefits of higher education for students, their families and
communities.

Recommendation Two:
State governments should provide funding for high schools to allow them to better
support university-bound students, particularly in improving literacy and numeracy, and
providing wider options and better resourcing for university-bound courses. State
governments should also fund and support the development of university enabling
programs for low SES students prior to, and during, their final years of high school so
that they feel supported, prepared and confident when they commence university.
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Recommendation Three:
The National government should increase funding for scholarships and benefit
payments for students throughout their undergraduate studies, so students are not
struggling (to the extent revealed in this study) to balance study and work, often putting
their studies on hold to support themselves, deferring their studies or dropping out.

Recommendation Four:
Governments should do more to support the success of students from low SES
backgrounds, such as committing greater funding to universities for specific assistance
for these students to offset the problems associated with larger classes, on-line courses
and less personalisation. Funding for universities should be audited to ascertain the
precise way in which the funds are being used to support low SES students.

University Level (administration and teaching)
Recommendation Five:
Universities’ student recruitment processes should place greater emphasis on
communicating the ‘demanding yet achievable’ message to prospective Year 11 and 12
students. Universities should provide additional support for students entering through
alternative pathway programs, over and above that provided to all other students. This
could reduce the gap between student expectations and the reality of university life.

Recommendation Six:
In order to improve the university experience overall and to ascertain the real needs of
students, institutions should genuinely seek the ‘student voice’ at regular points in the
students’ university journeys, particularly regarding how the students are coping with
their university experiences.
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Recommendation Seven:
Universities should refrain from viewing academic challenges as personal weaknesses
of the students, but instead should normalise the seeking of support at institutional and
classroom levels, thereby encouraging and motivating students to seek early support in
order to reduce the risk of high levels of stress and anxiety, and to cultivate effective
study environments.

Recommendation Eight:
Universities should embed life-skills (such as time management) into the curriculum to
scaffold students’ learning at university and scaffold their preparation for employment.

Recommendation Nine:
Universities should incorporate instructional pedagogical strategies, particularly in first
year, to encourage class attendance, peer and academic interaction, increased student
engagement with the course content and, ultimately, increase the students’ senses of
belonging by empowering them to succeed.

Recommendation Ten:
Universities should increase the personalisation of the student experience. For example,
more face-to-face, inter-personal interaction should be encouraged between academic
staff and students, particularly in first year when many students lack the confidence to
make the connection.
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School level
Recommendation Eleven:
Pertinent professional development should be provided for high school teachers/staff on
the future university/life demands for their students, in order that preparatory
knowledge can be passed on.

Community level
Recommendation Twelve:
High schools, parents in the community and universities should work more
collaboratively in order to provide realistic preparation for what students should expect
from university, the demands on university/life balance as well as academic challenges.

Implications for future research
Five areas are identified which could expand on the parameters of the research
presented in this thesis, especially related to low SES students. It is important to carry
out the following studies in different categories of universities, in Australia and
internationally, in order to compare and contrast the findings in different higher
education environments, and develop appropriate theory to inform improvements.

Future Research One:
Research should be conducted, with a larger sample, on the impact of ‘imposter
syndrome’ on students’ senses of belonging (which was found to be significant in this
study); how to break the ‘imposter syndrome’ cycle; the extent to which ‘imposter
syndrome’ correlates with socio-economic status; and, what strategies can be put into
place to minimise this ‘imposter syndrome’ phenomenon in higher education.
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Future Research Two:
Further research should be carried out on the nature of student/academic relationships,
how they impact on a student’s sense of belonging, and what pedagogical practices can
be incorporated to develop stronger student/academic relationships.

Future Research Three:
Research should be conducted with high school students (Years 10 to 12) to determine
student expectations of what university life entails. This data could then be used to
better prepare future low SES university-bound students to commence university
studies.

Future Research Four:
Research should be carried out with a larger sample to ascertain the extent to which
reflective practice on the student journey is important for university students, and
whether students should be provided with opportunities to reflect on their student
experiences. The results from such research could be used to teach students how to
engage with their own reflective practice, moving forward through their degrees and
into the workforce.

Future Research Five:
Comparative research should be carried out on the different alternative entry pathways
into universities offered in Australia and internationally to determine what the eligibility
criteria are, what they provide for students, and what the outcomes are for students who
enter through these pathways.
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Conclusion
The synthesis and conceptualisation of the key findings of this study across both casestudy universities were drawn from the more specific findings of the previous two
chapters (Five and Six). The findings from the four research questions which were
centred around expectations and concerns, adjustment and transition, experiences and
outcomes, and hindsight and projections have been presented. Propositions were
developed in relation to the findings for each research question, and also for the
additional foci of changes over time (longitudinal dimension) and equity (central
overarching concept). For expectations and concerns, four research propositions,
arising from the synthesis of findings over the period of 2015 to 2018, were generated
in relation to pre-university lack of preparedness; academic challenges; social
insecurities; and, financial pressures. For adjustment and transition, three
propositions were developed regarding academic challenges; networking necessities;
and, coping and motivation mechanisms. For experiences and outcomes, two
propositions were articulated about academic challenges and the reality of university.
For hindsight and projections, two propositions were synthesised in relation to
reflecting on the university journey, and careers, aspirations and future study. Three
propositions were generated for changes over time (a period of three years), and a
further three propositions in relation to equity.

The findings presented in this thesis have pointed to a need for enhanced understanding
of the importance and relevance of academic and social belonging at university in order
to minimise ‘imposter syndrome’ and heighten engagement for low SES students who
enter university with an ATAR less than the standard cut-off advertised by their
universities. Many student issues reported in the findings of this study appear to stem
from these two aspects. The majority of participants lacked a sense of belonging to
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their university community from the start. This, along with feeling like ‘imposters’ at
university became self-perpetuating for some; the lack of a sense of belonging led to
limited peer interaction and low levels of interaction with academics, which was
accompanied by poor lecture attendance, low motivation and engagement. These
students then fell behind with their study and struggled, exacerbating their feelings of
‘imposter syndrome’, stress, disengagement and disempowerment. Despite this, most
of the participants demonstrated high levels of resilience, persistence and determination
in their quests to overcome disadvantage and to remain at university to graduate, and
some continued their studies at university (Honours) and had plans for studying higher
degrees by research.

All participants stated they had benefited from the research interview process they had
undertaken as it had enabled them to voice their thoughts and feelings. On reflection,
they claimed that participating in this study had helped to clarify aspects of university
life they would otherwise not have considered. Through the questions asked, these
students stated they were able to think about what had worked and what had not, what
improvements were required, and where more effort and concentration was needed.
They reported that reflection was a good way to keep themselves on track at university,
in a broad sense, and it helped to organise their thoughts. They expressed that they felt
they were being listened to, and this made them feel an important part of the university.
They admitted they tended to become overwhelmed and stuck in a routine, causing
them to forgot why they were at university.

The findings of the study have raised important concerns which need to be addressed by
the stakeholders in the higher education arena: governments, universities, schools, the
community, parents and families. Both case-study universities were making attempts to
address equity issues by offering alternative entry options to students from low SES
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backgrounds. As Harvey et al. (2018, p. 16) stated, “recent concerns about quality have
primarily arisen following the introduction of the demand driven system, under which
most universities dramatically expanded their student enrolments. Part of the sectoral
growth has included an increase in enrolments from relatively under-prepared students”.
Indeed, many students commencing university from low SES backgrounds have
“entered university with weaker literacy and numeracy than other students”
(Productivity Commission, 2019, p. 9). Strongly linked to this, it is evident that “for
people growing up in disadvantage, strong development of [numeracy and literacy]
foundational skills greatly increases their likelihood of university attendance”
(Productivity Commission, 2019, p. 12). One might question whether governments and
universities view equity in the simplest terms of enhancing entry/participation for
disadvantaged groups, such as those from low SES backgrounds, without consideration
of what it takes to ensure a positive and successful student experience, ultimately
leading to successful graduation and a career. Hence, ‘ticking the box’ for access is
only addressing part of the problem; full equity is participation (input) and success
(outcomes).

This study is timely as its findings have overlapped with the Productivity Commission
Research Paper (2019) which examined quantitative government data on students
entering university between 2009 and 2017 under the ‘demand-driven system’; these
students would have been unlikely to gain competitive access to university without an
expanded system. The study reported in this thesis is also timely as the number of
students entering higher education through alternative admissions processes is on the
increase. As such, addressing equity issues to enhance the university experience for
future students, and to increase their empowerment, success and employability, should
bring about greater chances of advancing their socio-economic status and their active
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citizenship, therefore, enhancing diversity in society (Connell et al., 2013; Productivity
Commission, 2019).
In the lead up to the May 2019 Federal election, The Australian Broadcasting
Association (2019) argued that the focus of higher education was once again on “a
dollar-driven export industry” rather than “its original intention: institutions for higher
learning to equip Australians for the future”. However, it is pleasing to see the draft
document, ‘Defining Success: The Best Chance for All’ (Zacharias & Brett, 2018, p. 1),
is a positive step forward as it visualises student equity in higher education into the
2030s, and emphasises that “Australia’s future depends on all its people, whoever and
wherever they are, being enabled to successfully engage in beneficial lifelong learning”.
Although there is a considerable amount to do to improve processes and outcomes for
low SES students, particularly those who enter university with ATARs less than those
advertised by their universities, there is much to be taken from the following thoughtprovoking quote from the former Secretary-General of the United Nations:
Education is a human right with immense power to transform. On its
foundation rest the cornerstones of freedom, democracy and sustainable human
development. When the right to education is assured, the whole world gains.
There is no instant solution to the violations of that right, but it begins with a
simple proposition: that on the eve of the 21st century, there is no higher
priority, no mission more important, than that of Education For All (Kofi
Annan, 1999).
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271

272

Professor Lesley Vidovich (PhD)
Graduate School of Education
M428, The University of Western Australia
35 Stirling Highway, CRAWLEY WA 6009
T +61 8 6488 2274
F +61 8 6488 1052
E lesley.vidovich@uwa.edu.au
www.education.uwa.edu.au
CRICOS Provider Code: 00126G

13 February 2015
INFORMATION LETTER
Dear [Alternative pathway] Coordinator
You are invited to take part in the Doctor of Education (EdD) research study named above. I am
writing to introduce Doctoral student Sarah Evamy and her research at the Graduate School of
Education, at the University of Western Australia. I am Sarah’s coordinating supervisor. Sarah’s
research aims to find out how university students, who obtain flexible or non-standard entry to
university, deal with the experience of being a student during their transition to, and throughout
their university journey, and what are the implications for equity. She plans to invite student
participants from two case study universities, including your university. Only students who have
accepted a place at your university through a specific alternative pathway would be
approached.
What does participation in the research study involve?
Sarah would approach all students who have been offered an alternative entry pathway to the
university you attend with an ATAR of between 60 and the cut-off ranking for your university. All
such students will be invited to participate in an initial demographic survey which will take
approximately 10 minutes to complete. This survey will be distributed to the students at around
the end of Week 2 of teaching in first semester 2015. From these surveys 10 participants will
be selected for maximum variation and will be invited to partake in a series of semi structured
interviews over their first year of university. One final interview would be conducted at the start
of 2016.
The first interview is expected to take 20 to 30 minutes, and subsequent interview only 15
minutes. Interviews would be scheduled at times to avoid exam periods. Students would be
interviewed at your university. Any participant who leaves the university at any time during the
study would be invited to attend an exit interview.
To what extent is participation voluntary, and what are the implications of withdrawing
that participation?
Participation in this research study is entirely voluntary. If any student decides to participate and
then later changes their mind, they are able to withdraw their participation at any time. There
will be no consequences relating to any decision by an individual regarding participation.
Participation or non participation in the study will not affect the participant’s future study. Such
decisions will not affect the relationship with the researcher or The University of Western
Australia.
What will happen to the information collected, and is privacy and confidentiality
assured?
Information that identifies anyone will be removed from the data collected. Case study
universities and individual participants will be assigned pseudonyms in the reporting of the data.
The identity of participants or the universities will not be disclosed at any time, except in
circumstances where the researcher is legally required to disclose that information. Participant
privacy, and the confidentiality of information disclosed by participants, is assured at all other
times.
The data is then stored securely at the researcher’s home or in the Graduate School of
Education at UWA in de-identified and password protected files. The data will be stored for a
minimum period of 7 years, after which it will be destroyed. This will be achieved by deletion of
all audio and computer files and shredding of all paper records. The data will be used only for
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this study, and will not be used in any extended or future research without first obtaining explicit
written consent from participants.

Is this research approved? Who do I contact if I wish to discuss the study further?
Approval to conduct this research has been provided by The University of Western Australia, in
accordance with its ethics review and approval procedures. Any person considering
participation in this research study, or agreeing to participate, may raise any questions or issues
with the student
researcher at any time in the first instance (email:
sarah.evamy@research.uwa.edu.au) and/or with the student’s supervisor (email:
lesley.vidovich@uwa.edu.au).
How do I indicate my willingness to be involved?
If you have had all questions about the study answered to your satisfaction, and are willing to
participate, please complete the Consent Form on the following page. Case study universities
and all research participants are entitled to retain a copy of the Participant Information Form and
Participant Consent Form relating to this research study.

Your participation in this study does not prejudice any right to compensation,
which you may have under statute or common law.
Approval to conduct this research has been provided by the University of Western
Australia, in accordance with its ethics review and approval procedures. Any person
considering participation in this research project, or agreeing to participate, may
raise any questions or issues with the researchers at any time.
In addition, any person not satisfied with the response of researchers may raise ethics
issues or concerns, and may make any complaints about this research project by
contacting the Human Research Ethics Office at the University of Western Australia
on (08) 6488 3703 or by emailing to hreo-research@uwa.edu.au
All research participants are entitles to retain a copy of any Participant Information
For and/or Participant Consent Form relating to this research project.

Yours sincerely
Professor Lesley Vidovich
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275

276

Professor Lesley Vidovich (PhD)
Graduate School of Education
M428, The University of Western Australia
35 Stirling Highway, CRAWLEY WA 6009
T +61 8 6488 2274
F +61 8 6488 1052
E lesley.vidovich@uwa.edu.au
www.education.uwa.edu.au
CRICOS Provider Code: 00126G

12 March 2015

PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM
‘Expectations, experiences and concerns of alternative pathway, low SES
students at university: a three year qualitative longitudinal study in Australian
contexts’
I, Research Sponsor (University A/B), have read the information provided and any
questions I have asked have been answered to my satisfaction. I agree to participate
in this activity, realizing that I may withdraw at any time without reason and without
prejudice. I consent to having the audio interviews recorded.
I understand that all information provided is treated as strictly confidential and will not
be released by the investigator. The only exception to this principle of confidentiality is
if a court subpoenas documentation. I have been advised as to what data are being
collected, what the purpose is, and what will be done with the data upon completion of
the research.
I agree that the research data gathered for the study may be published provided my
name or other identifying information is not used.
Approval to conduct this research has been provided by the University of
Western Australia, in accordance with its ethics review and approval procedures.
Any person considering participation in this research project, or agreeing to
participate, may raise any questions or issues with the researchers at any time.
In addition, any person not satisfied with the response of researchers may raise
ethics issues or concerns, and may make any complaints about this research
project by contacting the Human Research Ethics Office at the University of
Western Australia on (08) 6488 3703 or by emailing to hreoresearch@uwa.edu.au
All research participants are entitles to retain a copy of any Participant
Information For and/or Participant Consent Form relating to this research
project.

Your Signature: ______________________________
_______________
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Demographic Survey
Please complete the following survey and the Consent Form if you would like to
participate in the study. A reply paid envelope has been provided. Thank you.
1)

First name:

2)

Family name:

3)

Date of birth:

4)

Gender:

5)

Postcode at home address:

6)

Semester address:

/
 M  F

/

(Day/Month/Year)

 Unspecified

Street Number/Street Name:
Suburb/Town/ City:
Postcode:
7)

Email address (only for use during the study and to arrange interviews):

8)

Mobile number (only for use during the study and to arrange interviews):

9)

Were you born in Australia?

9a)

If no, in which country were you born?

9b)

If not born in Australia, how many years have you lived in Australia?


Less than 1 year



2 to 5 years



 Y



 N

1 to 2 years

More than 5 years

10)

Are you of Aboriginal or Torres Island descent?

11)

Name of high school attended in year 12:

12)

Year you sat your WACE:

 2014

 Y

 2013

 N


(please

 Y

 N

specify)
13)

ATAR attained in Year 12:

14)

Is English your first language?

14a)

If no, what other language do you speak?

15)

Are you the first person in your family to attend university?

 Y
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 N

15a)

16)

17)

18)

If no, who else in your family has attended university:


Brother/Sister 

Mother/Father



Grandparents 

Extended family (Aunt/Uncle/Cousin)

Where do you live during semester time?:


At home



University college



Renting



Other

How long does it take you to travel to university each day?


Less than 30 minutes 



60 – 90 minutes

30 – 60 minutes



More than 90 minutes

What is your mode of transport?


Car





Train 



Other

Bus
Combination of bus and train
 Y

 N

19)

Are you working

19a)

If yes, how many hours on average do you work per week?

20)



Less than 5 hours



10-15 hours





5-10 hours

More than 15 hours

What course are you studying at university?
Bachelor of

21)

Have you received a scholarship to study at university?

 Y

 N

22)

Will you have difficulty funding your university degree?

 Y

 N

23)

Additional comments:
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First interview round - May 2015 – (Academic and social expectations and
experiences)
A

Introductions


B

Introduce each other. Thank you for coming.
Explanations and reminders



Reminder - interview recorded.



Opportunity to see the script to check its accuracy



Questions will help stimulate our conversations but are by no means the limit.



Your name will be different in my results so your responses will be kept
confidential.



Let me know if I use language that you are not familiar with.



This interview is a broad discussion and should take approximately 30 minutes,
so I will stick to that time.

C

What’s the interview about?


I’d like to hear about your expectations and experiences at uni. I am also
interested in any strategies you use for dealing with things that happen and why
you use those strategies.

Is there anything you would like to ask me before we start?


No right or wrong answers



May ask you to elaborate

Probe questions will be asked after each question to get participant to elaborate or
explain their answer further, adding depth:


How did that make you feel…



Tell me more about…



Why/why not…



What happened when…



How did you react to…



In what way…
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General introduction questions
To get started I’m going to ask you a few general questions about how you felt before
you started uni, the type of help you received and how prepared you were.
At what point did you decide to aim for uni?
Primary school, Year 8-9, Year 10, Year 11 - 12
In Years 11 and 12, did you feel you had a supportive study environment to assist
you in your aim to get into uni.
(a) at home? Explain.


Parents/family/sibling support with school homework, preparation for exams,
etc.



Quiet place to study.



Other demands: work, household chores.



At exam time or for assessment deadlines.

(b) at school? Explain.


Availability of courses.



Resources - text books, libraries, science equipment.



Extra classes.



Availability of teachers.

What sort of advice/preparation did you get about uni
(a) from home? Explain.


Influences/expectations from friends, family.



Choosing which university, courses, accommodation, finance.



University open days.

(b) from school? Explain.


School programs - careers advisers.



School counsellors/teachers.



Information sessions at school, university visits to school.



Other students from high school.
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Was the advice helpful/realistic? In what way?


Made it easier.



Heightened concerns.

Was the cost a concern for you when deciding to study at uni? Explain why/why
not.
fees/accommodation/text books, etc.


Scholarships, HELP, AUSTUDY.



Awareness of how the loan system works.



Need for part-time work.



Need to contribute to family income.

You received an offer through the alternative pathway. Why do you think
students are offered places through this pathway?


Awareness of alternative pathway.

The next group of questions focuses on how you feel about adjusting to your new
university environment: (a) socially and (b) academically.
Can you give me a few words to describe how you feel about university right now?
Explain.
What concerns (if any) did you have before starting university
(a) academically?


Passing/failing.



Missing classes.



How to address lecturers.



Understanding the system.

(b) socially?


Who, what, where, why?



Finding your way around.



Travel time to and from uni.



Fitting in, making friends.



Clubs, societies, sports and leisure.
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You are living (home, residential college, shared accommodation, renting, living
alone, with extended family). How would you describe your study environment
where you live? Explain.


Quiet place to study.



Interruptions/distractions.



Expectations of others around you.



Understanding for the need to concentrate.

You are now in Week X of first semester. How comfortable do you feel at uni
now? Any concerns? Explain.


Positive experiences since starting at uni.



Negative experiences since starting uni.



Study load - number of units.



Timetable study load. Timetable clashes?



Compared with high school (study and social).



Class sizes, teaching styles.



Study styles, independent learning, group work, assessments, presentations.



Value of attending lectures. Value of tutorials.

How do you deal with or cope with the concerns you have raised? (Coping
strategies).


Talk to friends, family, lecturers, tutors, support at uni.



Not talk to anyone - keep it to self.



Coping strategies.



Ways for motivation.



Outlets - sport, leisure, music, friends, family.

Succeeding or achieving at university
Success at uni means different things to different students, and success occurs at
different times. Academic and social achievement can be for something small or
something big. These questions are about your academic and social expectations and
whether these expectations are being met.
How has your uni experience so far lived up to your expectations?
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What expectations do you have in relation to adjusting to uni:
(a) socially? Explain. Positive/negative.


Friends from high school at this uni.



New friends. Barriers to making friends.



Easy of making new friends.



Fitting in.



Social clubs and societies. Sporting clubs.

(a) academically? Explain. Positive/negative.


Achieving academically: over or under achieving - setting standards for self.



Understanding the material.



Independent learning.



Lecture formats.



Tutorials.



Study groups.



Assessments (essays/lab reports/tests/exams/presentations).

What do you know about support programs offered at university?


Support programs offered was a factor in choosing uni.



Where was information found: website, friends, university info sessions.



Impact of programs.



Expectations of support - level of helpfulness.

I have covered what I need to cover for today but is there anything more that you
would like to add at this stage?
Concluding discussion
The next interview session won’t need to be as long. It will be more of a follow up to
see how things are changing for you.
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Second interview round - August 2015 – (Changes in academic and social
expectations and experiences)
A

Introductions


B

Welcome back. Thank you for coming.
Explanations and reminders



Reminder - interview recorded.



Questions will help stimulate our conversations but are by no means the limit.



This interview should take approximately 20 minutes, so I will stick to that time.

C

What’s the interview about?

I’d like to hear about how your expectations and experiences are
evolving/changing at uni. I am also interested in any strategies you are using to
deal with things that happen and why you use these strategies.


Is there anything you would like to ask me before we start?



No right or wrong answers



May ask you to elaborate

Probe questions will be asked after each question to get participant to elaborate or
explain their answer further, adding depth:


How did that make you feel…



Tell me more about…



Why/why not…



What happened when…



How did you react to…



In what way…

These questions focus on how you feel you are adjusting to university: (a) socially
and (b) academically.


Can you give me a few words to describe how you feel about university right
now? Explain.
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What concerns (if any) did you have before starting second semester
(a) academically?


Results from first semester - passing/failing.



Overall performance in first semester.



How you felt in the lead up to exams.



How you felt when you got your unit results back.



Would you do anything differently this semester - how?

(b) socially?


Reconnecting with other students.



Confidence levels.



Finding your way around - has this improved?



Travel time to and from uni. - has this changed?



Fitting in, making friends.



Clubs, societies, sports and leisure.

You are living (home, residential college, shared accommodation, renting, living
alone, with extended family). How would you describe your study environment
now compared to in first semester? Explain.


Quiet place to study.



Organised/disorganised.



Interruptions/distractions.



Expectations of others around you.



Understanding for the need to concentrate.

Is cost a concern for you whilst studying at uni? Explain how this may have
changed since first semester.


Fees/accommodation/text books, etc.



Scholarships, HELP, AUSTUDY.



Need for part-time work.



Need to contribute to family income.
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You are now in Week X of second semester. How comfortable do you feel at uni
now? Any concerns? How has this changed for you? Explain.


Positive experiences since we met in first semester.



Negative experiences since we met in first semester.



Study load - number of units - any change? Reduce/increase. Why?



Timetable study load. Timetable clashes?



Class sizes, teaching styles.



Study styles, independent learning, group work, assessments, presentations.



Value of attending lectures. Value of tutorials.

How are you dealing with or coping with the concerns you have raised? (Coping
strategies).


Deal with it differently or the same as in first semester.



Seek out support at uni.



Talk to friends, family, lecturers, tutors.



Not talk to anyone - keep it to self.



Coping strategies.



Ways for motivation.



Outlets - sport, leisure, music, friends, family.

Succeeding or achieving at university
These questions are about your academic and social expectations, whether these
expectations are being met, and whether they have changed since we last met.
How has your uni experience so far lived up to your expectations?


Compared to first semester.

What expectations do you have now in relation to adjusting to uni:
(a) socially? Explain. Positive/negative.


Do it differently or the same as last semester.



High school friends/New friends/Barriers to making friends.



Easy of making new friends.



Fitting in.



Social clubs and societies. Sporting clubs.
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(a) academically? Explain. Positive/negative.


Achieving academically: over or under achieving - setting standards for self.



Changes to study habits from first semester or same (explain).



Understanding the material - more/same/less.



Independent learning.



Lecture formats/Tutorials.



Study groups.



Assessments (essays/lab reports/tests/exams/presentations).

Based on your experience last semester, what support programs (if any) did you
use or would have been useful? What programs might you consider this semester?


Impact of programs.



Expectations of support - level of helpfulness.

Final question on ‘critical incidents’
These are things that you have experienced that have had an impact on your
adjustment to uni - good or bad.
Is there a person or an episode that has made a significant difference in your
journey? Was there an ‘ah ha’ moment of clarity about what you need to do for
success, or did you have a negative experience that caused you to seriously rethink
if you wanted to be at uni?
I have covered what I need to cover for today but is there anything more that you would
like to add at this stage?
Concluding discussion
The next interview will be approximately in October/November depending on exam
timetables and will continue to look at how things are changing for you.
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For students exiting uni or taking a break
Can you explain your reasons for leaving uni/taking a break from uni?
Can you give me a few words to describe how you feel about your decision to leave
uni? Explain.
Do you plan to return? Why/why not?
How did uni live up to your expectations?
What do you plan to do in your time off uni?
What benefits do you feel you might gain with taking time away from uni?

Final question on ‘critical incidents’
These are things that you have experienced that have had an impact on your
adjustment to uni - good or bad.
Is there a person or an episode that has made a significant difference in your
journey? Was there an ‘ah ha’ moment of clarity about what you need to do for
success, or did you have a negative experience that caused you to seriously rethink
if you wanted to be at uni?
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Third interview round - November 2015 – (Changes in academic and social
expectations and experiences)
A

Introductions


B

Welcome back. Thank you for coming.
Explanations and reminders



Reminder - interview recorded.



Questions will help stimulate our conversations but are by no means the limit.



This interview should take approximately 20 minutes, so I will stick to that time.

C

What’s the interview about?

I’d like to hear about how your expectations and experiences are
evolving/changing at uni. I am also interested in any strategies you are using to
deal with things that happen and why you use these strategies.
Is there anything you would like to ask me before we start?


No right or wrong answers.



May ask you to elaborate.

Probe questions will be asked after each question to get participant to elaborate or
explain their answer further, adding depth:


How did that make you feel…



Tell me more about…



Why/why not…



What happened when…



How did you react to…



In what way…
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These questions focus on how you feel you are adjusting to university: (a) socially
and (b) academically.
Can you give me a few words to describe how you feel about university right now?
Explain.
What concerns (if any) do you have coming up to the end of second semester
(a) academically?


Assessment results - passing/failing.



Overall performance in first year.



How do you feel in the lead up to exams/finishing assessments?



How do you feel you will perform?



Did you do anything differently this semester - how?

(b) socially?


Confidence levels.



Travel time to and from uni. - has this changed?



What value do you place on clubs, societies, etc.?



How would you describe your feeling of belonging to the university?

You are living (home, residential college, shared accommodation, renting, living
alone, with extended family). How would you describe your study environment
now compared to in first semester? Explain.


How has your study environment had an impact on your level of success at uni?

Is cost a concern for you whilst studying at uni? Explain how this may have
changed since first semester.


How has the impact of the costs affected your ability to study effectively
(fees/accommodation/text books, etc.)?



Need for part-time work.

You are now in Week X of second semester. How comfortable do you feel at uni
now? Any concerns? How has this changed for you? Explain.


Attitude and commitment to study (engagement) - study styles, independent
learning, group work, assessments, presentations.
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How would you rate your ability to effectively take responsibility for your own
learning (empowerment)?



Positive experiences since we met at the start of 2nd semester.



Negative experiences since we met at the start of 2nd semester.



Study load and timetable - number of units - any change? Reduce/increase.
Why?



Value of attending lectures. Value of tutorials.



How could lecturers/tutors make you feel more comfortable approaching them
(earlier in the year)?

How are you dealing with or coping with the concerns you have raised? (Coping
strategies).


Dealt with it differently or the same as in first semester. How?



Seek out support at uni.



Talk to friends, family, lecturers, tutors.



Not talk to anyone - keep it to self.



Coping strategies - Outlets - sport, leisure, music, friends, family.



Ways for motivation.

Succeeding or achieving at university
These questions are about your academic and social expectations, whether these
expectations are being met, and whether they have changed since we last met.
How has your uni experience so far lived up to your expectations?


Compared to first semester.



How has the impact of meeting/not meeting your expectations affected your
journey through first year?



How would you describe your feeling of belonging or not belonging to the
university environment?



How would you distinguish between fitting in and belonging to your uni
environment?
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What expectations do you have now in relation to adjusting to uni:
(a) socially? Explain. Positive/negative.


Do it differently or the same as last semester.



High school friends/New friends/Barriers to making friends.



Easy of making new friends.



Fitting in.



Social clubs and societies. Sporting clubs.

What expectations do you have now in relation to adjusting to uni:
(b) academically? Explain. Positive/negative.


Achieving academically: setting standards for self.



Changes to study habits (explain).



Understanding the material - more/same/less.



How would you describe the quality of education you are receiving?



Independent learning.



Lecture formats/Tutorials.



Study groups.



Assessments (essays/lab reports/tests/exams/presentations).

What support programs (if any) did you use or would have been useful? What
programs might you consider this semester?


Impact of programs.



Expectations of support - level of helpfulness.

Question on ‘critical incidents’
These are things that you have experienced that have had an impact on your
adjustment to uni - good or bad.
Is there a person or an episode that has made a significant impact on your
journey? Was there an ‘ah ha’ moment of clarity about what you need to do for
success, or did you have a negative experience that caused you to seriously rethink
if you wanted to be at uni?
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Reflection prompts


Having been though first year, if you had the opportunity to give some advice to
yourself at the start of the year, what would that be?



What preparation and advice would have been useful to you before you started?



Would you have done anything differently? How?



What do you think your faculty has provided for you thus far?



What do you think the university has provided for you thus far?



What do you think you have brought to the university thus far?



What has been the high point of your first year at uni?



What has been a low point of your first year at uni?

What has it meant to you to come and talk about your expectations, experiences
and concerns throughout the year? What have you learnt from this? Have there
been any benefits to you? Has this been significant to you? In what way?
Do you have any doubts about coming back to uni next year? Please explain.

I have covered what I need to cover for today but is there anything more that you
would like to add at this stage?
Concluding discussion
The next interview will be approximately in March next year to see at how things are
changing for you.
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For students exiting uni or taking a break
Can you explain your reasons for leaving uni/taking a break from uni?
Can you give me a few words to describe how you feel about your decision to leave
uni? Explain.
Do you plan to return? Why/why not?
How did uni live up to your expectations?
What do you plan to do in your time off uni?
What benefits do you feel you might gain with taking time away from uni?

Final question on ‘critical incidents’
These are things that you have experienced that have had an impact on your
adjustment to uni - good or bad.
Is there a person or an episode that has made a significant difference in your
journey? Was there an ‘ah ha’ moment of clarity about what you need to do for
success, or did you have a negative experience that caused you to seriously rethink
if you wanted to be at uni?
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Fourth interview round - May 2016 – (Changes in academic and social
expectations and experiences - how are you adapting to the university? Are you
enjoying the experience? Do you fit in or belong? When did that happen?)
A

Introductions


B

Welcome back. Thank you for coming.
Explanations and reminders



Reminder - interview recorded.



Questions will help stimulate our conversations but are by no means the limit.



This interview should take approximately 20 minutes, so I will stick to that time.

C

What’s the interview about?

I’d like to hear about how your expectations and experiences are
evolving/changing at uni. I am also interested in any strategies you are using to
deal with things that happen and why you use these strategies.
Is there anything you would like to ask me before we start?


No right or wrong answers



May ask you to elaborate

Probe questions will be asked after each question to get participant to elaborate or
explain their answer further, adding depth:


How did that make you feel…



Tell me more about…



Why/why not…



What happened when…



How did you react to…



In what way…
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This time I want you try to think back to last year - with the benefit of hindsight
and success (or not) in first year and also to be projecting forward to this year and possibly beyond regarding your expectations, aspirations, etc.
These questions focus on how you feel you are adjusting to university: (a) socially
and (b) academically.


Can you give me a few words to describe how you feel about university right
now? Explain.



How would you describe your sense of belonging or fitting in to the uni
environment now and compared to last year?



How would you distinguish between fitting in and belonging to your uni
environment?



At what point (if it’s happened yet) did you feel that you belonged or fitted in to
the uni environment?

What concerns (if any) do you have at the moment:
(a) academically?


Assessment results - passing/failing.



Overall performance in first year.



Have you been approaching anything differently compared to last year - how?



Is second year any more or less stressful than first year? Explain.



What has been the biggest impact on your ability to study effectively at uni positive or negative (academic or personal)? Explain.

(b) socially?


Confidence levels.



How much do you socialise on campus and/or with other uni students?



What value do you place on clubs, societies, etc.?

You are living (home, residential college, shared accommodation, renting, living
alone, with extended family). How would you describe your study environment
now compared to in first year? Explain.


How has your study environment had an impact on your level of success at uni?



Travel time to and from uni. - has this changed?
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Is cost a concern for you whilst studying at uni? Explain how this may have
changed since first year?



How has the impact of the costs affected your ability to study effectively
(fees/accommodation/text books, etc.)?



Need for part-time work.

You are now in Week X of first semester/2nd year. How comfortable do you feel at
uni now? Any concerns? How has this changed for you? Explain.


Attitude and commitment to study (engagement) - study styles, independent
learning, group work, assessments, presentations.



How would you rate your ability to effectively take responsibility for your own
learning (empowerment)?



Positive experiences since we met at the end of last year.



Negative experiences since we met at the end of last year.



Study load and timetable - number of units - any change? Reduce/increase.
Why?



Value of attending lectures. Value of tutorials.



How comfortable do you feel about approaching your lecturers/tutors now and
compared to last year?

How are you dealing with or coping with the concerns you have raised? (Coping
strategies).


Dealt with it differently or the same as in first year. How?



Seek out support at uni.



Talk to friends, family, lecturers, tutors.



Not talk to anyone - keep it to self.



Coping strategies - Outlets - sport, leisure, music, friends, family.



Ways for motivation.

Succeeding or achieving at university
These questions are about your academic and social expectations, whether these
expectations are being met, and whether they have changed since we last met.


How has your uni experience so far lived up to your expectations?
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Compared to first year.



How has the impact of meeting/not meeting your expectations affected your
journey into second year?

What expectations do you have now in relation to adjusting to uni:
(a) socially? Explain. Positive/negative.


Do it differently or the same as last year.



High school friends/New friends/Barriers to making friends.



Ease of making new friends.



Fitting in.



Social clubs and societies. Sporting clubs.

What expectations do you have now in relation to adjusting to uni:
(b) academically? Explain. Positive/negative.


Achieving academically: setting standards for self.



Changes to study habits (explain).



Understanding the material - more/same/less.



How would you describe the quality of education you are receiving? Is it
different from first year?



Independent learning.



Lecture formats/Tutorials.



Study groups.



Assessments (essays/lab reports/tests/exams/presentations).

What support programs (if any) did you use or would have been useful? What
programs have you or might you consider this year?


Impact of programs.



Expectations of support - level of helpfulness.
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Question on ‘critical incidents’
These are things that you have experienced that have had an impact on your
adjustment to uni - good or bad.
Is there a person or an episode that has made a significant impact on your
journey? Was there an ‘ah ha’ moment of clarity about what you need to do for
success, or did you have a negative experience that caused you to seriously rethink
if you wanted to be at uni?
Looking back - with the benefit of hindsight and success (or not) in first year:


Having been though first year, if you had the opportunity to give some advice to
yourself at the start of your uni experience, what would that be?



What are 3 things you wish you’d know at the start of first year?



What preparation and advice would have been useful to you before you started?



What has been the most important aspect of your journey so far that has helped
you get to where you are now?



What has been the biggest constraint to your journey so far that may have held
you back?



Would you have done anything differently? How?



What has been the high point at uni so far?



What has been a low point at uni so far?



Is uni any easier or more difficult than in first year? Explain.

Looking forward:


Looking forward to this year - and possibly beyond:



Have you had any doubts about continuing at uni? Please explain.



What are your expectations, aspirations, etc. regarding your success for getting
employment in your area of interest?



What do you anticipate, and what are your expectations about moving forward
from here (postgraduate study, jobs, etc.)?

313

There is some attention in the media at the moment regarding the importance of
an ATAR for entrance to uni. Having entered uni with an ATAR less than the
standard for this uni, what are your thoughts about the ATAR system for
university entrance?
As this our last interview, what has it meant to you (if anything) to come and talk
about your expectations, experiences and concerns throughout first year and into
second year? What have you learnt from this? Have there been any benefits to
you? In what way?
Regarding support at uni, what has helped or hindered? What has worked for you
and what hasn’t?
I have covered what I need to cover for today but is there anything more that you
would like to add at this stage?
Concluding discussion
This is our last formal interview, is there anything else you would like to add? I will
contact you towards the end of second semester to offer an optional final face to face
interview. Are you open to me contacting you later to clarify anything when I am
working through my analysis?
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For students exiting uni or taking a break


Can you explain your reasons for leaving uni/taking a break from uni?



Can you give me a few words to describe how you feel about your decision to
leave uni? Explain.



Do you plan to return? Why/why not?



How did uni live up to your expectations?



What do you plan to do in your time off uni?



What benefits do you feel you might gain with taking time away from uni?

Final question on ‘critical incidents’
These are things that you have experienced that have had an impact on your
adjustment to uni - good or bad.
Is there a person or an episode that has made a significant difference in your
journey? Was there an ‘ah ha’ moment of clarity about what you need to do for
success, or did you have a negative experience that caused you to seriously rethink
if you wanted to be at uni?
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Fifth interview round - March 2017 – (Saying farewell and getting an idea of what
you might do next and/or when you hope to finish your degree).
A

Introductions


B

Welcome back. Thank you for agreeing to this interview.
Explanations and reminders



Reminder - interview recorded.



Questions will help stimulate our conversations but are by no means the limit.



This interview should take approximately 10 minutes.

C

What’s the interview about?

I’d like to say farewell and also hear about what you might do next and/or when you
hope to finish your degree.


Is there anything you would like to ask me before we start?



No right or wrong answers.



May ask you to elaborate.

Probe questions will be asked after each question to get participant to elaborate or
explain their answer further, adding depth:


How did that make you feel…



Tell me more about…



Why/why not…



What happened when…



How did you react to…



In what way…
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I just really want to thank you very much for participating in my study and for being so
patient with me.
So you are now entering your 3rd year at uni! How does that feel?
I’ve just got 3 questions I want to ask you if that’s ok…


How do you feel about being at university now?



What concerns (if any) do you have about starting your third year at uni
(academically or socially)?



What are your expectations about moving forward from here (postgraduate
study, jobs, etc.)? In what way have these expectations changed since you
started at uni?



How old were you when you were making decisions about what you needed to
do for a particular career pathway?



When you were at high school it sounds as if there was a lot of emphasis on
getting a good ATAR (school reputation) and then you have universities coming
to talk to you about what they have to offer and encouraging you to come to
their institution. Can you think of a person or organisation who could help high
school students with their careers pathways?

This is our last contact, is there anything else you would like to add?
Are you open to me contacting you later to clarify anything when I am working
through my analysis?
Thank you so very much again and all the best with your studies for this year and for
what you do in the future.
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SIXTH INTERVIEW ROUND QUESTIONS - FEBRUARY 2018
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Sixth interview round - February 2018 – (A few closing questions).

I am just finishing off the analysis for my University A/B participants and have a few
questions if you don't mind me asking.
1) What are you up to now?




Are you in your final year of your degree?
Or how many more units (if any) do you need to complete?
How is it going?

2) Have you taken any time out from uni since we spoke this time last year?
3) Are you working in your degree specific field?


If you're working, how are you enjoying it?

4) Can you remember what marks you got for your Year 1, Semester 2 results, or would
you mind looking them up for me? I don't need the % mark, just whether you got
HD, D, CP, P, etc.
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Non -Disclosure Agreement for Transcription Services of [transcriber]

I hereby agree that any audio recorded information I obtain as a transcriber during Sarah
Evamy’s Doctor of Education research study will be kept confidential on a permanent
basis. I am not to inform anyone else about any of the content of the interview
discussions. I also refrain from making any copies of the recordings of the interview
discussions, or the transcribed interviews.
The recorded interviews will be kept safe on a password-protected computer.
Moreover, the recorded material will be deleted immediately upon the completion of the
transcription.
None of the content will be forwarded to any third party under any circumstances.
Date:
Name printed:
Signature:
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CASE-STUDY UNIVERSITY A:
MINI-VIGNETTES FOR ABBEY, ALEX AND AINSLEY
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Case-study University A: Vignettes for Abbey, Alex and Ainsley


Abbey did not enjoy her chosen course in Science (Social Work). She
completed first semester of first year (2015), but changed courses to Design
(Photography) at the start of second semester (2015).



Alex worked full-time and studied part-time. He completed one unit in his
Commerce course in first year, commenced second year but deferred after five
weeks.



Ainsley was concerned about his job prospects with his course in Science
(Genetics) so applied to change to Science (Laboratory Medicine) at the end of
first year but was unsuccessful. He applied a second time at the end of second
year but was turned down again. He was unsatisfied but continued, hoping to
take a different direction in postgraduate study.

Vignette for Abbey (Participant A09)
Abbey, a rural student from a single parent household, was the first in her family to
attend university. She did not cope well with stress and pressure but both her parents
encouraged and supported her to continue with higher education. Abbey felt “burnt
out” after school so took a ‘gap’ year: “I didn’t want to look at another textbook for a
little while. I basically had a year off, just to rethink… I just wasn’t ready to do the
study again”.

In early 2015 (start of first year), Abbey felt nervous, uncomfortable and overwhelmed
about being at university but at the same time she felt “grown up” and independent.
Initially, she found it difficult to find her way around campus and frequently got lost. In
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addition she was homesick and found it hard adjusting to living away from home. She
lived with her sister, who had a disability, and felt stressed with her level of
responsibilities and household duties. As such, she struggled to balance this with
university study and was concerned about her academic performance: “I don’t really
have any high level expectations like High Distinctions as long as I do my assignments
really well, to the best of my ability.” She lacked time management skills and
understood the need for independent learning skills: “The teachers can’t spoon-feed us
for ever or we wouldn’t be able to do a job by the end of it”.

Few students from Abbey’s school attended University A and she was concerned about
the effort required to make friends. She found it relatively easy to fit in with “so many
different people and every kind of culture”; however, she was disappointed students just
came and went and she felt University A lacked “a sense of community and that sense
of strong culture”.

By August 2015 (mid-first year), Abbey had thought about her career and was excited
to have changed courses from Science (Social Work) to Design (Photography). She
wished she had never started her Social Work course, now realising it was not a career
that interested her. Abbey felt more at ease and familiar with how the university system
worked and was less nervous having learnt to “keep on top of things” and not leave
assignments to the last minute. She now felt capable of achieving high grades and was
disappointed if she did not attain them: “I want to prove I can achieve the best of my
capabilities”.

Abbey had few social expectations and did not anticipate finding a large group of
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friends. She knew someone in one of her classes and felt more at ease talking to new
people. She noted:
…how much people are alike that do the similar courses… and I felt like I
wasn’t like the students in my previous course. I thought that maybe that’s why
I was a bit lonesome but now going into the new course, there’s lots of people
that we just get along.
At home Abbey was less stressed and her study area was more organised: “It comes and
goes with good and bad days but I definitely put my studies first and household chores
can wait”.

By November 2015 (end of first year), Abbey was pleased she had changed courses: “I
definitely feel I’m more on track with what I want to do”, but she was bored and
frustrated. She wanted to “get it over and done with rather than putting in a lot of
effort” so she could enter the work force. She explained: “I’m not liking this in between
stage of not having a full-time job or a secure income but also having to study at the
same time. I’m really, really looking forward to the fact of having a stable income”.
Abbey had stopped attending lectures and was “very messy and unorganised”. She had
tried to stay on top of the readings but her mental health had deteriorated after the first
four weeks of semester and she sought support from a psychologist.

Although Abbey felt a stronger sense of belonging to the university, by the end of first
year, she wished she had a larger group of friends. She questioned whether any student
really belonged to a university environment: “To belong you actually have to have a
connection to the uni” and she did not see this as possible because students just “come
here for a couple of hours and then leave”. Abbey was still coming to terms with the
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lack of student involvement on campus and believed students living in colleges or
student housing had an advantage; however, she was unable to afford this. She felt she
had been forced to grow up much quicker than she would have liked: “It would be nice
to be back at high school and just doing school work”.

In May 2016 (start of second year), Abbey was far more engaged with, and enjoying,
her study and had set higher academic standards. She was even keener to get out into
the workforce: “I want to get it over and done with now so I can go out into the big
world and have a full time job, an income, and be able to get to the next stage”. Having
met more people, Abbey felt more comfortable about being at university: “I know their
faces, I feel more comfortable in classes, there’s no social awkwardness or silence
anymore”. She got along well with her peers who were friendly and open to
conversations; however, the friendships did not continue outside the classroom. Abbey
was working full-time (two jobs) and still felt detached from university: “I don’t feel
like a lot of my time is spent at uni”. She had not attended any of her lectures but had
watched them on-line:
If you don’t watch them you just don’t understand what’s going on and it’s
really important that you do. It’s only your loss because at the end of the day
I’m paying to see the information so it’s just wasting my money.

Abbey could not be contacted at the start of third year.

Vignette for Alex (Participant A05)
Alex, a non-school leaver from a rural background, had initially attended university
straight from high school but had pulled out after the first two weeks. At the time, he
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had been pressured to attend university by his parents as this was “a vision that they had
always had for [him]”. Alex felt he had not been ready to graduate from high school as
he was “a little bit too immature” and unsure of his career. However, in 2015, he felt
ready to try university study again:
I see a lot of people that I went to school with who have jumped from course to
course, and some have racked up huge HECS debts and some haven’t racked
up any because they haven’t managed to get past the [first four weeks].
Alex was working ten to seventeen hours per day and this, and part-time study, had a
negative impact on his ability to absorb information. He lived at home on a farm and
had several chores in addition to his paid work. As such, he was always tired: “I
certainly do find myself reading over things a few times trying to get the information
in.” Coping and motivating himself to study was challenging: “I kind of just suck it up
and just do it. I try not to think about it too much and just get it done”.

Alex was stressed and confused about studying at university, explaining he was trying
to learn the university system:
I did not know how to use emails. I didn’t know who to communicate to. I
didn’t know how to ask the question. I couldn’t navigate through any of the
[University A] website. I didn’t know how to research… basically I couldn’t
do anything… I didn’t know how to reference at all. Going around in circles
[was] all I did at the start. I just spun my wheels.
He felt isolated:
I feel like I’m doing my own course by myself and just plodding along. I
haven’t actually met anyone. I’ve also never even seen any of my tutors or
lecturers. I’m just in my own little bubble… my own little world, isolated from
the rest of [University A].
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He expected university to be hard and it had been, however he was content with his
results and his main goal was to pass as well as he could. He knew of no support
programs offered at university, but he had sought help from friends: “I think I probably
would have failed first semester [without support from friends] because I don’t think I
was really given enough information about studying online when I started.”
By August 2015, Alex felt better prepared. Having made a few mistakes in first
semester, he had learnt from this experience:
Last semester, being my first, was a whirlwind of me just trying to figure out
rapidly what I needed to do and just trying to cope with everything as a whole
while thinking on the fly... whereas this semester I’m more relaxed and I know
what to expect and I know what to look out for.

Alex was now trying not to leave his study to the last minute and was learning to
prioritise his assignments: “I’m not paying these expensive uni fees to fail. I’ll do my
best… if you don’t pay attention in your degree you are going to be on the back foot
once you get a job”. He was far more motivated than he had been in first semester.
Alex felt more comfortable and “less detached from uni life”. His work responsibilities
had changed and he was able to spend more time studying; however, he was still
nervous: “I’ve never completed this sort of thing before and I don’t actually know how
it’s going to turn out so hopefully I can pull it off”. He realised that he needed to be
more committed rather than allowing his study to factor in third place after his work and
social life. As such, he undertook two units, realising it was going to take him eight
years to finish his degree if he continued as he was with studying one unit per semester.
By November 2015, Alex felt he had fully settled into student life and had developed
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his time management skills. He acknowledged his second semester as a learning curve,
his commitment to study had improved and he was now aiming for higher grades. He
was working harder, had settled into a study routine and wanted to be successful: “that’s
why I’m doing this degree cos I don’t want to be stuck in the same dead end job for the
rest of my life”. He still felt detached, as he had no connections with anyone at
university, and when he went on campus he felt “alien”:
I don’t talk to anyone at uni. I don’t know anyone there. I’ve never seen
anyone there before. I’ve never ever seen my tutors. I’ve never seen the
examiners. I’ve never seen the other students… so I suppose I fit in in a way
that I’m there for the same thing as everyone else but I don’t really feel that I
belong to the uni.
Early in 2016, Alex had deferred his studies. He had commenced first semester but had
“bitten off more than [he] could chew”, wishing he had taken one unit instead of two,
which ultimately meant he fell behind with both. This was a ‘low point’ and he wished
he had been more proactive and made better use of his time.
Alex could not be contacted at the start of 2017.

Vignette for Ainsley (Participant A08)
Ainsley attended an outer metropolitan school, was the first in his family to attend
university and spoke English as a second language. His parents were factory workers
and wanted a better life for their son: “[My parents] don’t know much about university they just want me to go to a good one, or get into a good course [so I can] get a job.”
Ainsley suffered from anxiety and other mental health conditions and preferred his own
company.
Early in 2015, Ainsley was unfamiliar with the university system, unsure about how to
address academic staff and got lost on campus in his early weeks. He felt anxious: “I’m
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pretty worried because I’ve never been to university and my family have never been
before… I have no experience.” In addition, he explained, “[my parents] think that the
course I’m doing is pretty bad so they keep nagging me a lot.” Despite this, Ainsley
found university less stressful than high school. He liked the bigger classes as he
preferred to learn by listening but got distracted easily in class. His only academic
expectation was to “understand the material and get as high [a grade] as possible
because that might open up better [job] opportunities.” He had few social expectations
and preferred sitting alone both in and outside the classroom: “I don’t really like the
group work as I have to talk to other people.”
By August 2015, Ainsley felt more confident academically and was learning to cope
with his anxiety but he still struggled with group work. He was also concerned about
his future: “I’m not really sure if I want to continue doing [Genetics] or change to
something else… or if I want to find a job or keep studying”.

By November 2015, Ainsley wanted to change his course to Laboratory Medicine; the
work in his current course was “tedious” and he believed it would not get him a job. He
worked harder to reduce his anxiety but saw no improvement in his mental health. He
had to work harder to do the same amount of work as other students, he struggled with
essay writing and became anxious when presenting or participating in class. Whilst he
attended lectures, he felt less engaged: “I think I’m getting more slack because I haven’t
been reading the pre-reading”.
By the start of 2016, Ainsley felt more integrated at university. His second year units
were more interesting: “I’m getting to know more about the career opportunities of my
degree and all the pathways so I’m more committed into getting better grades than last
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year”. He applied to change courses to Laboratory Medicine but the process was
competitive and he was turned down. Despite this, he was motivated to improve his
study skills but admitted: “I’m just not brave enough to experiment any new ways to
study”. His mental health and anxiety were “really interfering” with his study and he
had doubts about continuing:
Degrees cost a lot and it takes four years to do and it’s a lot harder to [get a
job] when I graduate but if I go to TAFE and learn [a trade] maybe I[‘ll] get
paid more and it [will be] much easier [to get a job].
At the start of 2017, Ainsley had been turned down a second time for his desired course
in Laboratory Medicine. He had lost interest in his studies and felt unprepared for the
workplace; however, he felt he should finish his course in Genetics as he had already
“spent quite a lot of money on it”. He now felt undecided about whether he should
pursue a career for enjoyment or income.
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APPENDIX NINE

CASE-STUDY UNIVERSITY B:
MINI-VIGNETTES FOR BLAISE AND BRADY
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Case-study University B: Vignettes for Blaise and Brady


At the start of second semester of first year (2015), Blaise changed her course
from Arts (Anthropology and Sociology) to Commerce and, again, from
Commerce to Education (Teaching) at the start of second year (2016). Having
attempted three courses she transferred to another university in mid-2017 to
study Education (Early Childhood Teaching).



Brady deferred her studies before first semester exams in first year. She
transferred to another university for second semester but pulled out of university
altogether after four weeks.

Vignette for Blaise (Participant B04)
Blaise, a ‘first in family’ rural student, was dealing with an ongoing illness. She stated
that at high school no one knew anything about university, and nor did her parents. She
had commenced university believing “that was just the world telling me that’s where
the best people go… and that’s how you have the best life so… I’m going to do it”.

By August 2015 (mid-first year and the beginning of second semester), Blaise changed
courses from Arts (Anthropology and Sociology) to Commerce and felt more organised
than in first semester. However, she described feeling stressed, and questioned if
university was worth it and whether she would be able to persist. Blaise had accessed
support from the disability office and the alternative pathway program. She valued a
personalised approach which made her feel valued and supported:
You get here and there’s a thousand people that you’ve never seen before…
they haven’t seen you and you just pass each other by and then that’s how it
goes… and you’re expected to do all this work and you feel like you get lost
along the way of what this big institution is and then having someone go… ‘Oh
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we just want to help you settle in’… you feel a lot more welcomed instead of
just thrown in with a bunch of strangers.
By November 2015 (end of first year), Blaise had moved out of home, was working
part-time and having to budget for rent, groceries and other living expenses. Whilst this
was a positive move, Blaise was not enjoying university: “I hate university… the stress
outweighs the product because I’m so far away from the product, I don’t even know
what I want it to be yet”. She struggled to balance university and her illness, stopped
attending lectures and taking notes and was unprepared for the exams. Blaise was
disappointed, frustrated and annoyed with her academic outcomes and was upset she
had to defer. Blaise was not academically engaged or committed: “I don’t feel a
connection to the uni, I don’t feel connection to my courses”. She also felt socially
isolated and felt she did not ‘belong’. She felt like an imposter as she was less driven
and less productive than her peers:
Everyone on campus was doing their work and they were kind of head down,
and I just couldn’t relate to any of them so I felt like I didn’t even deserve to be
around… I’m just not at their level and that is kind of annoying to them and it
just worries me that they are much more committed than me.
By May 2016 (early second year), Blaise stated she had not enjoyed the Commerce
course to which she had transferred. She decided to change courses again to Education
(Teaching) but University B did not offer her chosen course in Early Childhood
Teaching so she transferred to another university.

In early 2017, Blaise took additional leave from study but planned to return to the
second university mid-year. The time out had allowed her to balance her life and her
health. She felt better and excited about university but acknowledged going back would
be a readjustment: “I’ve gotten so much better at dealing with it and I know what things

344

I can put in place in terms of study groups and support groups for classes so that should
be fine”.

Vignette for Brady (Participant B01)
Brady was a ‘first in family’ student and lived some distance from campus. Brady
enrolled in a Science course (Human Biology). At the start, university was different
from her expectations: “I thought it was going to be a lot easier to settle in but it’s been
a lot harder than I thought”. Brady did not know anyone, found it hard to make friends
and felt she was “just a number” to the academics. She had fallen behind with her
studies and lost motivation. She felt she was not getting timely feedback from her
assessments, and realised she was not ready for university.
Brady had pulled out of university before the first semester exams. She had stopped
caring, stopped attending lectures and was unprepared for the exams. She decided to
leave University B and enrol at another university, believing that it would be a fresh
start: “I’ll be excited for it and everything but with the experience of knowing how it’s
actually going to be… I’ll know what I’m in for [and] won’t be so surprised”. While
she saw friends (outside university) working and earning money (which made her
question whether university was for her) she realised: “I can’t see myself doing a job
that doesn’t really need uni so… I have to keep going”. Brady felt that a ‘gap’ year
after school would not have been beneficial: “I’d just be in the same situation next year.
I wouldn’t really know what uni was like. And I’d just probably crumble again from the
pressure so I am happy that I did the first 6 months”.

Brady enrolled in an Education course (Teaching) at another university for second
semester, but after four weeks had no passion or motivation to attend and had eventually
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pulled out altogether. She thought the experience would be different: “that’s what
stuffed me up because I thought it’s going to be completely different and it was exactly
the same so I was all shocked… I’ve already done this and I still don’t enjoy it”. Brady
felt her expectations had been unrealistic, thinking university would be “like high school
and a lot easier and not so stressful”. However, she had no regrets:
It’s good to try it out and make sure that it just wasn’t for me but a lot of
people ask me if I would go back to uni but I don’t think I ever will, but it was
good… it helped me learn a bit more about myself.
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