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Abstract

Universities across Australia are introducing a range of Special Entry 
schemes to increase participation in higher education of targeted 
disadvantaged groups. In this study, students from each of five 
University access and equity initiatives (N=52) were interviewed to 
gauge their perceptions of: (1) preparedness for tertiary study; (2) 
knowledge and utilisation of existing services and resources to support 
their learning and studying; (3) factors influencing successful 
academic integration; and (4) problems associated with achieving 
academic goals. Results indicate potential problems for students who 
hold traditional, stereotyped views of university, have simplistic 
views about learning and studying at the tertiary level, and are 
ill-informed about the range of resources and support systems that are 
available to support their progress. Quantitative and qualitative data 
are presented to evaluate the University's aim to meet the needs of its 
increasingly diverse student population. 



Background
The most recent Higher Education Council report Equality, Diversity and 
Excellence (Commonwealth of Australia, 1996) on the progress of higher 
education institutions towards achieving equity objectives has 
highlighted the need for a `deeper examination of the reasons why some 
inequalities in participation and outcomes still exist' (p. ix). 
Following the Government policy statement (Dawkins, 1988), and A Fair 
Chance for All  (Department of Employment, Education and Training, 
1990), universities across Australia initiated a range of schemes to 
promote access to under-represented groups. Under-representation has 
been defined as a mismatch between the composition of society and that 

of tertiary institutions. Despite the concerted effort and achievement 
of universities to increase participation of many targeted groups, the 
Higher Education Council report has indicated that success and 
retention rates are less than desired. The reasons for this are 
complex. Guthrie (in Cobbin & Barlow, 1993) has criticised universities 
for the way they provided assistance for disadvantaged students. This 
criticism was directed at `wasteful duplication of support effort; the 
labelling of subgroups of students; and the non integration of support 
programs into the broader academic arena (Cobbin & Barlow, 1993).
According to Ramsay (1994), part of the problem lies in the planning 
and implementation of equity programs which have `avoided any analysis 
of the causes of the inequalities which it targets for change...and 
ignores or masks the fundamental contradictions involved in achieving 
equity progressive change within the structures and culture of higher 
education institutions.' (Ramsay, 1994: 14). 
While all Australian universities now have equity plans and espouse 
`good equity practice' through policies and mission statements, it is 
timely to look beyond these to the ways in which institutions are 
actually meeting students' needs in terms of resources, staff and 
services. As Power, Robertson and Baker (1987) pointed out `providing 
opportunities for participation of disadvantaged groups has little 
point unless new groups of student participating have a success rate 
comparable to that operating in most higher education institutions' 
(Power, et al., 1987: 73). Several authors, among them Lingard (1994) 
and Cobbin and Barwood (in Cobbin & Barlow, 1993) have pointed to the 
dearth of systematic evaluation of the efficacy of equity initiatives. 
While the initial focus of equity initiatives was primarily on 
implementation, more recently attention has shifted to evaluation and 
review of these initiatives as data are becoming available. 
From the research to date the importance of developing a better fit 
between student and university expectations has emerged and with this 
the importance of providing timely and relevant information to enable 
students to make more informed choices about studying. From interviews 
with Year 12 students, Peel (1996) observed that `at the very least, 
the transition from school to university involves an adjustment to 



different learning environments and assessment systems, different 
perspectives on discipline-based knowledge, and different teaching 
practices' (Peel, 1996: 394). A recently completed study of senior 
secondary and first year university students (Pudsey & Oakley, 1996) 
confirmed that managing the change to this different way of life is 
likely to be more taxing for non-traditional students, especially those 
from families with no previous experience of university. These authors 
referred to the considerable cultural and economic capital supplied by 
families and schools to provide students with realistic perceptions of 
university life (Pudsey & Oakley, 1996). Abbott-Chapman (in Cobbin & 
Barlow, 1993) cited research that pointed to a relationship between 
retention problems and students' unrealistic expectations of tertiary 
education, along with inadequate pre-course information and poor 
guidance from schools (in Cobbin & Barlow, 1993: 25). Inadequacy of 
information and lack of awareness of available support networks was 
also reported as a problem by equity students surveyed by Cobbin and 
others (in Cobbin & Barlow, 1993: 70, 110).
Two areas identified in Equality, Diversity and Excellence  are taken 
up in this paper: (1) that the educational disadvantage experienced by 
some sections of the community in part arises from inadequacies and 
limitations of the educational system and the system has an obligation 
to redress this impact (p. xii); and (2) the need to recognise that the 
academic and administrative culture of the tertiary sector contributes 
to the patterns of access and success of different groups in society 
(p. xiv).
The focus of this paper will be on the particular context of one 
university and not on the broader issues and problems of equity 

initiatives in Australian higher education generally, although some of 
these will be touched on as they emerge from the findings of the study.
Flinders University Equity Schemes
The emphasis of the current Flinders University Equity Plan is on 
`successful outcomes as measured by access, participation, success and 
retention of its target groups' and an Access and Equity Unit has been 
established `to promote the integration of equity goals into the 
mainstream of the University's activities and relevant community 
organisations.' (Flinders University, 1995: 21-22)
By 1997 Flinders University will have seven special entry schemes to 
encourage participation of students who might not otherwise have 
considered, or been considered for, university studies. From the 
existing schemes, 52 students from across five schemes participated in 
this study. Additional student data were obtained from university 
records. 
Table 1 presents a profile of the students from the university's access 
and equity schemes for both the total group in 1996 and for the 
students participating in this study.

Insert Table 1 here



Mature Age Entry Scheme
The largest group of students gain access as Mature Age entrants. These 
students who have been accepted on the basis of their Special Tertiary 
Admissions Test (STAT) score, are all 21 years of age or older and do 
not hold a higher education award at diploma or higher level. 
An important observation made by Knights and McDonald (1982) related to 
mature age students but also relevant to all non-traditional groups was 
that `students entering a university are entering a system designed for 
school leavers' (Knights and McDonald, 1982: 8). Despite this apparent 
disadvantage, previous research (Murray-Harvey, 1993) which included 
data on mature age students at Flinders indicated that they manage the 
system remarkably well. In this study, mature age was predictive of a 
deeper approach to learning, greater metacognitive capability, and 
higher GPA.
Foundation Course
The next largest group of students are selected on the basis of their 
performance in the university's Foundation course. The Foundation 
program, developed in 1982 as a special entry pathway to increase 
access to Flinders University courses for non-traditional students, 
offers students a `taste' of university life through a specifically 
designed lecture/tutorial program integrated with guidelines for 
studying at university. A recent evaluation of the Foundation Course 
(Beasley, 1996) found no statistical difference between GPA mean scores 
of Foundation Course students and non-Foundation course students over a 
12 year period. Neither was there a significant difference in attrition 
rates between the two groups. Overall, the Foundation Course was rated 
on a 7-point scale as good (mean scores of 5.5 and 5.8) by both 
students and tutors (Beasley, 1996: 5).
Student Equal Access Scheme (SEAS)
In 1996 the first group of school leaver students were admitted under a 
pilot (8 schools) Students Equal Access Scheme (SEAS) program designed 
to assist students from low socio-economic backgrounds. In 1997 this 
program will include 31 schools in selected disadvantaged areas to 
encourage application from students whose teachers highly rate their 
potential for success in tertiary studies.
University Preparation Diploma
A further pathway for entry to students is through the two-year Diploma 
in University Preparation. The first group of UniPrep students were 
admitted through this scheme in 1996. University Preparation students 
are selected by written application and interview taking into account 
any additional data on previous academic performance. This course 

blends specific directed studies topics that relate to studying at 
university with opportunity to study topics from across the range 
available to all students in the university. University Preparation 
students may apply to transfer to degree courses based on their 
performance in the diploma after the first year.
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Access Entry Scheme
The fifth group of students participating in the study comprised 



Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. The Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander support unit at Flinders University is 
Yunggorendi. The staff at Yunggorendi provide a range of academic and 
non-academic support services for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students.
Marshall and Liddle (1996) noted that most universities now have 
support units for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students but 
expressed concern that research in the area of teaching and learning in 
Aboriginal higher education had not kept pace with the expansion of 
initiatives to increase participation of this group of students. A 
research literature base is increasingly being built as data are 
accumulated and programs are reviewed. A recent study by Sonn, Bishop 
and Humphries (1996) investigated the protective and risk factors that 
influence indigenous students' participation in mainstream courses and 
found that, along with the positive protective support role of their 
Centre for Aboriginal Studies, an unintended negative consequence of 
the Centre's separation from the university at large was that it 
created an enclave which `hampered the development of networks within 
the mainstream context' (Sonn, et al., 1996: 5).

The Study
This study sought to better understand the factors that contribute to 
students' smooth and successful adjustment to university life and 
culture, and to academic progress. Of particular interest were:
(1) The effectiveness of University support systems in meeting the 
needs of students admitted through the University's equity schemes;
(2) The coping strategies and skills of successful students; 
(3) Students' perceived areas of need related to preparedness to 
undertake tertiary study and 
      academic support to achieve at a satisfactory level in studies.

Method
Students from five of Flinders University's Access and Equity schemes 
were selected to participate in a semi-structured interview towards the 
end of the their first semester at University. The aim was to gain a 
student view of perceptions, progress and problems about university 
life from ten students in each group. The process for selecting 
students varied due to marked differences between the cohorts. Due to 
the small intake of students in the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander group (N=10), the SEAS group (N=21), and the UniPrep group 
(N=49), all students in these groups were invited to participate. 
Students from the Foundation Course (N=97) and the Mature Age (STAT) 
group (N=429) were randomly selected from computer generated lists 
obtained through the South Australian Tertiary Admissions Centre 
(SATAC) of students accepted into the University through these schemes.
The interview which averaged approximately one hour yielded 
quantitative and qualitative data. Students indicated their sex; age; 
whether they lived at home or away from home; whether they entered 
university directly from school or not, and if not they specified the 
gap in years between school and university. Additional data were 



collected on students' part-time/full-time enrolment, and their 
academic achievement (GPA). 
During the interview students were asked their views on a range of 
topics related to perceptions of university both before and after 
becoming a student. Some questions yielded numerical data which were 

analysed using the SPSS (6.1) program. The NUD*IST program (QSR, 1994) 
was used to categorise qualitative comments. Questions covered in the 
interview are summarised below and a description of variables is 
presented in Appendix I:
Before Becoming a Student
• Where did you get the best advice and information about studying at 
university? (List of alternatives given)
• Did the information you received give you a realistic picture of 
studying at University? (Yes/No)
• What was your impression about university? (positive and negative 
comments)
• What did you think made a successful student? (Academic and 
non-academic factors)
• What did you expect you would have to do to be a successful uni 
student?
• What did you know about: attending classes, lecturers/tutors, 
workload, assessment, social life, studying, academic and non-academic 
support?

After Becoming a Student
• Indicate knowledge of, use of, and rate helpfulness of University 
Service/Resource (list given).
• Where did you get the best information and advice about studying at 
University? (List of alternatives given)
• What other resources or support services have you used to help you at 
University? (List of alternatives given)
• What do you think is helping you cope successfully with life and 
study at Uni?
• What are the factors that are making life and study at Uni difficult 
for you?
• Identify things that could be done to help improve your chances of 
success as a student?

Students also provided information on life experiences they believed 
were relevant to studying at university.

Results and Discussion
Results are presented and discussed following the order of interview 
questions. Percentage figures are reported in discussing findings for 
the total group otherwise actual numbers are used.

Insert Table 2 here



Profile of Equity Students
In 1996 undergraduate commencers at Flinders University totalled 4126 
of whom 1618 enrolled in courses in the Faculty of Education, Health, 
Law and Theology (EHLT). Commencing students falling into the five 
equity categories defined for this study totalled 600. Two hundred of 
the 350 equity student commencers in EHLT were enrolled in the Bachelor 
of Arts.
Tables 2 and 3 provide summary statistics of the total equity 
population and the particular sample of students who participated in 
this study. Table 1 shows a similar age and GPA profile for the sample 
and total populations. Beasley (1996) reported a mean GPA score of 3.65 
for a sample of 1995 traditional first year Flinders University 
students from the Bachelor of Arts, Science and Economics degrees. This 
GPA mean indicates that non-traditional student performance based on 
GPA is at least as good as that of traditional students. The attrition 
rate of equity students based on non-enrolment in Semester 2 was 25.11 
per cent. No general student population figures were available for 
comparison. However, an approximate 1995-1996 attrition rate of 28.04 
per cent has been calculated for Bachelor of Arts 1995 commencers and 

as one-third of equity students are enrolled in the BA this statistic 
represents the closest comparable figure. Follow-up analysis of 
enrolment and achievement data over a full year should yield 
comparative figures. 
In terms of gender representation females comprise 62.1 per cent, and 
males 37.9 per cent of the general university population compared with 
75.0 per cent females and 25.0 per cent in the sample population. 
Approximately 57.9 per cent of general university students and 59.6 per 
cent of students in the sample group study full-time. Among the 
students participating in the study 14 (26.9%) lived away from home and 
38 (73.1%) lived at home. Twenty (38.5%) students entered university 
direct from school and 32 (61.5%) students indicated a gap between 
school and enrolling at university of ranging from one to 40 years. 
Participating students were spread across 12 degree programs (including 
the University Preparation Diploma) and were represented in all 
faculties of the university with the greatest concentration of students 
in the BA.

Sources of useful information and advice about studying at university 
before application
There is an uneven spread of responses to the usefulness of common 
sources of information about studying at university across the five 
equity groups. The common sources are listed in Appendix 1. This spread 
results in part from the pool of potential applicants comprising two 
groups of mainly school leavers and the remaining groups from disparate 
backgrounds. Students (76.9%) offered a number of alternative sources 
of good advice about university under the Other category. Other sources 



of information for prospective students were mainly from family members 
or relatives (N=14) who were, or had, studied at university (siblings, 
parents, children, spouse). Direct contact with the university through 
visits by university staff from Yunggorendi, the Access and Equity Unit 
and the Flinders International Students' Association, Year 12 visits to 
lectures and classes arranged jointly by school and university staff, 
and self-initiated visits to the Careers Office represented important 
sources of information. The data also made clear that prospective 
students gained access to information about university through 
Technical and Further Education (TAFE) Colleges, the South Australian 
Tertiary Admissions Centre (SATAC), and the Commonwealth Employment 
Centre (CES).
Prospective students receive advice and information about studying at 
university from a wide range of sources. Family and friends (44.2%) 
emerged as the most useful sources of advice with the value of their 
input outweighing that of direct University contact through Admissions 
(only 17.3%), Open Day (15.4%) and Advertisements (15.4%). From within 
the university itself, brochures provided the best information to 
students (40.4%). Outside agencies such as TAFE, the CES and SATAC are 
also information contact points for prospective students. Two points 
are worthy of note here. The first is that most of the standard 
University points of contact for information about studying at 
university - Admissions, Open Day , and Advertisements appear not to be 
reaching non-traditional students. While receiving information about 
university may not be promoted as well as it could, it is possible that 
the more structured, institutional methods that are used to inform the 
general student population are not appropriate for reaching 
non-traditional students. For school leavers, it seems that direct, 
personal contact is valued by these groups. This was indicated by 
positive responses to visits by staff from University Access and Equity 
Units, and through school/university staff initiatives that bring 
students to the university. School leavers appear not to be receiving 
the level of useful, encouraging advice that might be expected. Amongst 

the groups with a high proportion of students entering university 
direct from school, fewer than half the students indicated that the 
best information they received came from the school in general, or from 
the school counsellor in particular. If this is the case, it is 
important that school personnel, in particular school counsellors are 
better informed. Secondly, thought needs to be given to effective ways 
of harnessing the influence of outside agencies such as TAFE, the CES 
and the support of the community in general (family and friends) to 
heighten awareness of opportunities for studying at university.
Students' positive impressions of university before starting
Three categories that emerged from students' impressions of university 
before they started studying were (1) University as a Career Pathway; 
(2) University for Personal Learning; and, (3) University Milieu. By 
far the most common impression conveyed by students was of university 
as a means to improve career prospects. Approximately half the students 



had the impression that university offered a `career pathway' or 
`career opportunity'. Specific comments indicated that for some this 
meant enhancing their life chances by upgrading qualifications, 
relinquishing their pensioner status or just `getting somewhere in 
life'.
As well as this pragmatic view of university, at least half the 
students commented that going to university meant achieving a personal 
goal, ambition, or dream. This view was attached to the impression of 
university as a centre of learning - in one student's words: `a castle 
of knowledge I wanted access to'. While some students referred to 
gaining `knowledge and skills', others commented on `learning for 
learning's sake' and the rewards of mental and academic stimulation 
that `enriches you as a person'. Equally small numbers of students 
(approximately three) had the impression that university `would be hard' 
or `a challenge' and `easy, with lots of time off' or `more relaxed 
than school'.

Students' negative impressions of university before starting
Six students reported no negative impressions of university. Responses 
from other students were categorised as: (1) University Milieu; (2) 
Academic Concerns; and (3) External Pressures. Fear of the unknown 
captures the essence of negative impressions related to University 
Milieu with some students daunted by the size of the university and its 
reputation as intimidating and elitist. Other students expressed 
anxiety about being alone, making friends and whether they would `fit 
in'. Comments classified as External Pressures revealed older students' 
recognition of potential problems associated with juggling family, work 
and university responsibilities and with financial constraints. 
Academic Concerns were spread across all groups. Fear of failure, not 
coping with the workload, lack of prior education and not being 
`intelligent enough' were general negative impressions. More specific 
comments highlighted concerns about cultural and language background, 
and adequacy of literacy skills for understanding the reading, writing 
essays and sitting exams.

Academic and non-academic factors contributing to student success
In response to the question `What academic factors make a successful 
student?' eleven students claimed either that academic factors were not 
relevant or that there were no academic factors related to student 
success. Forty eight students answered the question. Overwhelmingly, 
students in all equity groups (25 students in all) claimed that 
intelligence, an academic family background, and success at school 
contributed to success at university. Students depicted a 
stereotypical,  view of intelligence as an immutable, natural ability. 
One student commented that `love of reading' and another suggested that 
`confidence in academic self' were factors related to academic success. 
Along with intelligence, academic family background (15 students) and 

having been a `good student' at school (15 students) were regarded as 



important predictors of success. Only two students specified that 
school contributed to students' `knowing how to study'.
The question `What non-academic factors make a successful student?' was 
answered by 47 students. Two students indicated that there were no 
non-academic factors related to success. From the remaining responses, 
the main non-academic factors that students believed contributed to 
student success were hard work (25 students) and motivation to succeed 
(17 students). Finance also emerged as a factor. Nine students 
emphasised that having enough money to be able to study was a key to 
success. As a group, Mature Age students believed that life experience 
(12 students) was an important contributor to success. Time management 
and organisational skills also were mentioned by a small number of 
students and some indicated that support from teachers, peers, and 
family was important.

Perceived requirements for success
When asked the question `What did you expect you would have to do to be 
a successful uni student?' four students admitted that they had no real 
idea. The remaining students' responses ranged from vague, abstract 
notions such as `work hard' and `be motivated', to specific, concrete 
behaviours such as `attend lectures' and `meet deadlines'.

Students' expectations of what they needed to do to be successful 
separated into four groups discussed here under the headings: 
(1) Time Management and Organisation (22 responses);
(2) Work Ethic (30 responses);
(3) Lifestyle Changes (8 responses); and,
(4) Studying and Learning (23 responses).

Time Management and Organisation
Students who mentioned time management and organisation recognised the 
need to organise their lives around study. For some this meant juggling 
dual responsibilities of work and study or generally establishing a 
`routine and rhythm' in their lives. Others acknowledged personal 
shortcomings such as procrastinating and `leaving assignments to the 
last minute'.

Work Ethic
The majority of responses indicated that working hard was prerequisite 
for achieving success. Some students expanded upon this with comments 
related to `pushing' and `applying' themselves and being 
self-disciplined, motivated, positive, and `not giving up'.

Lifestyle Changes
This category reflected varied and individual responses related to 
personal circumstances such as having to move away from home, 
delegating more at home, giving up a social life, coping with financial 
changes, becoming more assertive with friends about university 
commitments, and undoing bad habits.



Studying and Learning
Approximately half the students referred to studying and learning 
behaviours that would be required, or that they would need to acquire, 
in order to be successful. As with responses given previously, some 
students responded in generalities indicating that they needed to 
improve or hone their study habits, be independent learners, or seek 
tutorial assistance. Other students referred to particular aspects of 
learning and studying that needed developing or improving: language and 
literacy skills, research and library skills, and information 
technology skills. Some students envisaged hours of reading, asking 
questions, accepting new points of view and having their ideas 

challenged as their pathway towards success.
Awareness of aspects of university life
Students' comments about various aspects of University life revealed a 
considerable lack of awareness of some core university activities. 
Table 3 lists the aspects of university life on which students 
commented and their level of awareness. Lack of awareness included 
misconceptions and inaccurate perceptions as well as direct admissions 
of ignorance. Comments rated as no awareness ranged from statements 
such as `no idea' and `didn't know' to `similar/same as school' with 
reference to workload and attending classes, and in relation to 
lecturers/tutors many students based their view of academics on the `TV 
image', or in the eyes of one student, a `romantic notion of learning 
philosophy on the lawns on sunny afternoons.'

Insert Table 3 here

Students were most aware that attending university meant attending 
lectures. However, attending classes generally meant attending lectures 
with many students expressing surprise and ignorance of other types of 
class such as tutorials, labs, and workshops. Some students had never 
heard of a tutorial.
The most commonly held view of assessment was that it involved exams. 
Some students mentioned essays and rote learning. The stereotype 
prevailed with surprise at assessment including lab attendance, oral 
presentations and continuous assessment.
As expected, the Foundation Course students had the clearest knowledge 
of all groups as a result of their on-campus introductory studies. 
Despite the awareness raised by undertaking the Foundation Course, 
these students still declared a lack of awareness of the academic and 
non-academic support systems available to students.
Foundation students' responses on awareness of aspects of university 
life were consistent with results elsewhere in the survey (see Table 1) 
that indicated their perceptions of studying at university were 
marginally more realistic than the other equity groups. Students were 
asked if the information they received about studying at university 
gave them a realistic picture. Table 1 shows that less than half the 
students thought they had a realistic picture (Yes=44.2%; No=55.8%). 



SEAS students claimed to have the least realistic perception.

Knowledge of University resources
Flinders University offers a wide range of services to support the 
needs of students. The services provided for students are discussed 
here in terms of students' knowledge of the available service/resource, 
their use of the service/resource, and the helpfulness of the 
service/resource. Clearly, if a service is available but students don't 
know about it, then not only is it likely to be under-utilised but 
students in need are unnecessarily missing out on a valuable resource. 
From students' responses, there appears to be an alarming lack of 
knowledge about some University services. Thirteen specific 
services/resources were identified for this study and students' 
knowledge and use of these are reported in Table 4. In response to the 
category of Other, students indicated several additional sources of 
support in the University. They were: the Law library; Internet Club; 
Media lab; Stress Management sessions; Christian Fellowship group; SEAS 
Access & Equity meetings and letters; and the Registry Information 
desk. 

Insert Table 4 here

As well as providing continuous support over the academic year some 
services offer specific input for new students e.g. Orientation 

workshops and library tours, and some services have been created to 
meet the needs of specific categories of students e.g. students with 
disabilities and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students.
While students from all equity groups knew about tutors as a resource, 
and library services (library staff support and library tours), and 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students all knew about 
Yunggorendi, other services did not fare so well. All students, and 
particularly non-traditional students should know about academic 
support available through the Language and Learning Unit, study skills, 
orientation, and computer workshops. Certainly, all students should 
know about support from the Counselling and Health Services, and the 
disabilities officer. Neither was the Student Contact Office as widely 
known as it might. Finally, all students should know about their Course 
adviser. These services are not hidden from the student population but 
it is evident that some potentially needy students do not know about 
services/resources that may assist them.
Use and helpfulness of resources
Students rated the helpfulness of the services they used on a 5-point 
scale from 1= no help to 5= very helpful, and in general, students' 
responses were favourable indicated by a clustering of ratings towards 
the high end of the scale. When students know about and use University 
services they are generally satisfied with the help they receive.
Yunggorendi is used by all Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 



students indicating that this is a highly accessible resource for this 
group of students. However, Yunggorendi is not well known by other 
groups of students. Eleven non-Aboriginal students had not heard of 
Yunggorendi. Of the other services, the library is the most used 
University service/resource. Library staff were used by 86.5 per cent 
of students and 65.4 per cent of students had taken a library tour. In 
other cases, the resource/service seems to be under-utilised. A more 
proactive approach may be needed to initiate contact with students and 
staff to both inform students of available services and demystify the 
nature of the support offered. It is possible that some University 
services are not used by the equity groups because their needs are 
being met by coordinators of the separate equity programs. One SEAS 
student commented that their coordinator through meetings and letters 
provided valuable support. UniPrep students have had sustained contact 
with their tutors in core directed studies topics and commented on the 
tutors' invaluable support. In general, the mature age students 
(Foundation and Mature Age groups) showed limited use of University 
services other than the library and their tutors. These students 
reported difficulty in accessing resources/services due to pressures of 
time created by multiple responsibilities of family and work as well as 
study. In the main, it seems that University support systems most 
successfully serve younger, full-time students who have access to 
resources/services during the day.
Sources of useful information about studying at University after 
acceptance
Information about learning and studying at university is available from 
a number of sources prior to the start of the academic year. In this 
study, students were asked to identify sources of information they 
found most useful. The sources are listed in Appendix I. In the Other 
category, reference was made to the Mature Age Students' Association, 
the Stress Management workshop, friends, and the `Eureka' booklet - a 
guide to successful study at university used in the Foundation Course. 
The Orientation program conducted by Yunggorendi featured as an 
important source of advice for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
students.
Unsolicited comments from eight students suggested that the process of 
enrolling was at best, confusing and at worst, chaotic. On the other 
hand, five students mentioned that helpful information was available at 
enrolment. Responses indicated that students were supported in 

different ways depending on the equity group to which they were 
attached. UniPrep students cited pre-enrolment information sessions, 
preliminary lectures, Special Entry workshops and Course Information 
handbooks as their most useful sources of information. SEAS and 
Foundation Course students found the Course Information handbooks and 
Special Entry workshops most useful. Special sessions were conducted 
for SEAS entrants. Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students also 
were supported as a group through their enrolment and orientation by 
Yunggorendi and most of this group mentioned Yunggorendi as their best 



source of advice and information along with Course Information 
handbooks. Most Mature Age students referred to Course Information 
booklets and Preliminary lectures as their best source of information. 
Only four students, one from each of the UniPrep, SEAS and two from the 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander group noted the Introduction to 
Flinders and How to Succeed at University programs, or the O 
(Orientation) Camp. It seems that these sources of advice and 
information are not accessed by non-traditional groups. Some students 
commented that they were not able to bear the costs associated with 
some workshops and programs while others were not able to attend 
because of work commitments. Overall, 68.6 per cent of students found 
Handbooks and Orientation Sessions useful and 47.1 per cent found 
Preliminary Lectures useful. 
The broad picture emerging from these data is that the efforts of 
Equity program coordinators (involved with Information and Orientation 
sessions and liaising with specialist units such as Counselling and the 
Language and Learning Unit), Degree program coordinators (providing 
Course Information handbooks and Pre-enrolment lectures) and Topic 
coordinators (giving Preliminary lectures) are best meeting the needs 
of the groups. 
Other resources/support services used to help at University
Older and younger students alike reported that their family (66.7%) and 
friends, both at university (66.7%) and outside university (64.7%) were 
major sources of support for studying at university. The majority of 
UniPrep students (10 students), compared with only two Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander students and only one Mature Age student, 
reported that peers were used as a source of support. Most Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander students on the other hand found that 
assistance from tutors outside university was an important resource for 
help with studying. Students in all but the mature Age group indicated 
that access to transport - the University loop bus service in 
particular - was an important service.
Community libraries were used by nearly half (47.1%) the students 
whereas other university libraries were not so well used (23.5%). These 
percentages are distorted by a reverse pattern of use by Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander students who all used other universities 
libraries and, apart from one student, did not use community libraries. 
This result was not surprising as most Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander students in the sample lived away from home.
A small percentage of students used outside health services (17.6%), 
mainly their local doctors. In response to the Other category one 
student received support from work colleagues, another from their 
coach, and one student referred to spiritual support from someone 
outside the university.
Coping successfully at University
Coping successfully with life at University was, for most students, 
dependent on a combination of the support they received from others, 
and their own personal attributes. Thirty seven students stressed the 
importance of support for helping them cope at University. Sixty four 
comments about support were given ranging from general references to 



University support systems and services (19 responses) to specific 
reference to support from lecturers/tutors (16 responses) and family 
(13 responses), friends (9 responses), and peers (7 responses). UniPrep 

students were almost universal in praising their directed studies topic 
tutors for the help they provided.
Personal attributes that helped students to cope revolved around 
motivation and interest, time management and organisation, and life 
experience. The majority of students in all groups (38 students) 
believed that their motivation to succeed and interest in their chosen 
courses were prime reasons for successful coping. Sixteen students 
identified time management and organisation as important factors 
related to their successful coping and older students (ten Mature Age 
and Foundation Course students) also referred to life experience 
factors, particularly skills like computing or word processing learnt 
outside school in previous courses or at work.
Difficulties with life and study at University
Two students indicated that there were no difficulties. The remaining 
students' comments are summarised under the headings: (1) Personal 
Difficulties; (2) University Infrastructure; (3) Learning and Studying 
Difficulties; and, (4) Financial Difficulties.

Personal Difficulties
Eleven students cited personal issues and stresses, including 
difficulty forming friendships, lack of self-confidence, and lack of 
direction as sources of problems. Loss of motivation concerned a number 
of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. Difficulty with 
arrangements at home, either adjusting to living away from home or 
coping with family obligations, presented as a problem for five 
students. 

University Infrastructure
Students' part-time status also presented difficulties, particularly in 
relation to fitting in time to study around work. This group of 
students commented that the university structure and timetable related 
to class times, sitting for exams and tests, and meeting assignment 
deadlines, is inconsiderate of part-time students. Several students 
also noted timetable difficulties involving travel between the North 
and South campuses and arriving to class on time. Other practical 
issues referred to by eight students included general transport and car 
parking problems.

Learning and Studying Difficulties
Difficulty with learning and studying was mentioned by 21 students. 
Specific problems noted were difficulty with the language (6 students), 
understanding content (5 students), the amount of reading (6 students), 
and different lecturers' expectations (4 students). Nine students 
reported ineffective time management as a problem.



Finance
Lack of finance was given repeatedly (14 students) as a factor that 
made life and study at university difficult for students. Finance was 
the biggest problem for Mature Age and Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander students with half the students in both groups citing lack of 
money as `a priority worry'.
Apart from financial difficulties, at this stage of the study no 
problems emerged from this group of non-traditional students that 
suggested their difficulties are markedly different from those 
expressed by university students generally.
Improving students' chances of success
Four students had no suggestions for ways of improving their chances of 
success. They felt that the transition to university had been smooth, 
that everything they needed was available or that they just needed to 
continue as they had started. UniPrep students more than any other 
group focussed on the need to address personal shortcomings such as 
limited library and research skills in order to improve their chances 

of success. The stronger internal locus of these students may be a 
consequence of the journal-keeping requirement of this program in which 
students reflected on their learning and studying behaviour. 
Nevertheless, The UniPrep students along with students from the other 
equity groups concentrated their comments on University services and 
resources. Students grumbled about difficulty finding books, access to 
photocopying, and computing resources - all common complaints among 
students.
Almost half the group (21 students), by their comments, indicated a 
lack of awareness of on-going resources and services available to 
assist them. Students wanted help with essay writing, study skills, and 
literacy and language difficulties. They also needed advice from 
counsellors and course advisers. Support for these is available but 
clearly under utilised by these students. Some students suggested that 
this could be rectified by better orientation and publicity. Many 
students, with the benefit of hindsight, highlighted the importance of 
improving the timing of information to new students.
School leavers believed that advice about studying at university should 
be given well before students make their decision to come. Foundation 
students, despite their exposure to university through the on-campus 
Foundation Course, needed to be better informed about access to 
University support services. Their comments revealed a similar level of 
ignorance of facilities and resources as other groups of students. That 
there are more part-time students represented in the Foundation and 
Mature Age groups may account for the difficulty in accessing services 
after hours. The less than desirable levels of student knowledge of 
University support systems quantified earlier in the paper are 
reflected again here in students' comments.
It was clear from interview responses that non-traditional students 
need to be informed of the relevance and importance of organised 
programs. For example, students did not understand the significance of 



orientation and preliminary lectures. Many (especially older students) 
believed that university began a week later as indicated in the 
timetable. 
Students again commented on financial hardships with solutions which in 
most cases are beyond the scope of the University. However, some 
comments were made about students' inability to take some Orientation 
workshops because the cost was prohibitive. Scholarships also were 
suggested as a way to improve students' chances of success.
It seems that the concentration of advice to students over the 
enrolment/Orientation period may result in information overload. For 
non-traditional students at least, there needs to be a better balance 
in the timing of information, both pre and post enrolment and on-going 
presentation of information on the availability of support services and 
resources.

Summary Points
Effectiveness of University support systems
Negative:
Support services are under-utilised. Students appear not to be taking 
advantage of the broader range of available University resources and 
support services that might assist them with expressed needs related to 
language and literacy, learning and studying, financial hardship, and 
personal concerns.
The University timetabling of classes, exams/tests, deadlines is not 
geared for part-time, after hours students
Timing of information to students. The proliferation of workshops and 
information sessions during the enrolment and orientation period 
creates information overload.
On-going publicity of resources and services is needed to remind 
students of their availability and the functions they serve.

Positive:
Personal contact is valued. Equity students benefit from the on-going 
personal contact they receive from Equity scheme support staff e.g. 
Yunggorendi (Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students), the 
program coordinator (SEAS), the directed study skills tutors (UniPrep), 
and tutors (Foundation Course).
Students rate the services and resources they use as helpful.

Coping strategies and skills
Motivation to succeed and interest in subjects/courses. All students, 
traditional and non-traditional recognise the importance of 
self-motivation as a pre-requisite for success. Effective support 
networks and supportive teaching/learning environments also function to 
raise and maintain motivation levels and build commitment.
Time management and organisation. Students attribute their successful 
coping to being able to balance study commitments with other 
responsibilities and interests and to managing their time effectively. 
Students with problems coping often refer to their poor organisation 



and time management skills.
Life experience. Two-thirds of students come to university having 
developed skills for studying at TAFE, through voluntary work, and 
work-related courses.
Students' perceived areas of need
Information
- students need information before making the decision to come to 
 university
- students need to be better informed about the purpose and importance 
 of orientation - the workshops and information sessions.

Personal
- anxiety about `not fitting in' and developing friendships
- lack of confidence in ability
- loss of direction and motivation
- pressure of study in addition to work, family, or altered living 
 arrangements.

Learning/Studying
- language and literacy , understanding content, amount of reading.
- inconsistency and lack of clarity in lecturers' expectations
- managing time effectively.

Finance. Persistent worries about lack of money and hidden costs (e.g. 
buying books, photocopying)
Conclusion
One characteristic of disadvantage generally is a lack of knowledge 
about formal institutional structures and organisation. In universities 
this may include not understanding the processes and procedures for 
obtaining support, or not recognising that by using support systems 
they may increase their chances of success. Accompanying this, is often 
students' lack of confidence in self-initiating access to the services 
and resources available to them. 

Non-traditional students' unrealistic perceptions of university life is 
a problem that needs to be addressed. Effort might be directed to 
providing information earlier to students in order to raise awareness 
of the realities of university life. It is clear from the findings of 
this study that the representation students have of university is the 
image portrayed on television. Students need better information about 
the structure of classes, assessment systems, teaching methods, 
workload, and support networks.

Students' awareness of support networks could be raised if 

dissemination of information were perceived as a shared responsibility 
of all those who have contact with students. In order for universities 
to move beyond merely providing greater access to higher education and 
to achieve `good equity practice', the responsibility for maximising 



students' chances for success must be assumed by all staff from whom 
students may seek advice and information.

Non-traditional students are more likely to benefit from informal, 
personalised support networks than from attempts to negotiate 
bureaucratic, institutional structures which they find intimidating and 
with which they are unfamiliar. No doubt this would require change of 
attitude for academics who maintain a `sink or swim' notion of 
university education. Often associated with this attitude is a deficit 
model of student learning - that difficulties in adjusting to the 
culture of the university lie with deficiencies in the student, not the 
institutional structure or the teaching-learning environment. 

The challenge now for universities has less to do with improving the 
quality of their support services and resources and more to do with the 
timing and provision of information about them. Equity groups have been 
increasingly welcomed into the university through easier access and 
well constructed orientation programs. Students' subsequent adjustment 
and continued participation however, requires on-going publicity and 
dissemination of information about the nature and the value of the 
established support networks. It is time also to direct effort to 
supporting the different ways of knowing, living and learning that are 
now part of the fabric of university life. Students, educators and the 
institution as a whole are likely to profit from such efforts.
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Table 1
Equity Group Profile



Table 2
Profile of Participating Students

Table 3
Participants' awareness of aspects of university life before becoming a 
student

Table 4
University resources and services known and used by students

Appendix I
Summary of interview topics and variables

Variables Description
Source of advice/information on studying at University
1. School
2. Advertisement
3. Friends
4. Admissions Office
5. Brochures
6. Counsellors

7. University Open Day
8. Other
Awareness of aspects of University Life
1. Attending classes (lectures, tutorials, labs)
2. Lecturers/tutors
3. Workload (contact hours, preparation, deadlines)
4. Assessment (exams, essays, reports)
5. Social Life (clubs, groups etc)
6. Studying (library work, time-management, exam techniques, writing 
essays)
7. Academic support (Language & Learning Unit)
8. Non-academic support (finance, health)
Knowledge/Use and Helpfulness of University Services/Resources
  1. Student counsellor
  2. Health Service
  3. Language & Learning Unit
  4. Library Staff
  5. Tutors/Lecturers
  6. Student Contact Office
  7. Course adviser
  8. Disability Liaison officer
  9. Yunggorendi
10. Orientation workshops
11. Study skills workshops
12. Library tours
13. Computing workshops



14. Other
Sources of information about studying at University (after accepting 
offer)
1. Pre-enrolment information
2. At enrolment
3. Course information booklets
4. Orientation sessions
how to succeed at university
O camp
Introduction to Flinders
Special Entry workshops
5. Other
Other resources/support services used to help at University
1. Family
2. Friends at uni
3. Friends outside uni
4. Peer support
5. Community libraries
6. Other uni libraries
7. Transport
8. Community health
9. Other
Equity Initiatives


