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Applying the practical advice from the LSES resources
The Australian Office for Learning and Teaching funded project Effective teaching and support of
students from low socioeconomic backgrounds: Resources for Australian higher education (SP101838 2011-2012) focused on identifying and making explicit a series of succinct guidelines to assist
the teaching and support of students who come to university with varying diversity in terms of their
preparedness for higher education, and social and cultural capital. Two major resources were
produced in the form of booklets: Practical Advice for Institutional Policy Makers and Leaders and
Practical Advice for Teaching Staff which highlighted the policy frameworks, programs and
practices that had facilitated the success of students from LSES backgrounds. The findings are
applicable to a range of higher education contexts and appropriate to be taken up to enhance
the teaching and support of all students, irrespective of their background.
Four national workshops were conducted in 2013/2014 (South Australia, Australian Capital Territory,
Western Australia and Queensland). Participants had the opportunity to actively engage with the
practical advice and guidelines that arose from the project and to consider the application of
these findings to their institutional contexts.
Workshop outcomes:




An understanding of the social cultural incongruity conceptual framework.
An understanding of the key themes emerging from the data.
An understanding of how to apply the findings in your context/institution.

Workshop leader/s:
Professor Sally Kift (James Cook University), Ms Liz Smith (Charles Sturt
University) and Professor Karen Nelson (University of the Sunshine Coast)
The resources produced provide guidelines and best practice information and strategies for
institutional staff involved with Low SES cohorts:
Project website: http://www.lowses.edu.au/files/resources.htm
Practical Advice for Institutional Policy Makers and Leaders:
http://www.lowses.edu.au/files/leaders.htm
Practical Advice for Teaching Staff: http://www.lowses.edu.au/files/teachers.htm

The outcomes of the workshop produced a small number of vignettes as a way of
detailing/exemplifying how these proposed strategies are implemented in the institutional context.
The following details the First Year Advisor Network in Murdoch University, Perth Australia.
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First Year Advisor Network
Overview
The First Year Advisor Network (FYAN) was introduced with the specific aim of supporting first year student
transition and retention at Murdoch University, in Perth, Western Australia. First Year Advisors (FYAs) are
individually located within Schools, but form a University-wide network, thus providing focused School cohort
support, as well as increased ‘connectedness’ to the wider university community. FYAs support first year
students (predominantly LSES and First-in-Family [FIF]) through many initiatives, which can be broken down
into (1) targeting individual students and (2) targeting the entire first year cohort. Some of these initiatives
include:






Various outreach telephone campaigns (examples include contacting students reported as
potentially ‘at-risk’ by academic staff, students that accept an offer but have not enrolled in units,
to name but a few);
Coordination of School-based Orientation sessions;
Designing and implementing various university-wide first year programs, e.g., the UniEdge transition
program, the Peer Mentoring Program;
Supporting (or helping to establish) School-based student associations;
Hosting School-based first year social events, e.g., morning teas, BBQs.

Reflecting on good practice


FYAs are available and approachable: FYAs occupy a dedicated support role and are located
within a school, enabling FYAs to be well-integrated with relevant academic staff and in the students’
physical space.



The referral system for staff to use to report at-risk students, and the RightNow database enables
timely reporting of at-risk behaviours and thus ‘just-in-time’ support for potentially at-risk students.



FYAs strongly encourage help-seeking behaviour. This is done from the first communication that
students receive upon accepting their offer (the first page of the Orientation Guide contains a letter
from the FYAs). FYAs also explicitly encourage students to make contact if they are struggling, by
way of an open-door policy, weekly ‘newsletter’ emails, lecture appearances and during FYA-run
Orientation sessions.



Within the FYAN, there is a ‘Fostering Positive Communications’ team who work to educate staff
around the campus about the role of FYAs and the importance of reporting at-risk students.



FYAs strive to get to know students as individuals, through telephone campaigns, open-door policy,
icebreakers during Orientation and hosting social events (e.g., BBQs).

Applying the practical advice from the LSES resources
New initiatives strongly informed by, or initiated by the workshop:






Considering instigating welcome calls for new students. This would be in addition to proactive
telephone campaigns and could enable development of an earlier rapport with individual students,
which could improve the success of later contact with those students at-risk.
Considering implementing a readiness survey. This could provide advice to students about realistic
expectations for university, thus improving students’ preparedness and also serve as an early at-risk
indicator.
Prioritising the work of a project group to look at the entire Murdoch Orientation package.
Specifically reviewing what information needs to be conveyed to students, when should this be
presented (before, during or after Orientation) and what the best medium of communication is
(presentation, email, YouTube videos, webpage etc.).
Considering extending Orientation backwards to the weeks leading up to Orientation.
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The weekly emails from FYAs are set to be reviewed in terms of key ‘red flag’ periods during semester,
with the most appropriate information being sent at that time, and to ensure that the most
appropriate tone is being conveyed.

Looking forward:


Examining how to better support the transition beyond the students’ first year. Initial data
indicates that some fields have a higher withdrawal rate in the second year of specific degrees.



Murdoch is soon to commence development of a ‘University Retention Plan’. Resources
developed as part of the original LSES project will help provide feedback during this process (for
example, referral of students for additional help - mindful of how time-poor most students are).



Reflecting on current Orientation activities as they align to specific student support services and
focusing more on building success in students’ first year.



FYAs to review the early written information that students receive and assess the timeliness of any
information sent and the tone conveyed.

The activities previewed here align directly to six key pieces of advice provided from the Resources for
Australian higher education: Practical advice for teachers - and specifically the following:
Advice #1: Know and respect your students
Advice #2: Offer your students flexibility, variety and choice
Advice #5: Be available and approachable to guide student learning
The activities previewed here align directly to five key pieces of advice provided from the Practical advice
for institutional policy makers and leaders – and specifically the following:
Advice #2: Promote engagement with, and support from, others
Advice #3: Encourage ‘help-seeking’ by students

More information:

Support for Students: http://our.murdoch.edu.au/Student-life/My-First-Year/Help-For-Students/
Student Advisors: http://our.murdoch.edu.au/Student-life/My-First-Year/Student-Life/First-Year-Advisors/
Preparing to Teach: http://our.murdoch.edu.au/Educational-Development/Preparing-to-teach/A-guideto-tutoring/Section-2/

In drafting and developing this vignette, the project acknowledges the invaluable assistance of Dr Janine Rix,
First Year Advisor, Murdoch University, who participated in the Western Australian workshop on March 26,
2014.
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