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Statistics suggest that, while university attrition rates have not fluctuated 
much under the demand driven system, successful transition to higher 
education remains a significant issue. The cost of early student departure – 
for institutions, individuals and societies across a spectrum of reputational, 
ethical, personal, economic and legal implications – is at its highest in the 
first year of university. 

Increasing success and retention is critical for the higher education sector, 
with the total cost of first-year attrition estimated at more than AUD$1 
billion per year. But this is about so much more than attrition – it’s also 
about ensuring students achieve to their full potential and have a positive 
and rewarding university experience. 

Ahead of the 2017 Student Retention and Success Summit we chat to 
Sally Kift, Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Academic) at James Cook University. 

Sally, who was awarded a Senior Fellowship by the Australian Learning and 
Teaching Council (ALTC) in 2006 to investigate the first year student 
experience, shares with us James Cook University’s (JCU) holistic curriculum 
approach that is improving student retention through personalised student 
support services and intentional curriculum design. The approach is 
framed around her Fellowship’s articulation of a “Transition Pedagogy”, a 
whole-student, whole-of-institution framework for enabling transition 
success (Kift, 2015).  

Kift, S. (2015). A decade of Transition Pedagogy: A quantum leap in conceptualising the first year 
experience. HERDSA Review of Higher Education, Vol 2, pp 51-86. https://herdsa.org.au/herdsa- 
review-higher-education-vol-2/51-86  

http://studentretention.iqpc.com.au/
https://herdsa.org.au/herdsa-review-higher-education-vol-2/51-86
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Designing 
Learning   
Catering for Inclusivity and New Ways of Learning  

Now, more so than ever before, institutions must have a clear vision for the first 
year student experience and deploy of whole-of-institution strategies in order to 
assure student learning, success and retention. 

Following the work of Nick Zepke and Linda Leach at Massey University in New 
Zealand, at JCU we’ve moved from a primary focus on students integrating into 
our institutional culture to more of an adaptation approach, whereby we adapt 
culture, processes and practices to support the diverse needs of our diverse 
student populations. 

Many of today’s students lead very complicated lives. Increasingly, they bring that 
complexity with them to the learning environment. With a focus on inclusivity, we 
need to be constantly refreshing our first year efforts and looking to exploit 
opportunities to embed academic and social engagement within curriculum. We 
know from decades of national and international research what works, key 
amongst which are nurturing a culture of student belonging and intentionally 
building early student capability through the expression of clear expectations and 
carefully sequenced academic skills’ development.     

By harnessing the organising device of holistic curriculum design at JCU, we have 
focussed on four key priorities in redesigning our approaches to first year student 
learning and retention and, ultimately, student success. 

Firstly, we looked at transitions over the whole of the student lifecycle – 
from aspiration raising, right through to enrolment, coming into the 
university and the first year experience, then transitioning through the 
degree and out to successful completion. There are various and 
obvious intervention points across the student lifecycle when conceived 
of in this way and we direct specific attention to enabling those 
transitions phases. 

1. 
 

http://studentretention.iqpc.com.au/
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Learning   
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Secondly, we looked at our whole-of-institution approaches to learning, 
teaching and student support. To get the context right for students, we 
need first to get the context right for staff. A key focus here is to move 
from a deficit model of blaming students for perceived inadequacies to 
an institutional focus on, and commitment to, inclusion and success. To 
deliver this as a mainstream priority required us to get the institutional 
settings right; for example, in terms of planning, polices and quality
data analysis. It also requires learning leadership to be deployed by all 
staff, and particularly our teachers, who must be supported, developed, 
recognised and rewarded for their effort. 

3. 
 

2. 
 

Thirdly, we worked really hard to enable academic and professional 
staff to work together and co-create supportive learning experiences 
with and for our students. I frequently say we need everyone at the 
curriculum redesign table – so teaching staff and the course 
coordinators obviously, but also the Learning Advisor, the Liaison 
Librarian, the Academic Developer, the Career Development Officer, the 
First Year Experience Coordinator, Educational Designer, the Associate 
Dean of Learning and Teaching and, most critically, the students. 

4. 
 

Fourthly, we focused on harnessing the curriculum, utilising the 
integrative framework of Transition Pedagogy. Our students come to us 
in great diversity and quite time poor. Though first year is particularly 
challenging for equity group students, all students now lead busy, 
complicated lives. All are entitled to expect learning relevance, 
engagement and support by way of intentionally designed and 
delivered curriculum. Simply put, in all their diversity, students have 
one critical thing in common; they come to us in higher education to 
learn. Their experience of the curriculum must be the success enabler.  

http://studentretention.iqpc.com.au/
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Leveraging 
Analytics  
Monitoring for a Successful Student Experience    

At JCU, we’re really harnessing the curriculum and exploring how we might 
provide intentional curriculum design with embedded contextualised support for 
all students. An aspect of that support is monitoring for student (dis)engagement 
with a view to intervening to mitigate the risk of early departure. 

We have so much corporate data – we know who our students are and, to a large 
extent, we are able to predict which students could potentially be at-risk and 
when. But instead of problematising that, we’re leveraging our excellent, existing 
business intelligence information and data and harnessing learning analytics 
through our Learning Management System (LMS), using Blackboard Analytics for 
Learn™. Blackboard Analytics for Learn™ enables us to extract and integrate 
staff, student and organisational data from the LMS to create a series of new 
reports and dashboards for academic staff, with a focus on real-time learning, 
teaching and student engagement. 

The reports that are generated proactively identify students in need of support 
and allow us to triage that information with a student’s subject coordinators to 
discuss progress issues and offer just-in-time personalised support and advice to 
students who may benefit from accessing university support services. 

The system essentially raises red flags for us indicating the need to engage with 
students to support their learning. The learning analytics themselves can also be 
used to review and improve the use of content and learning activities in the LMS. 

So it’s real time analytics at the moment and the next phase now is to move into 
the predictive analytics space where we again harness both the business 
intelligence data and the LMS learning analytics for predictive purposes in our 
efforts to further improve the student experience. 

http://studentretention.iqpc.com.au/
http://www.blackboard.com/education-analytics/blackboard-intelligence.aspx
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Student 
Success
Personalisation and Retention   

A quality student experience is everybody’s business. Students are entitled to 
expect support in the context of their discipline, and that support needs to be 
personalised, in the sense it speaks to the disciplinary context, which is the first 
thing, and also speaks to the particular student context as well. 

In working to ensure student success, we’ve redesigned a number of processes 
and courses, many of which are delivered through the award winning JCU 
Learning Centre, a ‘one-stop-shop’ for academic learning development. 
Firstly, we want to ensure students are supported from the very start; from 
aspiration raising right through to enrolment, we want to make the experience 
seamless. So we’ve integrated co-created support through all of our services and 
their delivery. 

Secondly, we’ve embedding career development learning (CDL) within the 
curriculum – which our students have highlighted as particularly important for 
them. We have a great number of wonderful exemplars at JCU and I would point 
to our Bachelor of Science Degree as one such example. The BSc has just been 
completely revised to ensure that CDL is embedded in an integrated and 
incremental way, starting from first year, building to the final year, and enabling 
transition out, just as other desirable employability and academic skills have been 
embedded in previous curriculum iterations. 

More than this though, we have long standing support programmes at JCU which 
yield spectacular results in terms of student retention. We need to remember that 
while some students will actively seek out support, the vast majority of students 
won’t find extra support that sits outside the curriculum. So we’re always seeking 
to make it easier for them to access just-in-time, just-for-me support and services. 

For example, in each of our six Colleges, we have a College Support Officer whose 
job it is to support students within the disciplinary context and almost act as an 

http://studentretention.iqpc.com.au/
https://www.jcu.edu.au/students/learning-centre
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Success
Personalisation and Retention   

interface between students and the discipline – another ‘one stop shop’ – so 
students know where to go for help without having to navigate often hard to 
penetrate processes, despite our best efforts to the contrary. Having that one 
critical point of contact has proven extraordinarily successful. 

Finally, and I suppose it might sound a little trite, but Student Mentors, a system 
we’ve had in place for over 25 years at JCU, is one of our key personalisation 
initiatives and has always provided great student experience and retention 
results. During O-Week, our students pick their own mentor and the mentor 
provides a really personalised, just-for-me, experience. 

Our mentor programme at JCU is also award winning and we provide mentors for 
different campuses, distance students, Indigenous students – for many different 
cohorts. Its personalisation and institutional embedding are probably the key 
success factors. It is by far and away our most successful retention strategy. We 
found that this programme increases the prospects of retention by as much as 
20%, which is quite astounding and a wonderful outcome for this student-led 
initiative. 

As regards our other retention programmes, PASS (Peer Assisted Study Sessions), 
personalised Student Learning Advisors, and our student-run Uni Start 
programme, all show an uplift in student retention of between 11-16%. 
We’re very proud of these results, but we’re always looking to improve so 
everything is stringently tracked, monitored and analysed – we’re not leaving 
student retention to chance. 

http://studentretention.iqpc.com.au/
http://www.blackboard.com/education-analytics/blackboard-intelligence.aspx
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The event, held in Melbourne on the 30th – 31st May, brings together over 
20 industry experts from universities across the country and provides an 
ideal networking and thought sharing environment. 

To secure your ticket to the event and for special early bird prices simply fill 
in the form and send to registration@iqpc.com.au. 
  

To hear more from Sally about how JCU is taking a holistic curriculum 
approach that is improving student retention through personalised student 
support services, join us at Student Retention and Success 2017. 
  

http://studentretention.iqpc.com.au/
https://studentretention.iqpc.com.au/fast-track-your-attendance-mc
http://studentretention.iqpc.com.au/

