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Abstract 
The Commencing Student Success Project (CSSP) was initiated in July 2020 to 
address on-going issues relating to the experiences of commencing students. 
The quality of the transition experience into higher education studies is asso-
ciated with student retention and attrition. The project aimed to develop and 
enact a set of principles focused on the teaching academic: student relationship, 
that would positively enhance the student experience, and improve student re-
tention in their first year of study. This article examines academics’ perceptions 
of the benefits of involvement in the CSSP project, and identifies challenges 
they experienced relating to changes in their role as a Unit Coordinator (UC) 
of a commencing unit. A number of strategies on how to efficaciously train and 
support academics who may be involved in such a project are proposed. 
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1. Introduction 

Many regional Australian universities are challenged by high attrition rates, par-
ticularly in the first year of study (Naylor, Chi, & Arkoudis, 2018; Seidel & Kutieleh, 
2017). An examination of first-year units in the School of Education (SoE) at the 
University of New England, a regional university in Australia, between 2016 to 
2020 identified early withdrawal in first-year units ranged between 5.2% to 41.1%. 
‘Early withdrawal’ is defined as students that withdraw from a unit before the 
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official census date—this entitles them to withdraw without incurring any finan-
cial penalty. Units of study can be offered across all three trimesters, and higher 
attrition levels in T3 are most likely due to the festive season holidays and January 
typically taken as annual leave. A high proportion of first-year students in the SoE 
exhibit demographic factors that are considered to place them at a high risk of 
attrition (Naylor et al., 2018; Stone & O’Shea, 2013), with approximately 94% of 
students studying online with an average age at commencement of 32+ years. This 
demographic situation implies that many students had concurrent family and 
work commitments competing with their higher education study engagement, re-
sulting in the decision to study part-time.  

Previous attempts to address first-year attrition at UNE had led to two key con-
clusions by the university’s management team. The first conclusion was that many 
of the demographic factors associated with a high risk of attrition e.g. mature age, 
studying by distance and part-time, work and family commitments, and indige-
neity, were demonstrated by a high proportion of the student cohort, indicated 
that using these as a basis for targeted intervention was not appropriate (Che-
rastidtham & Norton, 2018). The university team recognised that it was beyond 
the capacity of the institution to directly address these factors successfully, because 
many of them related to social conditions such as Socio-Economic Status, health 
concerns or geographical location, beyond the reach of the University and the SoE.  

The second conclusion recognised that despite the university already investing 
substantial funds and personnel for many years into its student support processes 
outside the course units, and therefore outside the interface where teaching and 
learning took place (Kift, 2015), limited success in reducing early attrition statis-
tics had been achieved. In an attempt to address early attrition in first-year units, 
the CSSP commenced in June 2020. Consequently, the focus of the CSSP was to 
develop a signature pedagogical approach that could be used in first-year units to 
foster enhanced engagement between teaching staff and students, and to create a 
high level of support for students within their course units as they transitioned 
into higher education study. This article reports on the initial training of Unit 
Coordinators (UCs) involved in the CSSP, their involvement in the development 
of the signature pedagogy and the benefits and challenges they described in rela-
tion to their role as an academic in coordinating first year units. 

2. Background 

Kift (2015) argued that “it is now 10 years since the term transition pedagogy (TP) 
entered the first-year lexicon” and that “enormous gains have been made in how 
we theorise and impact our students’ experiences of their determinative first year 
in higher education” (p. 51). Kift (2015: p. 51) defines a ‘Transition Pedagogy’ by 
three distinctive features: “i) a foundational and intentional curriculum; ii) a 
whole-of-institution and whole of-student approach that emphasizes support and 
a sense of belonging; and iii) collaborative relationships between academic and 
professional staff in cross-institutional partnerships”. 
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However, while it may be the case that enormous gains have been made to pos-
itively impact students’ first-year experiences, despite attempts to address the is-
sue, commencing student attrition has been relatively stable in many institutions 
over the past decade, and shows a trend of increasing attrition rates especially in 
recent COVID times (Kift, 2015; Naylor et al., 2018). The lack of impact on attri-
tion levels is evidenced at UNE in more recent statistics. 

At UNE, students who withdraw from a unit prior to the university census date, 
typically at the end of week 5 of a trimester, do not appear in university statistics. 
Those who withdraw from a unit after the census date, but before the end of the 
unit, are awarded a grade of ‘W—Withdrawn’ or ‘WN—Withdrawn Fail’. The 
percentage of early withdrawal from all units delivered by the SoE for the period 
from 2016 to 2020 ranged from 14.73% to 21.99%. These statistics do not include 
withdrawals prior to the census date and are for all year levels and would there-
fore, be expected to be higher for first-year units (Baik et al., 2015; Cherastidtham 
& Norton, 2018; Harvey et al., 2016). As such, early student withdrawal from com-
mencing units is a substantial problem.  

Stone and Springer (2019) support the view that more students are opting to 
study off campus, made even more common due to responses to the COVID pan-
demic. The support students require should be provided within the delivery of 
their academic units. They argue that there is a “crucial role of the online teacher 
or tutor in enhancing online student engagement” (p. 152) and that “teacher-pres-
ence, combined with engaging, inclusive and interactive design, content and de-
livery” (p. 146) is described by students as being a key to supporting their engage-
ment. Farr-Wharton, et al. (2017) also demonstrated first and second year stu-
dents’ levels of engagement and course satisfaction were fully mediated by the re-
lationship between the lecturer and student, when demographic and socio-eco-
nomic factors were controlled. 

The initial transition period into university has been identified as a time of high 
challenge and often associated with students’ decisions to attrit (Grebennikov & 
Shah, 2012; Naylor et al., 2018), particularly for non-traditional students (Whan-
nell & Whannell, 2013). This period of challenge together with the view of in-unit 
support and the importance of the academic: student relationship, contrasts 
somewhat with the institutional approach taken over many years in an attempt to 
reduce attrition. The institution maintains a separate organisational unit, Learn-
ing and Teaching Transformation (LaTT), which is a resource rich team of pro-
fessional staff supported by a number of academic specialists. Following enrol-
ment, students are supported through an online, and for those living locally, on-
campus orientation process, delivered by LaTT to the point where they commence 
their study in up to four units. The support is there for students to access through-
out the year if needed. In 2020, all new students at the institution were automati-
cally enrolled in a new online orientation unit delivered by the LaTT team. The 
unit includes content that is applicable to all students at the institution with a fo-
cus on student support options outside the academic units, university and UNE 
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essentials, IT and technology, and a comprehensive introduction to UNE’s learn-
ing management system, Moodle. Following completion of the orientation pro-
cess that is expected to. Last no longer than one week prior to beginning formal 
study, students enter their academic units delivered by academic staff in the Fac-
ulties who tend to have very limited, if any, prior engagement with either the stu-
dents in their units or the LaTT personnel involved in the students’ orientation 
process. This lack of engagement between academic staff and students often con-
tinues well into the transition of commencement units, resulting in an ongoing 
disconnection of support during this important transitional time. 

2.1. The Commencing Student Success Project (CSSP) 

The CSSP was conceived to address the continuing high attrition rate by focusing 
on the interface between students and the academic teaching and learning envi-
ronment. An Ethics research number was received to protect the identity of the 
Unit Coordinators, for the data collection and dissemination of findings. The par-
adigm of thought underpinning the CSSP was that student retention, attrition and 
outcomes were not the result of external, objective, student-relevant forces over 
which academics had no control e.g. financial issues, family challenges, but could 
be directly influenced by the development of high-quality teaching academic-stu-
dent relationships, and pedagogy-related actions of academics that supported stu-
dent success. A two-stage process was used to develop the signature pedagogy for 
the CSSP. Seven academics who were the coordinators of commencing units in 
education volunteered to be involved in the project during the initial development 
of the signature pedagogy and its trialing. The project commenced with these staff 
engaging with a number of online resources followed by an asynchronous Zoom 
training session delivered by the project leaders. Following the training period, 
the academics collaboratively developed the signature pedagogy comprising cen-
tral concepts and evidence-based practices, that would be implemented across 
first-year units commencing with a pilot in T3, 2020, and full implementation in 
T1, 2021. The key principles of the signature pedagogy will be reported elsewhere. 

2.2. Intervention Training 

The half day intervention training was intended to provide the CSSP participants 
with a common theoretical understanding, allowing them a common basis for in-
terpreting their experiences and a common language for communication. Addi-
tionally, the project provided a collegial safe space for UCs to work with each other 
and share ideas. The focus of the CSSP was on enhancing engagement between 
academics and students, and to substantially increase the visibility and ‘presence’ 
of academics in their units. 

Identity theory (Stryker & Burke, 2000; Whannell & Whannell, 2015) was pre-
sented as a means of understanding the student experience in transitioning into 
university, but also as a way for academics to understand their own transition ex-
perience arising from their involvement in the project. The theory provided a 
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scaffold for academics to understand the basis for their actions and involvement 
as an academic and Unit Coordinator, and how this may help or hinder the build-
ing of an effective relationship with their students. The identity model used has 
previously been used to model identity development in transitions within a higher 
education context (Bolton, 2016; Fraser, Beswick, Penson, Seen, & Whannell, 
2019; Whannell & Whannell, 2015) and is shown in Figure 1 below. 
 

 

Figure 1. Model of the relationship between identity, role, and emo-
tions (Fraser et al., 2019: p. 71). 

 

It was expected that involvement in the project might give rise to challenges for 
academic staff, as they generally already have a well-developed sense of academic 
identity and role developed over many years: initially as a student, and then as an 
academic and educator (Stryker & Burke, 2000). One characteristic that was con-
sidered relevant to the CSSP was that identity and associated role change are often 
associated with varying degrees of angst and emotion. Burke (2006) argues that 
“insofar as an identity cannot change the situation… it adapts slowly, gaining con-
trol where it can, and adapting where it must” (p. 93). It was expected that any 
changes in identity and role in respect of the nature of how academics worked to 
directly support students and develop relationships with them, would perhaps in-
troduce identity challenges. Stryker and Burke (2000) argue that the emotions in-
volved in the process of identity change are “due in part to the relationship be-
tween perceived self-meanings in the situation and the self-definitional meanings 
in the situation and the self-definitional meanings held in the identity standard” 
(p. 288). Cast and Welch (2015) propose that the emotions involved in identity 
change also act to promote identity change. Thus, one focus for the project, par-
ticularly in relation to preparing for the roll-out of the CSSP university-wide, was 
to understand what changes in identity and role were experienced by academics, 
the extent of the emotions generated as a result, and how these experiences might 
be appropriately managed during the training and implementation of the signa-
ture pedagogy involved. 
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The next two foci of the training were to provide participants with an idea for 
them to self-reflect and potentially understand how their attitudes and beliefs in 
their role as a UC may be understood when communicating with students. A sec-
ond focus of the training addressed Attribution theory (Kelley & Michaela, 1980). 
This focused on how student success or failure was interpreted by UCs, and how 
the causes of and control over these events were attributed. The focus was to pro-
mote the association of student success with Unit Coordinators’ personal efforts 
and the nature of the educational experience students created within their units. 
This was also considered to be a potential source of challenge to academics, as 
adopting this view of causality attribution meant that the outcomes achieved 
within a unit were attributable to the teaching staff, particularly the Unit Coordi-
nator, and not to factors external to the institution. Ultimately, the UC became 
the focus to explain the levels of success their students experienced in their units. 

The third focus for training was the use of Transactional Distance theory 
(Moore, 1993) as a means of understanding the appropriateness of what level ac-
ademics presented and pitched their unit information, to how effectively students 
were able to grasp and access this information. The signature pedagogy developed 
was examined through a lens of how the pedagogy and related actions of academ-
ics, influenced the transactional distance between student understanding and ac-
ademic presumption of their ability. 

The three theories of student learning were key in providing guidance for UCs 
to reflect on their current academic identity and professional actions as UCs, and 
how they currently developed relationships with their students. Shifts towards 
more student-centered pedagogies in UC thoughts and actions were captured in 
surveys where they reflected upon their current units and actions and identified 
differences in the ways they could respond to student queries, present more scaf-
folded instructions for students to follow, and bring a more facilitative rather than 
gatekeeping approach when dealing with students. 

3. Research Methodology 

The research questions that guided the CSSP project were: 
 How did involvement in the CSSP influence first-year unit coordinators’ per-

ceptions of their academic identity and associated role? 
 What identity and role challenges arose for academics involved in the CSSP, 

and how might these challenges be appropriately managed to ensure project 
success? 

Participants 

The seven academic participants in the CSSP were chosen for the following rea-
sons. They were unit coordinators of first trimester units, and as commencing 
units, these units had large student numbers e.g. 300+. Although these units in-
cluded enrolments from students in later years of study, they are primarily in-
tended for first year students. Two academics had been teaching at the university 
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for more than 10 years, four had been at the university for no more than 5 years, 
and one was new to the university. Finally, they agreed and were willing to be a 
part of the research. In early July 2020 and prior to the intervention training, all 
participants completed an initial survey using Qualtrics. Items relevant to the re-
search questions addressed here were: 
 Who do you consider is primarily responsible for responding to a request for 

assistance from a commencing student? Why? (Q6) 
 Based on your experience as a UC, in your opinion what could UCs do to im-

prove the experience of commencing students that would positively impact 
upon retention? (Q7) 

 What opportunities and barriers do you see for this research project to have 
an impact on changing the experience of commencing students in the School 
of Education at UNE? (Q8) 

In February 2021, five of UCs involved in the CSSP from its inception, were 
provided with a survey delivered using Qualtrics. The items in the survey in-
cluded: 
 How has involvement in the CSSP influenced your understanding of your role 

as a coordinator of a first-year unit in the School of Education? (Q1) 
 Involvement in a project such as the CSSP can create some challenge/s for ac-

ademics as they change their understanding of how they will perform their 
role. What challenges, if any, has involvement in the CSSP created for you as 
an academic? 

 What aspects, if any, of your involvement in the CSSP has prompted an emo-
tional response? Please explain why you think this has occurred. 

The responses to the survey items were downloaded and a thematic analysis 
(Braun & Clarke, 2012) completed. Each of the participants’ responses to the sur-
vey prompts were uploaded into NVivo, where the text was coded to identify com-
mon topics and/or ideas. The codes were then examined for commonality and 
grouped into themes that have been used to summarise and report participant 
experiences. 

4. Findings and Discussion 

Initial survey—July 2020 
Seven participants described a team approach to the support services that 

should be available within first-year units, with one identifying the UC and one 
identifying the support services provided by the university. However, five of the 
seven participants explicitly referred to the UC as having the primary responsibil-
ity for support. 

Depends... if it’s about my unit then me!! (UC01) 
In the first instance it is the unit coordinator (UC03) 
If the student is in my unit I need to make sure they understand the expectations 

and the Moodle environment. So primarily myself... (UC02) 
If a student is enrolled in my unit, then I think I, as unit coordinator, have the 
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key responsibility to support this student, especially with academic requests 
(UC05) 

UC’s because it is their unit that they have typically written and are personally 
and professionally invested in (UC04) 

Participants offered a range of potential support options to enhance student 
retention. Six described aspects relating to enhancing the support available to stu-
dents within the units or school-based academics. One key aspect appeared to be 
the need for academics to know their students better. 

I like the idea of having students placed into a group with an academic who sees 
them through their degree—like a ‘care’ group. Something the students participate 
in throughout their degree—an opportunity to develop strong relationships with 
a cohort of students and an academic (UC01) 

Ensure there are support mechanisms built into the unit. Perhaps we need to 
gather better data on students prior to the teaching of each unit, as we do for stu-
dents in schools (UC04) 

Knowledge about the cohort, where they are from and be patience (sic) to their 
questions. Avoid pre-conceptions and assumptions about students—they should 
have known or learned this in school (UC03) 

Encouraging contact, providing resources and guidelines for study, effective, 
directive and realistic feedback on assignments. Be there all the time, in their face 
– like a pesky Mum, wipe faces and check all is ok (UC02) 

Exchange with colleagues strategies/ideas that work and try them in their units. 
Sharing is essential but trying is even more important (UC5) 

These comments indicate that UCs reported a sense of responsibility for the 
support of their students within units, but still identified a need within first-year 
units for additional unit-based support to be provided and for academics to know 
their students. 

When asked about the opportunities and challenges that were perceived in re-
lation to academics’ involvement in the CSSP, four described aspects relating to 
aspects relating to academic identity and role and how this would reduce the ca-
pacity to be involved in the project. 

I think if the project really wants to see change then it will only be the limita-
tions of peoples’ willingness to engage with that that will impact the work. We are 
only limited by ourselves!! (UC01) 

Opportunities—Staff who want to learn and improve their learning will benefit 
from the findings. resistance to changes (UC05) 

Buy in from academics to change their approach from being what works for 
me, to being what works for my students. It is not just a shift in attitudes. We need 
to know we will have the resources and technical support to enact changes. In 
many ways, academics will be “commencing students” themselves either in peda-
gogical shifts, attitude change or in building the technological skills to enact those 
changes (UC04) 

Rigid UC mindsets—laziness and ‘can’t be bothered’ attitude to change; fear 
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that others may judge them (UC02) 
The initial data collection indicated that UCs felt a sense of responsibility for 

supporting their commencing students and reported a need for additional data in 
relation to their learning needs to facilitate that support. Identity and role chal-
lenges were described at the commencement of the project. 

Final survey—February 2021 
Of the initial seven respondents to the first survey, five also responded to the 

final survey just prior to the commencement of teaching in Trimester 1, 2021. In 
response to the question asking UCs about their understanding of their role as a 
coordinator of first-year units, all respondents identified positive outcomes in 
terms of the learning and opportunity to collaborate with colleagues. No negative 
responses were made in relation to this survey item. All respondents identified 
specific strategies about how they would change their pedagogy to support the 
learning needs of first year students, particularly from the collaborative opportu-
nities that were available. 

I understand and need to accommodate students that bring variety of learning 
and life experiences in my unit—my scaffolds need to be supportive and accessible 
to accommodate all degrees of learning my students present with (UC02) 

It has made me more aware of the need for consistency and evidence-based 
delivery of unit resources (UC01) 

Involvement in the project has allowed me to consider and implement effica-
cious approaches for unit design in the online environment (UC05) 

I must say I benefited from hearing everyone’s else descriptions of the chal-
lenges they faced with first year students, and this opened my eyes to potential 
issues that I haven’t experienced yet. Another benefit from my involvement in this 
project is that it offered me access to what others are doing in their units as well 
as their rationales for and experiences with implementing those practices. This 
has saved me a lot of time that I didn’t have to move my teaching to the next level 
(UC04) 

I learn more about the needs of first year students and how other colleagues 
addressed those needs. Listening to other UCs experience in their work and chal-
lenges is also a good way to understand my role. They helped me reflect on my 
work and role as a UC (UC03) 

Four participants made reference to the first-year Unit Coordinator role. 
My role as a UC is to facilitate learning so students can experience success and 

enjoy a positive learning experience (UC02) 
I guess my perception of my role hasn’t essentially changed (UC05) 
I also like the theory-based materials provided by the project leaders. They gave 

me a framework to make sense of my role and how to improve my units (UC01) 
Participation in the CSSP project, including the intervention training, pro-

moted enhancement of the UCs role as a coordinator of first year units (UC04) 
The final two items allowed the respondents to describe the challenges involve-

ment in the CSSP had presented and what emotional responses occurred as a 
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consequence of involvement. While three respondents identified a lack of time as 
an issue, there were a number of comments indicating that the identity of the ac-
ademics involved was involved as the source of the challenge that was being per-
ceived, even though the respondent may not have identified this as such. 

Getting my head around being a facilitator rather than a gatekeeper (UC03) 
Has the processed changed me? Only time will tell. Proof is in the pudding—

the eating rather than the baking (UC02) 
The final decision of the 14 elements was undertaken by a core group and 

though we had the opportunity for feedback, many felt that the elements there 
they were not keen on, were still included despite that feedback (UC05)  

workload considerations impact how much you can/will want to engage with 
students… I think once evidence has been collected to support the success of this 
initiative, then perhaps this fear can be alleviated and trust in the project can be 
established (UC01) 

These comments give rise to a number of precautionary considerations that 
managers of a project such as the CSSP should consider to ensure successful en-
gagement by academic staff. Of particular interest, considering the participants 
are highly educated individuals whose training and work life involves research 
and evidence-based decision making, was the reference to decisions being made 
that were not appropriately collegial, and the need for evidence to back up the 
efficacy of such a project. 

The emotional consequences of the perception of non-collaborative decision 
making were described by two participants. 

Honestly—I don’t like being told how to do stuff from people who have no ex-
perience—and are usually self-promoting BS artists—I don’t value that type of 
advice—it makes me angry! (UC02) 

Probably that there were elements that were dictated rather than negotiated and 
the impact of the amount of time it took to get the unit into the CSSP format. This 
cut into research time and took longer than many might have expected. It caused 
some stress (UC04) 

One participant identified a negative emotional response based upon what was 
considered the rather parlous state of their unit and its, perhaps, lack of suitability 
for first-year students. This comment, though, identifies how important the op-
portunity for supported engagement in a collaborative improvement program is 
for staff delivering first-year units. 

I’m a tad horrified at the amount of additional work required to bring up my 
unit to meet the 15 BE. It makes me think of how ‘unscaffolded’ my unit was, and 
the expectation I had for students to simply work things out themselves and ac-
curately understand what my expectations of them are (UC01). 

The challenges faced by academics working collaboratively have been described 
in the academic literature. A study by Bush et al. (2008) that investigated the ex-
perience of discipline education specialists employed within science faculties at 
the University of California reported that 95% of the specialists were considering 
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leaving the institution due to their education efforts not being valued or under-
stood. Freeth and Caniglia (2020) argue that interdisciplinary collaboration has 
become a mainstream practice, but “interdisciplinary research teams encounter 
numerous challenges for which they may find themselves under-prepared”. They 
challenge the often-held assumption that academics know how to collaborate 
when entering such a team and argue that the challenges involved need to be taken 
seriously. Bryant, Hiewolny, Clark, and Watson (2014: p. 83) argue that these 
challenges also exist in teaching contexts, where “collaborative teaching experi-
ences are emerging as teaching innovation and [while] potentially beneficial to 
students, they are institutionally challenging and often incongruent to the domi-
nant culture of the research university”.  

The participants in the CSSP described a range of benefits from involvement in 
the project, particularly in relation to their pedagogical approaches to supporting 
first-year students. However, identity challenges were identified for the partici-
pants. The identity model (Whannell & Whannell, 2015) describes the negative 
outcomes that may arise for such a project, should these identity challenges not 
be managed appropriately, despite the benefits to participants, school and institu-
tion. In situations where challenges to one’s academic identity and professional 
role occur, the short-term negative emotional responses experienced may reduce 
the overall emotional commitment to the project. Should this challenge continue 
or be exacerbated by additional different identity/role challenges, their continued 
genuine participation will be challenged. 

Limitations 

The study does present a number of limitations. Firstly, the low number of partic-
ipants may not accurately predict how academic staff manage their identity and 
role transitions as outlined in the literature. Every tertiary institution creates its 
own unique culture, hence to generalize the impact of academic roles and identity, 
the findings may not be easily transferrable to other tertiary institutions without 
further validation. Institutional change that is advocated in this article will vary 
between institutions and will be invariably complex and unique to that institution. 
As this study focusses on only one institution, the reliability and validity of the 
findings may not be as strong as desired. 

5. Conclusion 

The primary conclusion presented in this article is that the leaders of a collabora-
tive project involving academic staff, such as the CSSP, must have in place strate-
gies to manage identity/role challenges from the commencement of the project. 
They also need to educate staff in this area so they can recognise the source of 
potentially negative emotions and attitudes as, perhaps, being from the challenge 
to existing identity and role structures, rather than from the project and its re-
quirements. A final proposal is that any project that involves academics involved 
in unit delivery and non-academic support staff outside the unit will have even 
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greater identity/role challenges. 
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