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Abstract 

Academic support for first year students is critical for improving engagement, retention and completion 

rates at one of Australia’s smallest but fastest-growing universities. A model of Academic Skills Adviser 

(ASA) support developed over recent years at the University of the Sunshine Coast (USC) fosters pre- and 

first-year experiences and helps build academic confidence and self-efficacy for participating students 

during the progress of undergraduate degrees. This model, therefore, also supports second, third and 

fourth year undergraduates as well as postgraduate and higher-degree students in achieving academic 

progress. The ASA team works in collaboration with academic and administrative staff to develop and 

deliver information sessions, academic skills workshops, and ‘just-in-time’ advice for students at drop-in 

sessions and in individual and group consultations. Academic skills advice is also offered in the form of 

face-to-face, phone and virtual (email) student support for students at USC learning hubs within an hour 

of travel from the main campus at Sippy Downs. The team is proactively increasing the level of support 

provided on-campus and to university learning hubs in response to increasing student numbers. The ASA 

team advances the student experience by enhancing student access through provision of timely, 

coordinated and in-demand learning support services. 

Discussion 

Course-based face-to-face workshops 

“Academic Learning and Language staff have a greater insight than most into various program 

expectations and the academic demands of assessment” (Johnston, 2011, p. A-146). At USC, 

Academic Skills Advisers (ASAs) develop and deliver workshops in collaboration with academic 

staff through discipline-specific activities designed to deliver high quality teaching, learning and 

graduate outcomes. Providing students with relevant resources and support is an effective retention 

strategy (Nelson, Quinn, Marrington & Clarke, 2011). Workshops are designed to develop 

academic skills through a focus on specific assessment tasks or new learning situations. Students’ 

needs for these skills development workshops are often identified by the coordinator of a course or 

through individual student consultations. Through consultation with lecturers, ASAs propose 

course-specific, skills-development workshops and create student-centred resources and activities; 

for example, a focus might be on improving students’ written expression. Resources provided 

through ASA portal sites (e.g. Grammar Gurus) directly support workshops. However, most often, 

one-off ‘just-in-time’ workshops (e.g. How to write a literature review) are collaboratively 

developed with academic staff to enhance learning. Students have remarked on the usefulness of 

resources such as the ‘Sanity Table’, a resource developed through collaboration, which helps 

organisation of research and identification of data trends. At other times, workshops are delivered 

into the lecture or tutorial in partnership with the library. ASAs, in collaboration with academic 

staff from faculties, respond to the academic needs of new cohorts of students through weekly 

group workshops targeting specific writing needs. Workshops particularly assist students with 

developing the graduate attributes of communication and information literacy. This mode of 
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student-centred learning support anticipates and addresses the learning needs of students, 

integrating academic language and study skills into course lectures, tutorials and assessment.  

Face-to-face workshops 

The ASA team contributes to recruitment and retention of students by collaboratively (with 

academic and other staff) developing courses and associated resources; these are available to the 

entire university community through portal sites and through face-to-face workshops. These 

workshops focus on fostering academic skills, including writing essays and reports and developing 

effective reading and note-taking strategies. This type of learning experience recognises that 

students need to be explicitly taught the skills required for assessment tasks. In any one semester, 

up to forty Skills for Success Workshops are offered, most occurring prior to or early in the 

teaching schedule. While these provide advice and academic skills development on, for example, 

reading and thinking critically, they also build confidence and create connections with fellow 

workshop attendees and staff as the following testimonial indicates. 

‘Was great to meet some people in my course and to feel comfortable on campus. Thank you. It was an 

excellent 5 days.’ (Student 2012) 

Creating a supportive environment to foster increased interactions among staff and students 

promotes student engagement (Krause & Coates, 2008; Johnston, 2011). Academic Writing and 

Study Skills (AWSS) and Proofreading for Tertiary Purposes (PTP) modules, offered pre-semester, 

not only prepare students for the expectations of university life but, importantly, also build 

confidence, community and a sense of belonging. In evaluations of the pre-semester modules 

(2012-2015), students perceived improvement in critical reading, developing an argument, and the 

use of referencing in academic writing. There was also a statistically significant difference between 

Likert Scale ratings, prior and subsequent to these courses, for each question item, indicating these 

courses impacted positively on learning. Anecdotally, students report that without the AWSS 

modules, they would not have done so well, nor even continued with study. This is supported, to 

some extent, by the following typical student evaluation comments of the course: 

‘…incredibly useful course; thank you; I now feel far more prepared to start my studies’ (Student 

2012) 

‘…fantastic course; benefitted greatly; well presented; great information; feel confident and 

comfortable starting ‘uni’ journey.’ (Student 2012) 
 

Starting early – ‘Headstart Support’ 

Access to specific in-time guidance into university study helps student recruitment, engagement and 

retention (Johnston, 2011). At USC, the Headstart program links these desirable objectives; ASAs 

help prepare these students (secondary level students enrolled into courses) for academic study. 

Generic workshops on academic writing and skills orientate Headstart students to the expectations 

and requirements of study at university and to the support networks available when on and off 

campus. 

Individual and group appointments 

Arndell, Bridgeman, Goldsworthy, Taylor and Tzioumis (2012) recognise that students enter 

university from a variety of backgrounds with differing levels of academic skills and readiness for 

tertiary study. Individual consultations are particularly effective for developing students’ academic 

skills; one-on-one consultations address the specific learning needs of individuals, promoting access 

to learning and encouraging retention. Collaborative development, with students, of ‘independent 

education plans’ outlining goals, methods and potential outcomes can have positive effects on 

confidence, ability and self-efficacy over time. While individual appointments are limited in 

number to six per semester, high-needs students have the opportunity to develop ongoing 
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supportive relationships with ASAs through these appointments and other contact services. This 

includes peer collaboration and support through the award-winning Peer Adviser Program, which 

can impact positively on student success. Through individual consultations, the specific learning 

needs of international students, students with learning disabilities and all other participating 

students have been supported and effectively addressed. Communication skills are a highly 

desirable graduate attribute (Nulty & Muller, 2008) for both domestic and international students. 

The ASA team also facilitates a weekly discussion group for students from non-English speaking 

backgrounds. This service focuses on small-group speaking and listening skills, enabling students to 

gain confidence in communication skills for effective learning in tutorials. Discussion sessions, 

where domestic students join the group provide an authentic communication incident and a ‘chat 

mate’.  

Drop-in sessions 

Drop-in sessions (drop-ins), delivered in partnership with librarians and faculty staff, provide ‘just-

in-time’ and ‘one-stop’ academic support for students. The concept of faculty drop-ins is a 

combined ASA and library initiative nationally recognised by the Commonwealth Office for 

Learning and Teaching for “...designing and driving a sustained assessment support model built on 

collaborative partnerships: paving the way for student growth in skills, independence and peer-to-

peer learning.” Through these services, students have the opportunity to engage with faculty staff 

about course content, with librarians about information literacy and with ASAs about writing and 

study skills. The drop-ins also provide opportunities for staff and students to engage with peers and 

grow university support networks. Student attendance levels at these drop-ins indicate the 

interpersonal and academic benefits of attendance at drop-in sessions in teaching weeks. 

During semester, drop-in sessions are available at least five times per week in either the library or 

faculties. Library drop-ins were developed from stated student need to receive more ‘just-in-time 

advice’ and this service has been expanded and become more frequent. Through library drop-ins, 

students, ASAs and librarians can work collaboratively to enhance student engagement, learning 

and retention. 

By listening to student statements, the ASA team identified the need to provide mathematics and 

statistics advice. The team responded by providing consultations and introducing maths and 

statistics ASAs. They run drop-ins and consultations, produce online materials, design workshops, 

as well as generating links with faculty staff to identify, prioritise and respond to needs specific to 

maths and statistics. 

Online Skills Assist and resources 

Supporting students to become self-directed and independent learners enhances success at 

university (Arndell et al., 2012). The Academic Skills section of the USC Portal, available to all 

enrolled students, includes information on aspects of writing and study such as: quoting, 

paraphrasing and summarising; essays, reports and literature reviews; strategies for reading and 

passing exams; grammar rules and tips; and self-paced skills development. Many of these materials 

have been developed, in collaboration with academic staff, for isolated students who may not have 

access to face-to-face support and for those students who prefer to learn independently. ‘Reflective 

Writing’ and ‘Assignment Writing’ handouts were developed in direct response to student need and 

in partnership with the faculties. In further developing ‘referencing guides’, ASAs have sought 

advice from students, library and academic staff. The results have been guides and handouts that are 

relevant and used independently by students. ‘Grammar Guru Tip-sheets’, which are posted weekly 

during semester, offer students the chance to ‘get your grip on grammar’. ‘Online Skills Assist’ was 

developed to provide emailed assignment feedback for students at USC learning hubs: thus 
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providing isolated students with opportunities to access support and advice. Students can also book 

phone consultations, which minimises the effects of isolation and connects the ASA team with 

students who require assistance, wherever they are located. Feedback provided in these ways assists 

vulnerable students; at point-of-need, it enables them to know what they are doing well and where 

improvement is needed (Taras, 2002).  

Collaborative contribution to recruitment and retention of target cohorts 

Supporting the engagement of future and current students in learning will assist recruitment to, and 

retention at, university (Nelson et al., 2011). While the faculty and generic workshops, group and 

individual consultations form the core of ASA’s workload, the team delivers recruitment and 

retention activities in tandem with other teams within USC: 

 University Skills in the Community is a five-week series of two-hour workshops for adults 

considering tertiary education – 18% of enrolments in these courses have then enrolled at USC 

 Academic skills workshops, for high school cohorts, raise aspirations among and promote 

recruitment of secondary students  

 Professional training and development workshops, provided through collaboration with the 

Coordinator of the Indigenous Tertiary Aspirations Service (ITAS), assist support staff working on 

recruitment and retention of indigenous students  

As USC continues to experience rapid natural growth, and in line with higher education targets 

promoting access and successful completion, particularly for low SES students, the ASA team has 

increased its services accordingly. For example, ‘online skills assist’ was introduced in direct 

response to student and staff needs. 

ASA snapshot 

From 2011, the ASA team has delivered more than 10,000 individual occasions of service in 

workshops, appointments and drop-in sessions each year. The following quotes are some of the 

examples of feedback provided by student participants. 

“The skills learnt were much needed.” 

“Without your support and help, academically and mentally it would be harder for me to keep 

studying.”  

“Found your input most helpful and a learning experience.” 

“Great! I had a light bulb moment.” 

“I’m so grateful having your help which is really appreciated by students like me. English is difficult 

language and sometimes a barrier to express our thoughts. However, having a friendly helper … 

makes our journey at university less difficult.” 

Conclusion 

The ASA team contributes to student recruitment, access, support, engagement and retention at 

USC. As the university grows rapidly, enhanced interventions directed towards achieving these 

goals for increasing student numbers are collaboratively planned and implemented. A sustainable 

and coordinated team response, to course and resource development, group and individual 

interventions, is continually being developed for increased student demand. The ASA team has 

strategically grown and diversified its service in response to identified demand and institutional 

growth. Enhancing university student learning experiences through academic skills services 

depends on a coordinated, team-orientated approach that highlights the importance of collaboration 

with all stakeholders. 
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