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1. executive summary

The University of Tasmania Plan 2004-6 envisages a distinctive UTas student experience and this is a key institutional planning priority for 2005. A number of worthwhile programs have been developed to support the vision of a distinctive student experience but integrated and cohesive plans and clearer responsibility for coordinating efforts are needed.

Developing a distinctive UTas student experience will be challenging – the profile of the student body is becomingly increasingly diverse with disparate needs and expectations – but a number of unifying student experience themes have been identified:

· Placing students at the centre of the UTas learning community, fostering their engagement and sense of belonging with UTas, and celebrating their successes

· Providing multi-faceted but integrated support services and programs for students that link effectively to academic programs

· Organising student services and infrastructure in response to students needs and circumstances

· Encouraging and supporting academic and administrative staff to respond more effectively to student needs and to contribute actively to the student experience.

A number of developments to coordinate and support UTas student experience developments are outlined in this paper: 

At the University level, most importantly, the membership and terms of reference of the Services for Students Management Committee have been revised for that Committee to take responsibility for coordinating student services and experience initiatives across the University. The purpose and terms of reference for the Committee are shown in Section 11: Appendix 1.

At the level of the Academic Administration Section, the Section title will be changed to “Student & Academic Services” to emphasise its primary focus on supporting student needs - and assisting staff to better support these needs, in association with other areas such as the Flexible Education Unit. To this end Student & Academic Services is progressively being re-organised into three, linked student and staff support teams: UniEntry, the Student Centre, and Student & Staff Services. 

The Academic Registrar and Student & Academic Services, working collaboratively through the Services for Students Management Committee, will assume a leadership role in the identification of student needs, ensuring a coordinated approach to planning and service delivery activities, and working effectively with all the UTas academic and administrative areas and the student organisations that share responsibility for providing student support services. 

Whilst the primary purpose of the paper is to provide information on the new Services for Students Management Committee and on developments in Academic Administration (Student & Academic Services) some information is also included on student experience initiatives in other Sections.

The Vice-Chancellor’s Executive and the Services for Students Management Committee have provided helpful comments on draft versions of this paper, which will be widely circulated throughout the University community for information and any suggestions to improve UTas student experience and support services. All feedback received will be referred to the Services for Students Management Committee for consideration.

2. BACKGROUND

The University of Tasmania Plan 2004-6 outlines a vision of a “distinctive student experience”. Cornerstones identified for this are the development of a distinctive, recognisable and attractive UTas character and a commitment to attracting and energising students.

In 1999 the UTas Council approved a Policy Framework for Student Services requiring the provision of appropriate UTas support services for students as a central feature of a high quality teaching and learning environment – services that assist students to access and participate in our courses; that enhance their learning experiences and opportunities for success; and that encourage their career and personal development. Many noteworthy program and service initiatives have been undertaken including the development of Learning Hubs (Library), expansion of IT laboratory access (IT Resources), and the provision of enabling courses and learning development support for students (FEU). In general terms student feedback
 suggests we are doing OK – but we can do better.

While UTas has a number of policies, programs, services and initiatives in place to support this student-centred vision a more focussed, coordinated and integrated approach is needed. 

3. CURRENT student-centred INITIATIVES

The University has developed and implemented a quite impressive range of programs and services for students. These include more recently:

· The First Year Experience Project - established to coordinate and improve the development and delivery of UTas services, resources and planning across divisions and faculties in support of students’ first year experience at university. The key outcomes sought include a smoother transition to university study; improved familiarisation with university and course requirements; a greater sense of belonging to a learning community; and more enjoyable and fulfilling university experiences.

· A University-wide Student Survey was introduced in 2003, to be conducted on a bi-annual basis, to obtain regular student feedback to improve support services. A related project is developing a student website to bring together information and feedback gathered from students and, more importantly, to publicise action being taken by the University in response to student feedback and opinion.
· In collaboration with other sections Student Services has developed an integrated print and web-based information service for students responsive to the changing needs of students and staff.  It includes a range of resources designed to assist staff working directly with students; hard copy and web Fact Sheets covering issues of interest to staff and students (ranging from Resume Writing to Depression); Frequently Asked Questions that address common concerns to students are accessible from a number of web pages across the University with content driven by weekly analysis of the "popularity" of individual questions and search terms used by students. This information is cross-referenced so that a student accessing a particular FAQ will be directed to a relevant Fact Sheet or web-based resource. The FEU has also implemented similar arrangements in the Learning Development area and for WebCT/On-line learning.

· The Services for Students Advisory Committee was established in 2001 to provide a forum for information sharing and discussion about student service issues. The Committee is potentially an important vehicle to involve students in the planning for and review of support services, including service priority and delivery issues and monitoring student usage of and satisfaction with services provided. Recently the Committee agreed to a number of measures to strengthen its strategic focus on student service policies, planning and service delivery improvement issues; to expand its membership to include the heads of the major student service providing sections representatives of faculty first year coordinators; and to revise the Policy Framework for Student Services. It will also coordinate the First Year Experience project and host a conference next year “Student Service Matters 2005”.
· A one-day forum was conducted in June 2004 on “the Student Experience at UTas” and this has lead to documentation of a range of current initiatives and to other proposals to improve and promote the distinctive UTas student experience across a number of dimensions – quality of teaching and learning; course offerings; the learning environment; services and support; and the physical and the social environment (within UTas and more broadly).

· Working parties has been established to consider the issues facing off-campus students in accessing services and resources associated with their study (convened by the Director of the Flexible Education Unit) and to consider the service support needs of students during traditional holiday and shutdown periods (convened by the Librarian).  

· The FEU is working collaboratively with the International Offshore UBE, International Services and Student Services to develop induction materials to support offshore and NESB students.

While all of these initiatives have been worthwhile in themselves a more cohesive and integrated planning approach is needed to support the vision of a distinctive UTas student experience.

4. key student experience themes

The UTas student body is becoming increasingly diverse in its make up, expectations and needs. RMIT
 has attempted to map the diversity of student characteristics:

	mode/location of study
	student characteristics
	level of study/transition

	On/off campus
	Rural & isolated
	Senior secondary

	Rural campus
	ATSI
	Undergraduate

	Work integrated learning
	Students with a disability
	Apprentices and trainees

	Work and study
	Mature age
	Post graduate coursework

	Distance education/offshore
	Youth
	Practice based research

	Flexible modes/on line
	NESB/LOTE
	Higher research

	Full-time/part-time
	Women – non traditional areas
	VET/Higher education

	
	Degree of cultural change
	Commencing

	
	Religious/cultural background
	First year

	
	Low socio-economic status
	Graduate

	
	International
	Alumni

	
	Employed
	


While some aspects of this map reflect the distinctiveness of RMIT, including its dual sector role, the picture of student diversity is typical of the UTas environment.

Many UTas students are  ‘mature-age’, rely on paid work to continue their studies, have to balance family and other commitments, and are spending less time on campus. While some students have to study off-campus other students prefer to study off-campus. First-year students are often unclear about what to expect and find the transition to University difficult. Attrition rates early in courses are relatively high and many students transfer between courses and intermit their studies.  International onshore and offshore students and research higher degree students share many needs with other students, but also have special needs. So do students with disability and/or those facing other (often) multiple disadvantages. The success of equity and diversity strategies in key policies and plans (e.g. the Teaching & Learning Development and Equity Plans) will increase student diversity at UTas.

Given this growing diversity, addressing student needs will be challenging. But a number of common student experience themes have emerged from research conducted by UTas
 and other universities
 and from the recent UTas student experience forum. These include the need to:

· Place students at the centre of the UTas learning community, foster their engagement and sense of belonging with UTas, and celebrate their successes

· Provide multi-faceted but integrated support services and programs for students that link effectively to academic programs

· Organise student services and infrastructure in response to students needs and circumstances

· Support academic and administrative staff in their responses to student needs and encourage innovative contributions to the student experience.

Given the diverse background of UTas’ student body there are clear challenges in responding to these themes. The institutional response must include a coherent plan, well-defined and targeted strategies, and prioritised initiatives for enhancing the Student Experience.

A number of existing UTas initiatives and programs already underway are consistent with these themes. The critical issues are how integrated plans and programs will be developed and how the distinctive UTas student experience will be nurtured into the future.

5. engagement, sense of belonging and celebrating success

There are a number of factors that contribute to a lack of engagement, feelings of isolation and even alienation of some students from their universities – including conflicting work and lifestyle issues and mismatches between student and university expectations of courses, teaching and support services. 

“ .. a sense of identity and belongingness (of students) is important both for its own sake and for their academic development and persistence. Integrating large numbers of students into the university is not easy but it has to be done if we are to make the investment worthwhile for both the students and for society. Connecting students through meaningful social groups where learning is valued requires more than an orientation week of street festivals.”

Student lifestyles and expectations are changing and provide real challenges for the UTas Student Experience. How can a rich and vibrant campus life be developed to meet disparate student needs and circumstances? In particular, how can we improve the sense of engagement and belongingness for those students choosing or needing to study predominately off-campus?

We have already recognised and responded to some of these factors. The relative size of UTas and smaller classes means access to staff is easier (or should be) for our students than is the case at many other Australian universities. A number of initiatives foster student involvement such as the Student Ambassadors and mentor programs. UTas and the student associations are active in organising cultural events and other social and sporting activities. However, much of the student body is untouched by these current initiatives. Some student leadership programs are in place including the Golden Key Society and Ortus Star but there are other opportunities to strengthen student leadership and their engagement and involvement in UTas decision-making processes.  

6. multi-faceted support services linked to academic programs

“..integration of student services, learning/social support and mentoring programs, the inclusion of work-integrated learning and student involvement in decision-making is central to the development and maintenance of a scholarly community. Similarly, planning for the learning environment also involves issues around location (online or offshore) and IT infrastructure, building and physical space planning.”

In its Policy Framework for Student Services UTas has identified the need to provide general support programs for all students (e.g. course advisory and enrolment services); targeted support programs focussing on the needs or particular students groups (e.g. for first year students, or students with disability); and supplementary students services focussing on general well being (e.g. sport & recreation and childcare). These arrangements provide an appropriate ‘filter’ for one-to-one services for individuals, including referral arrangements to external agencies where relevant. 

RMIT has established a similar three-tier model of student services – university-wide, program or course specific, and individual/intensive - “..based on the premise that common or mass information needs can be met through web-based resources… and that students can be pre-empted by integrated support. This will ensure that there are sufficient resources .. available for the one-on-one support services for those identified as needing .. such services e.g. personal counselling.”

Again, UTas has some good examples of learning and other student support integrated with academic programs. General and course/discipline specific orientation and bridging courses have been developed including Unistart offered by the FEU and faculty/school enabling programs. The Library is developing information literacy programs. Careers Service initiatives include building student career management skills through supporting programs within courses (eg professional development units), linking employers to students (eg Career Fairs) and providing broad access to accurate career information and other services through the online programs CareerMap and CareerHub. The UTas Learning Hub developments also provide an opportunity (and need) for close alignment in planning of IT, facilities and human services relevant to student learning and support needs.

The issue for UTas is: how might these programs and initiatives be better aligned to the needs of all students? The answer, at least in part, is to develop an integrated model of student service provision, linked to teaching and learning and other needs and support arrangements.

7. student-centred services

A comprehensive survey of the entire UTas student body in 1998
 found that students accessing Student Services were largely positive about the support they received and that there were low levels of dissatisfaction. However, many students did not know about and/or use various Student Service available. (There have been similar findings in the 2003 Student Survey.) This research also showed that while the majority of students found academic staff helpful and supportive, one in four did not.

The 2004 Plan of the UTas Division of Finance & Administration identified the need “to provide more integrated, responsive and efficient administration and other support services for the University to support the emerging ‘EDGE agenda’ and related University Plans and priorities. Key challenges are to address compartmentalised structures and fragmented approaches to service delivery and to increase flexibility to deploy staff and other resources to more effectively support University objectives.” Much remains to be done in and between the Divisions and Faculties to give effect to this objective. The criticism here is not of staff or administrative sections, or of a number of initiatives underway to improve student service, but rather of the absence of overarching plans for prioritising and implementing necessary changes.

Many services and processes need to be re-designed from a student perspective. Systems and technology to support these processes and services needs to be re-oriented. Integrated information and resources needs to be provided (email and web/on line access to information) including effective student and staff portals. At the same time we should not lose sight of the importance of personal human support services – and opportunities to implement more integrated, multi-service student centres. An ongoing approach to the review and improvement of services and delivery needs to be implemented, including systematic attention to student feedback and other performance indicators. Most importantly, a student-centred approach must facilitate the UTas-student relationship from pre-enrolment to post-graduation. 

8. supporting staff in student experience initiatives

“Support for students studies is now part of the core academic enterprise and ‘everyone’s business’… New types of delivery models with regard to existing Student Services and Study Skills support therefore should be encouraged which are more collaborative, coordinated and involve sharing of expertise and resources within and between University Student Services and the Academic Schools.” 

We are increasingly recognising the need to provide support for staff in order to provide more effective student support services. Student Services has developed comprehensive web-based resources for staff to assist them to better meet the needs of students. These resources address issues such as dealing with disruptive student behaviour, running Peer Mentor Schemes and organising orientation activities. The FEU has similarly developed a number of programs and resources to support academic staff including the Teaching at the University of Tasmania (TAUT) program and the Graduate Certificate in University Learning & Teaching. At the institutional level good teaching and learning practices are recognised and rewarded through school performance funding and teaching excellence awards. Human Resources are coordinating a leadership development program for heads of school and section and are reviewing current approaches to staff induction and orientation.

Academic colleagues have also developed more informal but equally effective approaches to supporting student learning and good teaching practices including the Teaching Interest Group. Resourcing and supporting our staff is a critical element in improving student service. 

Evidence suggests that interactions with staff are integral to how students perceive the quality and relevance of their experience at RMIT. Staff need to be understood, trusted, successful, feel valued and supported.

9. student and academic services

While the Section title does not convey it the core activities of Academic Administration are primarily directed to supporting student needs across the student life cycle and supporting UTas staff in addressing these needs  – from student outreach, course information and recruitment, through enrolment to graduation, and through a range of learning and personal support services. The Section is a logical locus for coordination of the Student Experience, noting that many if not most of the initiatives need to be progressed in collaboration with other areas.

The title of Academic Administration will be changed to “Student & Academic Services” to more clearly identify the mission and core business of the Section.  The Academic Registrar and Student & Academic Services will also assume a leadership role in the identification of student service needs, coordinating related planning and service delivery activities, and in working effectively with all the UTas academic and administrative areas and the student organisations that share responsibility for providing student support services.

In particular, Student & Academic Services will:

· contribute to the development and implementation of student service and student experience projects and monitoring their outcomes

· develop a close working relationship and UTas-wide and campus sensitive student service planning frameworks with the student organisations and the directors of important student service-providing sections (including the Library, FEU, Accommodation Services, International Services and Cradle Coast Campus) 

· collaborate with the University Secretary’s Office and the University Complaints Commissioners in developing more systematic arrangements for managing student concerns and complaints at UTas (and with other colleagues to identify and extend good student service practices across UTas)

· work closely with the Associate Deans (Teaching & Learning), Faculty Teaching & Learning Committees, Heads of School and the Dean, Board of Graduate Research to align student service programs and priorities to faculty and course needs

· collaborate with the Director of Human Resources to ensure appropriate links and synergies between the “people services” for students and staff provided by Student & Academic Services and the Human Resources Section, including the possible development of an integrated (student and staff) UTas Equity Unit and exploring possible integrated approaches to the provision of counselling and careers services for students and staff.

Student & Academic Services will be re-organised into three linked teams: 

· the UniEntry team - to provide integrated support services for student outreach and course and UTas information programs, student recruitment and admissions, including close liaison with PRUE and staff in faculties and schools involved in prospective student activities

· the Student Centre team – to provide integrated support for students from the point of enrolment/re-enrolment  through course progress and graduation, including the development and maintenance of appropriate student information systems and close liaison with faculty and school staff providing student administration services

· the Student & Staff Services team – to provide integrated support services for students and staff including counselling, careers advice, and disability support and to work closely with academic and administrative staff to link student support activities to academic program requirements.

Student & Academic Services will develop plans to ensure coordinated information and support service for students in their early transition to study and life at UTas and develop more effective and coordinated services with the Dean of Graduate Research, International Services, Accommodation Services and other areas providing special student support services.

10. SERVICES FOR STUDENTS MANAGEMENT COMMITTEE

The Services for Students Management Committee (formerly Services for Students Advisory Committee) will coordinate the development and implementation of UTas plans and programs for Student Experience in consultation with students, staff and the wider UTas community. The Committee met recently as has developed a revised statement of purpose, terms of reference and membership. This is attached as Appendix 1. The Academic Registrar will chair the Committee which will provide reports and recommendations to the University community, as necessary through the Vice-Chancellor and Heads of Division, the Academic Senate and other important committees (including the Teaching & Learning Committee, Admissions Policy Committee and Equal Opportunity Committee). 

Plans and proposals for student services and student experience programs will embrace the key themes outlined in part 4 of this paper, will inform the UTas Plan 2005-7 and will be integrated within other important supporting institutional plans including the Teaching & Learning Development and Equity Plans. In addition to the elements outlined in section 9 above, specific attention will be given to:

· integration of services across sections to provide multi-service access to students

· support for student organisations and student leadership programs

· coordinated approaches to student relationship management

· effective linking of plans for the Learning Hubs and other infrastructure developments with central and faculty/school-based student services

11. APPENDIX 1 – PURPOSE & TERMS OF REFERENCE ssmc

SERVICES FOR STUDENTS MANAGEMENT COMMITTEE 
Context

The University of Tasmania is committed to developing a teaching & learning and research environment of the highest quality and to providing a distinctive student experience. A central feature of a high quality student environment will be support services that assist students to access University courses, that enhance their learning experiences and opportunities for academic success, as well as their wider experiences during their time at University, and that support their personal development and career planning. 

The responsibility for providing academic and learning support, career and personal development services, social and cultural activities, and community and wellbeing services is shared across many University academic and administrative areas and the student representative organisations. The key role of the Services for Students Management Committee is to coordinate on a University-wide basis the planning, delivery and evaluation of student services and support programs (in-person, electronic, on and off campus, or off shore) and to ensure close alignment with University strategies and plans. 
The Committee will include the presidents of the student organisations, heads of the major student service providing sections, and academic staff representatives. It will generally meet on a bi-monthly basis or more frequently as necessary and will provide reports and recommendations as relevant to key University committees such as the Academic Senate, Teaching & Learning Committee and Equal Opportunity Committee, and to Divisional Heads and Deans. The Committee will be chaired by the Academic Registrar and will be supported by the Manager, Student Services as Executive Officer.

Terms of Reference, membership and convening arrangements will be reviewed at the end of 2005.

Terms of reference

· provide a forum for regular and ongoing information sharing and joint planning for student services and collaborative service delivery approaches;

· coordinate and where relevant integrate the provision of services for students including ongoing consultation with students and other stakeholders about service needs and priorities;

· provide advice and recommendations on University policies and plans to address the needs of students including considered input into the University Plan, T&L Development Plan and Equity Plan; 

· coordinate and monitor the evaluation of services for students including actions taken to respond to student feedback;

· identify areas of need and oversee student project initiatives with implications across sections (e.g. first year on-campus initiatives) and establish project coordination, steering and implementation arrangements; 

· provide regular reports and recommendations to the University community, through the Academic Senate and other key committees, on student experience and service issues.

Membership

The Presidents of the student organisations – TUU, SA and the postgraduate association/s

Directors of the major sections providing student support services including – Student & Academic Services, Flexible Education Unit, Library, IT Resources, International Services, Cradle Coast Campus

A representative of the First Year Coordinators and of the Associate Deans (Teaching & Learning)
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