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Sowing the seed: NCSEHE-supported 
research on improving student outcomes in 
online learning 
The National Centre for Student Equity in Higher Education (NCSEHE) connects research, 
policy and practice to improve higher education participation and success for people from 
marginalised and disadvantaged backgrounds. The Centre works to build a robust evidence 
base to inform policy design and implementation, as well as institutional best practice. It 
produces and disseminates research and recommendations to all stakeholders — from 
policymakers and practitioners, to current students, prospective students and the general 
public.  

Funded under the Australian Government Department of Education, Skills and Employment 
(DESE) Higher Education Participation and Partnerships Program (HEPPP), the NCSEHE 
operates competitive research grant programs to build upon the research expertise in higher 
education student equity issues that exists across Australia. The Centre also hosts an Equity 
Fellows Program, supporting Fellows to undertake strategic, high-impact projects targeted at 
improving higher education access, participation and success for students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds. 

In 2016, the NCSEHE supported three Equity Fellowships with funding from the Australian 
Government Department of Education and Training (DET), now the DESE. Research for one 
of these Fellowships was conducted by Dr Cathy Stone at the University of Newcastle, 
Australia to inform the development of national guidelines to improve student outcomes in 
online learning. This is a growing modality with a critical place in widening access and 
participation in education for a diverse range of students, many of whom are from 
backgrounds which have been historically underrepresented at university.  

This report documents and demonstrates the "snowball effect" and progressive impact over 
time of this NCSEHE-funded Equity Fellowship project to the present. 

In the three years since the study was completed, there has been significant movement to 
address the growing equity issues in online higher education. Here we map the 
developments that have occurred around improving online student outcomes, since the 
findings from the original project were published in its final report, Opportunity Through 
Online Learning; Improving student access, participation and success in higher education 
(2017a) which included the associated National Guidelines for Improving Student Outcomes 
in Online Learning (2017b), published separately as well.  

These evidence-based considerations of equity and student engagement and success in 
online learning have been steadily informing tertiary educational practice in Australia and 
New Zealand since 2017. Three years on, the impact of this project is now being more 
broadly realised. As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, traditional face-to-face modes of 
education have been severely restricted and educational institutions across the world have 
rapidly shifted to online delivery. With so many more students now experiencing the equity 
issues associated with online education, educators worldwide are looking for approaches to 
improve student outcomes in online learning. 

  

https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/publications/opportunity-online-learning-improving-student-access-participation-success-higher-education/
https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/publications/opportunity-online-learning-improving-student-access-participation-success-higher-education/
https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/publications/opportunity-online-learning-improving-student-access-participation-success-higher-education/
https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/publications/opportunity-online-learning-improving-student-access-participation-success-higher-education/
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Opportunity Through Online Learning: 
Improving student access, participation and 
success in higher education 
As the final report from this research (Stone, 2017a) points out, online learning has become 
a well-recognised and growing part of the broader landscape of higher education. In 2019, 
almost 25 per cent of commencing students in Australian higher education were enrolled in a 
fully external, online mode, compared with 13.5 per cent in 2015 (DESE, 2019). 2020 has 
seen online delivery applied universally across Australian higher education institutions, in the 
wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. Students from low socioeconomic status (SES) 
backgrounds, students with disability, regional and remote students, Indigenous students, 
and students who are first in their families to enter university, are represented particularly 
strongly in online undergraduate programs (e.g., Open Universities Australia, 2015; DESE, 
2016). However, both retention and completion rates for online students are considerably 
lower than amongst those enrolled as on-campus students (Greenland and Moore, 2014; 
Stone et al., 2016; DESE, 2017). As a result, concerns about student retention and 
academic achievement within online studies have been emerging across the global higher 
education sector.  

In 2016, a NCSEHE study was conducted to address these concerns. The research was 
funded by the DET (now the DESE), through the 2016 Equity Fellows program run by the 
NCSEHE. The A$215,000, 12-month project was conducted by Dr Cathy Stone of the 
University of Newcastle, Australia. 

As part of the Fellowship, interviews were conducted with 151 members of academic, 
professional and management staff drawn from 16 higher education institutions (15 in 
Australia and the Open University UK). The interviews investigated the practices and 
strategies being used within the online higher education context, including planning, 
teaching, support and education delivery, and the extent to which these practices are 
effectively supporting students to stay and succeed.  

From analysis of the interview data and other related published research, seven key findings 
emerged and are detailed in the final report Opportunity Through Online Learning; Improving 
student access, participation and success in higher education (Stone, 2017a), published in 
March 2017. These key findings are reproduced in full below. 

Key findings 
1. A strategic whole-of-institution approach is required; one that recognises online 

education as ‘core business’. This approach needs to include an institution-wide: 

a. understanding of the nature and diversity of the online student cohort 

b. institutional funding and resourcing 

c. the development and implementation of quality standards for online teaching, 
learning design and student support, including engagement and retention 
strategies, which undergo continuous quality improvement. 

2. Early intervention with students to connect, prepare and engage is essential; 
particularly in terms of providing realistic expectations and encouraging and 
facilitating academic preparation. 

3. ‘Teacher-presence’ plays a vital role in building a sense of belonging to the learning 
community and in improving student retention; however the time-consuming nature of 

https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/CathyStone_EQUITY-FELLOWSHIP-FINAL-REPORT-1.pdf
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developing and maintaining a strong sense of ‘teacher-presence’ is not always 
recognised in existing workload models. 

4. Content, curriculum and delivery need to be designed specifically for online learning, 
through: 

a. designing for online 

b. being engaging, interactive and supportive 

c. strengthening interaction amongst students.  

5. Regular and structured contact between the institution and the student is important in 
providing connection and direction along the student journey. This includes 
proactively reaching out to students at particular points along their journey, and is 
best achieved through the development of an institutional framework of interventions. 

6. Learning analytics play an important role in informing appropriate and effective 
student interventions, including through predictive modelling and personalising the 
learning experience. 

7. Collaboration across the institution is required to integrate and embed support; 
delivering it to students at point of need. When academic and professional staff cross 
traditional boundaries to work more closely together, a more holistic student 
experience can be delivered, including embedding support within curriculum. 

These seven findings informed the development of a set of 10 National Guidelines for 
Improving Student Outcomes in Online Learning (Stone, 2017b), to provide sector 
leadership on evidence-based ways to improve the success and retention of students in 
online education. 

These Guidelines provide advice and recommendations to institutions, outlining practical 
means by which to provide online students with a more engaging and supportive learning 
experience. The Guidelines are reproduced in full in Appendix 1. 

Through advising institutions on ways to improve outcomes for online students, the National 
Guidelines have the potential to make a significant impact in and beyond the Australian 
context by increasing opportunities for diverse cohorts of students to participate in education 
and achieve their learning goals at any stage of life.  

Prior research into online learning 
Stone’s Fellowship identified and addressed key research gaps around student outcomes in 
online learning. The state of knowledge in 2016 is detailed in the final report and 
summarised here for the purposes of setting the scene. 

At the time (2016), online delivery was a relatively recent mode of teaching and learning in 
higher education, and one that had been changing rapidly with the advent of new 
technologies. There had been much debate and discussion about its merits and its 
challenges, particularly over the previous 10–15 years.  

There was much enthusiasm for what could be achieved through online delivery of 
education, particularly from the perspective of widening access for underrepresented groups, 
but similarly there was widespread concern over the higher attrition and lower completion 
rates for online students compared with those studying face-to-face. There was a developing 
understanding that this may be attributed not only to the challenges inherent in the mode of 
delivery but also to the more diverse nature of the online student cohort.  

The prior research literature at the time was grouped by Stone into five broad thematic areas 
(see Stone, 2017a; for individual sources referenced therein). 

https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/CathyStone_NATIONAL-GUIDELINES-1.pdf
https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/CathyStone_NATIONAL-GUIDELINES-1.pdf
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Widening access  
Much of the argument in favour of online learning centred on its capacity to improve access 
to higher education, providing students with the opportunity to balance study with other 
demands and responsibilities. There was evidence that online learning was playing an 
important role in creating e-learning opportunities for those who may not otherwise be able 
to access further education.  

This type of delivery was seen as transcending geographical, physical, visual and temporal 
barriers to accessing education, removing common deterrents such as having to relocate or 
incurring significant travel costs, particularly for those from families and communities where 
university education is not the norm. It was being recognised that distance learning was also 
allowing adult learners with employment, family and/or other responsibilities to gain a 
qualification or update knowledge and skills through allowing a more flexible schedule.  

As is still the case, in 2016 students with disability were facing particular challenges in higher 
education, with online study being, for many, a necessary or preferred way to access higher 
education. Online education was also recognised as serving an important role in enabling 
regional and remote students to access higher education while remaining in their 
communities.  

Barriers to ongoing participation 
Conversely, online study was recognised as having its own particular challenges in terms of 
student engagement, persistence and success.  

For example, of the domestic undergraduate students in Australia who enrolled in 2005, only 
46.6 per cent who had enrolled as fully online had completed their degree programs by 
2014, compared with a completion rate for face-to-face students in the same time period of 
76.6 per cent. The completion rate for multi-modal (blended) study, where students 
undertake a mix of face-to-face and online classes, was considerably higher than for the fully 
online students, at 70.6 per cent. Further, first-year attrition for online students was more 
than 20 per cent compared with less than seven per cent for the face-to-face students 
(DESE, 2017).  

Much of the literature at that time indicated that the two-fold challenges of understanding e-
learning technology, along with a sense of isolation, were key issues for online students. 
Insufficient interaction with faculty, difficulties with technology (particularly accessing the 
various media content contained within Learning Management System interfaces), and with 
the coursework itself ranked highly as barriers to persisting with online study. 

However, evidence was also emerging that student satisfaction with online learning could be 
improved through better and stronger connections with tutors and other students as well as 
assistance with technology, including through the use of appropriate online learning tools. 

Relationship-building through ‘teacher-presence’ and 
interactive learning 
Research literature about online teaching has consistently emphasised the role of "teacher-
presence" in building relationships between students and teachers, and between students 
and other students. In order to create a strong sense of teacher-presence and hence reduce 
feelings of isolation for online students, the skilled use of technology needs to be combined 
with sound pedagogical principles. 

Inclusive learning design and content that is relevant and engaging, combined with the 
creative use of digital technology, were being emphasised as important in helping to create 
this sense of ‘presence’ to engage students and to encourage meaningful and learning-
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directed communication with and between students online. There had been multiple 
examples in the literature of innovative ways of achieving this, such as synchronous and 
asynchronous interactions, through discussion boards, blogs, chat rooms, wikis and social 
media; creative use of video, audio-clips and vignettes; assessment tasks that are paced, 
scaffolded and provide prompt, constructive feedback; both individual and small group work, 
well facilitated; and matching technology to the task. In short, by 2016 there was a 
consensus that students should be provided with opportunities to interact in different ways in 
an online environment with their teachers and peers. 

Institutional responsibility 
Researchers were also increasingly emphasising the need for universities to develop clear 
institutional strategies for online education to ensure that academics were suitably equipped 
to teach online; that appropriate digital resources were available and understood; and that 
students and staff were adequately supported in this new and often unfamiliar environment. 

In short there was an identified need, to truly examine and recognise the nature of the online 
learning cohort, so that program design, teaching and student support services could be 
better matched to this cohort. 

Institutional measures to engage online students via support mechanisms, such as online 
orientation, outreach phone calls, email and text messages, as well as the provision of online 
and/or telephone academic advising and personal support, were emerging at this time and 
being recognised as contributing to student persistence and retention 

Use of data and the role of learning analytics 
The importance of data about learners and their learning was becoming better understood 
as means to help universities tackle high online attrition rates. Universities were increasingly 
making use of student data from learning management systems and platforms to target 
interventions, personalise learning and improve outcomes for online students. 

Strong arguments in favour of universities making greater strategic use of education 
analytics were being increasingly articulated. 

Clearly, research into online learning was a vibrant and growing force in higher education in 
this period, with much enthusiasm for its potential to widen access and participation for 
underrepresented groups, but there remained gaps in knowledge and understanding of ways 
in which retention and progression could be improved. Interviewing those working at the 
‘coal face’ of online learning, enabled Stone’s Fellowship to provide insights into the 
practices and strategies being used successfully within the online higher education context. 
Findings from this study informed practical recommendations for institutions on ways to 
improve the quality of online education. The recommendations relate to the planning, design 
and delivery of online learning itself, as well as the development of support and success 
strategies for online learners, thereby encouraging and assisting more online students to 
stay and succeed with their studies.  

Response to National Guidelines for Improving Outcomes in 
Online Learning 
Since 2017, the final report from this Equity Fellowship research, Opportunity Through 
Online Learning, has had approximately 60 citations in scholarly publications (Google 
Scholar, 10 August 2020) and over 10,000 downloads from the NCSEHE website. The 
National Guidelines for Improving Outcomes in Online Learning have had over 14,000 
downloads, with another 800 hard copies being distributed at multiple workshops and 
presentations promoting and disseminating the findings and Guidelines. Interest in the 
Guidelines has intensified in 2020 with the rapid change from face-to-face higher education 
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delivery to online, due to sudden COVID-19 restrictions imposed in the first semester of the 
Australian academic year. Further invitations for Stone to discuss and present the guidelines 
through channels such as webinars and blogs continue to arise. 

Figure 1 summarises the developments in online education that can be directly linked to the 
publication of Opportunity Through Online Learning and the National Guidelines for 
Improving Outcomes in Online Learning. While it may not be possible to establish clear 
causal relationships between these publications and subsequent developments in online 
education, it is clear that a number of important developments across the higher education 
sector in both Australia and New Zealand have been influenced and informed by this work. 
These developments are mapped across the domains of research, policy and practice, and 
are described in more detail in the following sections.
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Figure 1: Developments in research, policy and practice concerning online learning in higher education since the release of Opportunity Through Online Learning 
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Research impacts — expanding the 
knowledge and evidence base to inform 
practice 
Stone has produced a range of publications directly related to her Equity Fellowship. These 
range in focus from how the National Guidelines were developed (Stone, 2018), to 
opportunities and challenges in online learning (Stone, 2019), connectivity and teacher 
presence to engage and retain students (Stone and Springer, 2019), women with caring 
responsibilities studying online (Stone and O’Shea, 2019a) and recommendations for older 
and First-in-Family students studying online (Stone and O’Shea, 2019b). These publications 
have received at least 56 citations in other scholarly research publications (Google Scholar, 
10 August 2020). Stone has continued researching various aspects of online education, 
resulting in publication of related research findings during 2019/20 (outlined later in this 
report). Chapters in two books are also pending, one relating to online postgraduate 
education (Fawns, Aitken and Jones, in press) and another relating to student retention and 
success in online education (Shah, Kift and Thomas, in press).  

Raising awareness 
Expanding the evidence base to inform practice improvements in tertiary online education 
relies significantly on raising awareness of the important role that online education can play, 
its implications for student retention and success, and how this is an equity issue for remote 
and many non-traditional students. Disseminating the National Guidelines and their 
underpinning research throughout the tertiary sector has been a starting point for further 
examination of online learning practices and outcomes. 

Since 2016 Stone has presented at over 40 seminars, workshops and conference 
presentations, nationally and internationally, to report on the research and disseminate the 
findings, Guidelines and final report from the original NCSEHE-funded research. Audiences 
have included DET, the New Zealand Tertiary Education Commission, the Australian 
Disability Clearinghouse on Education and Training (ADCET), the Society for the Promotion 
of Rural Education in Australia (SPERA), the Australian Tertiary Education Managers 
(ATEM) conference, and the Council of Academic Public Health Institutions Australasia 
(CAPHIA) Teaching and Learning Forum. 

Stone has also been invited to present the findings and Guidelines directly to online 
education staff at educational institutions across Australia, New Zealand and the UK1. 

Raising awareness of improving equity and outcomes in online learning has become a much 
more "mainstream" issue since the COVID-19 pandemic forced the temporary cessation of 
face-to-face learning in schools and universities around the world. This has been exemplified 
most recently by Times Higher Education running a special feature on how digital teaching 
and learning is best delivered, which featured Stone’s insights on more inclusive 
communication strategies within an international line-up of experts. A video feature has also 
been included in a new section on Digital First, in THE Campus.  

                                                
1 Institutions have included the University of New South Wales; Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane; 
University of Southern Queensland; Southern Cross University; University of New England; RMIT University and 
RMITOnline, Melbourne; Curtin University, Perth; Murdoch University, Perth; University of Technology, Sydney; 
Flinders University and University of South Australia, Adelaide; University of Newcastle; University of Tasmania; 
Endeavour College, Sydney; Geraldton Universities Centre, WA; Open Universities Australia; Open Colleges, 
Sydney; Australian National University and Australian Catholic University, Canberra; Massey University and 
Victoria University, New Zealand; and the Open University, UK. 

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/features/practical-guide-digital-teaching-and-learning
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/campus
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Better understanding of the online student experience 
In 2017, Stone was invited to join an advisory group advising the Australian Council for 
Educational Research (ACER) on reviewing the DET’s Learner Engagement Scale. This is 
administered as part of the Student Experience Survey — an annual sample survey of first 
and final year undergraduate students. This review focused on appropriately representing 
the online student experience on the Learner Engagement Scale as previous Student 
Experience Surveys did not accurately reflect online learners’ educational experience, 
containing few questions relevant to the online environment. 

As a result of this review, questions have been modified within the Student Experience 
Survey to better capture the online student experience. All Australian universities use this 
survey, with both the survey and the data collected made widely available through the 
government-endorsed Quality Indicators for Learning and Teaching (QILT). This provides 
robust, nationally-consistent performance data for Australian higher education, forming the 
basis to drive quality improvement. 

Research and practice improvements in online initial 
teacher education 
As a direct result of the NCSEHE-funded research findings and the related National 
Guidelines, Stone was invited in 2018 to join a research team at the University of Tasmania 
as an external expert on online student engagement and experiences. This team was 
conducting research into online Initial Teacher Education (ITE) with the aim of developing a 
set of principles for online teaching specifically for that educational cohort.  

This research tracked the experiences of ITE students studying online, in order to 
understand what influenced their engagement with their studies. From this, a number of 
important findings about online student engagement were revealed and have subsequently 
been published in a series of papers (Downing et al., 2019; Dyment et al., 2020; Muir et al., 
2019; Stone et al., 2019).  

These findings, along with those from previous research in which leaders in online Initial 
Teacher Education around Australia were interviewed, helped to inform the development of 
the Principles and Checklist for Good Practice in Online Initial Teacher Education. Many of 
the principles in this document are reflective of the 10 National Guidelines for Improving 
Student Outcomes in Online Learning, in particular: 1 (know students), 3 (manage 
expectations and build skills), 4 (teacher presence), 5 (design for online) and 6 (engagement 
and support). Good Practice in Online Initial Teacher Education has since been downloaded 
from the NCSEHE website 803 times (August 2020). 

Expanding research and policy in regional online  
university education 
The relatively new Country Universities Centre (CUC) network (operating under the DESE 
Regional University Centres program) assists regional students across New South Wales 
studying remotely at a range of universities, providing comprehensive support, including 
Learning Skills Advisors, and dedicated study facilities. Their cohort consists of students 
belonging to one or more recognised equity groups, with all being regional or remote, over 
50 per cent First-in-Family, nine per cent Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander heritage, 54 per 
cent low SES, and a large proportion of mature-aged and part-time students.  

CUC Education Director Monica Davis has noted: 

We found the Guidelines to be one of the most important and accessible sources 
of information on supporting students who were studying online. The information 
was practical, and our team quickly recognised issues that we had seen our 

https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Good-Practice-in-Online-Teacher-Education-Online.pd_.pdf
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students encountering, paired with practical solutions around how we could 
support and advocate for our students. We issue the Guidelines as 
recommended reading to each of our new team members. 

In late 2019, Stone was invited to take up a consulting role with the CUC. Her three-year 
involvement is guiding their design and implementation of the Learning Skills Advisors 
program for online regional and remote students at six regional centres around NSW. In the 
first three months of its operation, 95 per cent of students who used the program stated they 
were more likely to continue with their studies as a result of the help they had from the CUC. 

Contributing to further research 
In early 2020, Stone was invited to join a research team at the University of Southern 
Queensland, as an external expert in online student engagement, conducting new research 
(underway at the time of writing this report) into identifying online engagement fatigue and its 
consequences, specifically for regional, rural and remote online learners and those from low 
SES backgrounds.  

The National Guidelines have also been cited in other subsequent research as being 
instrumental in improving practice, such as improving the experience for Indigenous learners 
online (Reedy, 2018), as well as informing an international scoping study on student attrition 
in online higher education (Xavier and Meneses, 2020). 
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Practice outcomes — real life changes 
Developments in the practice of online education 
There is growing evidence that the Equity Fellowship’s findings and Guidelines are being 
used to inform developments in the practice of online education at a number of tertiary 
education institutions both within Australia and internationally.  

One international example is Massey University, New Zealand — the leading online 
education provider within the New Zealand university system, with more than 50 per cent of 
its students learning online. Stone was commissioned to conduct two separate reviews in 
2019 and 2020 respectively, on issues impacting on student retention and success for non-
traditional and distance students (who are also predominantly non-traditional students). The 
reports from the two reviews have been shared widely both within the university as well as 
with the New Zealand Tertiary Education Commission (TEC), New Zealand’s tertiary and 
higher education funding body. These reports have led to an improved understanding across 
Massey University itself and within the TEC, of Massey’s diverse student population and the 
implications for online learning delivery, retention and success. Recommendations in the 
reports, along with the findings and guidelines from Stone’s NCSEHE research, have helped 
to inform the rescoping of Massey’s online delivery mode, contextualising a process to map 
the student journey and engagement with the university from "end to end", and developing 
specific expectations for its online cohort.  

As a result of these review reports and practice recommendations, the New Zealand TEC 
consulted further with Stone on the NCSEHE research findings, including the National 
Guidelines and their applicability to the New Zealand tertiary education setting. Stone was 
subsequently invited to present at a webinar for New Zealand tertiary education institutions 
more widely, covering best practices, support and retention strategies for engaging tertiary 
learners in an online environment. The National Guidelines are now being used by the TEC 
to develop a framework for improving online delivery in New Zealand.  

There is evidence of further international use of the Findings and Guidelines, for example in 
a report by the University of London on the development of progression and retention 
strategies for its International distance education programs. 

Within Australia, there is evidence that a number of educational institutions are using the 
Findings and Guidelines to inform their approaches to online education, tailoring them to 
their specific circumstances. For example: 

• Open Colleges Australia, a large private provider of online VET education, appointed 
Stone to its Education and Training Advisory Board (ETAB) in 2017 to contribute her 
expertise in understanding the online student experience. This has included giving 
presentations to staff about the practical application of the Guidelines within the 
Open Colleges setting. These have helped to inform ongoing quality improvements to 
practice over the past three years. 

• The Findings and Guidelines have been referenced in Deakin University’s approach 
to implementing "start anytime" self-paced online study for students (St Jorre et al., 
2018), and in developing an online orientation resource for online postgraduate 
students (Elliot and Frost, 2018). The Guidelines also inform the university’s Inclusive 
Education Principles and are referenced in its Inclusive Education website. They 
appear in a compulsory unit in the university’s Graduate Certificate in Higher 
Education Learning and Teaching. 

• The Asia Pacific International College, a small non-university higher education 
provider, drew directly on the Guidelines for designing online delivery in a whole-of-
institution transition from being a provider with a very small online student cohort and 

https://london.ac.uk/sites/default/files/schedules/SupportingProgressionAndCompletion_Final.pdf
https://protect-au.mimecast.com/s/01y_C3QN3AfRmV8RHqObeO?domain=blogs.deakin.edu.au
https://protect-au.mimecast.com/s/01y_C3QN3AfRmV8RHqObeO?domain=blogs.deakin.edu.au
https://protect-au.mimecast.com/s/WgVXC2xMX0TEkAxEfnfG9N?domain=blogs.deakin.edu.au/
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a low level of digital maturity to being a capable digitally-enabled institution able to 
develop and launch scalable and high-quality online postgraduate courses  
(Cram, 2018). 

• The Guidelines have been used to support and validate the University of Newcastle’s 
existing work in its Open Foundation Online, an online pathway program into the 
university for people who do not have the qualifications required for direct entry into 
an undergraduate degree program. They are also being used to develop guidance on 
high-quality teaching for the Faculty of Science and to inform the redevelopment of 
its Bachelor of Science degree. 

• The University of Tasmania, with more than 50 per cent of their student cohort 
studying online, references Stone’s work and several of the Guidelines (particularly 1, 
4 and 9) in its development of a Community of Practice for Online Teaching and 
Learning, and in implementing institutional changes to address student attrition within 
online programs (Canty et al., 2020). More broadly, the Guidelines are informing the 
university’s "retention taskforce", established in 2020. 

• Curtin University, within its School of Education, has shared the Guidelines with all 
academic staff, using them to inform staff professional learning. The Guidelines are 
also being used in planning processes aimed at achieving stronger alignment 
between pedagogies and the Learning Management System interface. 

• The University of Wollongong has used the Guidelines to develop a new professional 
development program for educators, Teaching in Online Modes, embedding an 
equity lens in the program design by focusing explicitly on Guidelines 1, 4, 5, 6 and 7 
(See Appendix 1).  

Developments in the practice of online student support 
The Equity Fellowship’s Findings and Guidelines, combined with Stone’s ongoing 
consultancy work in student success and online education, has led to invitations for Stone to 
conduct a number of reviews of university practices supporting the online student cohort. 

• The University of Tasmania commissioned Stone in 2018 to conduct an external 
review of its counselling services, with a focus on the online cohort (more than 50 per 
cent of their student population). As a result, the University has increased its 
counselling staffing levels and is developing a stepped-care approach to be 
implement by the end of 2020.  

• RMITOnline similarly commissioned Stone to consult directly with its newly formed 
Student Success Team on the implementation of support services for online 
students. This helped guide RMITOnline’s development of Personal Learning Profiles 
to gauge the motivation, resilience and experience of new students in online 
environments. This information was then used to better personalise support channels 
and resources for students. It also led to the creation of an email and phone 
communications journey for each student, to improve their awareness of important 
dates and resources for their study, and build a sense of belonging to RMITOnline. 
 
Specific actions developed by RMITOnline and informed by the Guidelines, include: 

o a pilot program linking students back to their tutors for academic support and 
feedback literacy, ensuring that the Student Success Team and teachers are 
working together to support academic success 

o broader promotion of the Student Success Team’s availability and 
accessibility online 
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o use of data by the Student Success Team to bring students into targeted 
academic skills workshops. 

• The University of Newcastle invited Stone to chair the review panel for its external 
review into the University’s Pathway and Enabling Programs. The delivery of these 
programs online has been steadily growing, with Stone’s Fellowship and subsequent 
research in this area seen as an important source of knowledge and expertise for the 
panel.   

COVID-19 pivot to online learning 
The exponential increase in online education delivery since March 2020, as a result of 
COVID-19 restrictions, has led directly to a heightened focus on the quality and 
effectiveness of what was, for many institutions, a "new" approach to mainstream education 
for which they were underprepared. 

Educators scrambled for resources and guidance to make online education "work" very 
quickly for their entire student cohorts, and the National Guidelines were a starting point for 
many. 

Even before the pandemic had reached Australian shores, the ABC highlighted best practice 
methods for online education in February 2020, featuring Stone and the National Guidelines 
for a radio interview on Life Matters. The interview was met with widespread engagement 
and discussion.  

With the majority of students worldwide now finding themselves in a position of 
"disadvantage", research, resources and support originally targeting equity students have 
rapidly became universally applicable.  

The Guidelines have circulated progressively more widely in the two years since their 
release, with a significant demand for them in March 2020, as shown in Figure 2. 

 

Figure 2: Downloads of Opportunity Through Online Learning (2017a) and 
 the National Guidelines (2017b) 
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https://www.abc.net.au/radionational/programs/lifematters/should-we-be-doing-more-to-improve-online-learning-in-higher-ed/12007038
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The NCSEHE has published a diverse collection of open access research, resources, 
articles and case studies applicable to COVID-19-impacted teaching and learning (which 
also featured the National Guidelines). COVID-19 — Resources for the higher education 
sector was accessed over 2,000 times from April to July 2020. 

The heightened focus on online education delivery and the National Guidelines led to many 
of the webinars, presentations and workshops referenced in ‘Raising Awareness’ earlier. 
Examples include: 

• Three essentials in the move online, ADCET and NCSEHE, April 2020, which had 
359 attendees, and 782 subsequent views of the webinar recording and 669 views of 
slides after the event 

• Engaging and supporting online students, New Zealand Tertiary Education 
Commission, July 2020, which had 230 attendees and 60 subsequent views of the 
webinar recording after the event. 

• Anecdotal examples across social media platforms of the Guidelines and its 
underpinning research being widely shared and referenced exist from 2017, but 
these increased significantly as educational institutions across Australia shifted to 
predominantly online modes of teaching in 2020, for example in blogs and on Twitter, 
as shown in Figure 3. 

 

  

 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/practice/covid-19/
https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/event/adcet-ncsehe-webinar-three-essentials-in-moving-online/
https://www.tec.govt.nz/teo/working-with-teos/resources-and-support-for-online-delivery/learning-webinars-to-assist-tertiary-teaching-online-in-nz/
https://blog.highereducationwhisperer.com/2020/05/building-rapport-with-your-students-in.html
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Figure 3: Twitter posts, February – June 2020 
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Examples of the Guidelines having direct practical application informing rapid improvements 
to online delivery in the era of COVID-19 education are widely available: 

• The Australian Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA) features 
the Guidelines and related resources such as Stone’s webinars in their collection of 
web content for online learning in their Online Learning Good Practice Toolkit. 

• The New Zealand Tertiary Education Commission similarly features the same 
material in their collection of web content for online learning, as well as in their 
webinar series to assist tertiary teaching online in New Zealand. 

• The University of Wollongong has used the Guidelines to help them deliver their 
outreach program online — traditionally a face to face program but now delivered 
online due to COVID-19.  

• At the University of Technology (UTS), Sydney, the Guidelines have influenced and 
supported the U@Uni Academy (UTS secondary student pathway program) in its 
pivot to online and remote delivery in 2020. This has included: appropriate support 
being given to diverse cohorts in order for them to succeed in the online environment; 
development of collaboration between students and between academic and 
professional staff; ensuring peer interaction amongst students; providing a balance of 
asynchronous and synchronous online activities to ensure support, equity and 
accessibility; focusing on a strong teacher-presence to build a sense of belonging in 
the online community and improve retention; providing strategic, regular 
communication via discussion boards and peer communication; and developing 
strengths-based and student-centric online experiences to appreciate/value the 
range of knowledges and experiences that equity students bring to the online space.  

• The Australian National University College of Engineering and Computer Science 
has used the Guidelines to sensitise ANU engineering and computing tutors to the 
complexity of online education. Many of these tutors were facing having to teach 
online for the first time with little preparation, due to the pivot to online during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The Guidelines were used to introduce them to, and prepare 
them for, some of the key issues in online teaching. 

• The development of online modules offered by university libraries, (e.g. University of 
Southern Queensland, 
https://twitter.com/debi_howarth/status/1276009400600195075). 

• Development of tailored online outreach and widening participation programs (e.g., 
University of Wollongong, 
https://twitter.com/NCSEHE/status/1270556291061002240). 

• Informing development of online course material for a Bachelor of Food and Nutrition 
(La Trobe University, 
https://twitter.com/EmmaStirling/status/1239755878238056448). 

Having the Guidelines already available as a key resource at the onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic has been invaluable to many, as described by Dr Mel Henry, the Senior Advisor 
for Diversity and Equity at Curtin University: 

Without the Guidelines, I believe the conversation around student equity during 
COVID-19 lockdowns and pivots to online education would have been severely 
limited and potentially ill-informed. I dread to think where we might have ended 
up without this important research and associated practical guidance, 
underpinned by purposeful consideration of student equity, at the ready during a 
time of rapid shifts to online-only higher education! 

https://www.teqsa.gov.au/online-learning-good-practice
https://www.tec.govt.nz/teo/working-with-teos/resources-and-support-for-online-delivery/australian-webinars-and-training-videos/
https://www.tec.govt.nz/teo/working-with-teos/resources-and-support-for-online-delivery/learning-webinars-to-assist-tertiary-teaching-online-in-nz/
https://twitter.com/debi_howarth/status/1276009400600195075
https://twitter.com/NCSEHE/status/1270556291061002240
https://twitter.com/EmmaStirling/status/1239755878238056448
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A sentiment shared by many other educators in the COVID-19 era can be summed up by 
Jane Skalicky, the Director for Student Success at the University of Tasmania: 

While COVID-19 enforced the need for increased online delivery [of counselling 
services], the Guidelines and recommendations were already encouraging this 
approach, especially for our distance students. We were at least working in line 
with this, so COVID-19 has been a catalyst, rather than a game changer. 

With online learning becoming the new reality for many educational institutions globally for 
the foreseeable future, the impact of the Guidelines and the research underpinning them is 
only likely to grow.  
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Conclusion 
The NCSEHE-funded research that led to Opportunity Through Online Learning (2017) and 
the National Guidelines (2017) came about through acknowledgement that online learning is 
a growing modality with a critical place in widening access and participation in education for 
a diverse range of students. With the online cohort traditionally containing high numbers of 
mature-age, part-time and female students, as well as others from backgrounds historically 
underrepresented in higher education, retention and completion rates for online students 
have generally been lower than for those within the on-campus cohort. This latter cohort 
tends to contain higher numbers of younger, school-leaver students and those from 
backgrounds where university is more likely to be the norm. It is imperative that online 
education is delivered effectively and appropriately, meeting the needs of the cohort 
wherever possible, so that those studying online have every opportunity to succeed. 

Expanding the evidence base to inform practice improvements in tertiary online education 
relies significantly on raising awareness of ways in which online education delivery and 
support for online students, can help more of these students to persist and succeed with 
their studies. Disseminating the National Guidelines and their underpinning research 
throughout the tertiary sector has been a starting point for further research and positive 
developments in online learning practices and outcomes. 

The Findings and Guidelines have provided a framework that has been referenced by, and 
informed, many subsequent online education initiatives: from gaining a better understanding 
the nature of the online cohort, to more appropriately representing and capturing the online 
student experience nationally, and to informing developments in the practice of online 
education and online student support at a number of tertiary education institutions across 
Australia and New Zealand. There is also evidence that the research findings are being 
referenced internationally. 

With the emergence of COVID-19 as a global pandemic, educational institutions rapidly 
pivoted to online forms of learning. The exponential increase in online education delivery 
since March 2020 has led to a heightened focus on the quality and effectiveness of online 
learning, which was, for many institutions, a "new" approach to education in which they had 
little experience. 

The majority of tertiary students have found themselves in a very different position, studying 
remotely instead of on-campus, with all the complications—as well as advantages—that this 
entails. As a result, the research, resources and support originally targeting the minority 
studying online (including the high numbers of equity students within this cohort) have now 
become much more widely applicable.  

The Guidelines and the research underpinning them have already begun to make a 
significant impact in, and beyond, the Australian remote learning context. With online 
learning becoming the global mainstream reality for most tertiary educational institutions into 
the foreseeable future, it is likely that this impact will continue to grow. The findings and 
Guidelines have the potential to increasingly inform institutions on ways to improve 
opportunities for the diverse cohorts of online students to achieve their learning goals, under 
these new and very different circumstances.  

  



 

Drok, K. (2020)  19 

 

References 
Canty, A. J., Chase, J., Hingston, M., Greenwood, M., Mainsbridge, C. P. & Skalicky, J. 

(2020). Addressing student attrition within higher education online programs through a 
collaborative community of practice. Journal of Applied Learning & Teaching Vol.3 
Special Issue No.1 pp140–152. 

Cram, A. (2018). Designing online delivery through educational design research. In M. 
Campbell, J. Willems, C. Adachi, D. Blake, I. Doherty, S. Krishnan, S. Macfarlane, L. 
Ngo, M. O’Donnell, S. Palmer, L. Riddell, I. Story, H. Suri & J. Tai (Eds.), Open 
oceans: Learning without borders. Proceedings ASCILITE 2018 Geelong (pp. 335–
339). 

DESE. (2016). Domestic OUA student by equity group 2011–2015. Internal report.  

DESE. (2017). Completion Rates of Higher Education Students – Cohort Analysis, 2005-
2014. Retrieved from https://docs.education.gov.au/documents/completion-rates-
higher-education-students-cohort-analysis-2005-2014.  

DESE. (2019). Higher Education Statistics: Student Data. Retrieved from 
https://www.education.gov.au/student-data 

Downing, J. J., Dyment, J. E. & Stone, C. (2019). Online initial teacher education in 
Australia: Affordances for pedagogy, practice and outcomes. Australian Journal of 
Teacher Education, 44(5). 

Downing, J. J., Stone, C., Milthorpe, N., Muir, T., Freeman, E. & Hopwood, B. (2019). Good 
Practice in Online Teacher Education, University of Tasmania. 

Dyment, J.J., Stone, C. & Milthorpe, N. (2020). Beyond busy work: rethinking the 
measurement of online student engagement. Higher Education Research & 
Development, 1–14. 

Elliott, J. & Frost, B. (2018). Preparing to succeed: an online orientation resource designed 
for postgraduate study success. In M. Campbell, J. Willems, C. Adachi, D. Blake, I. 
Doherty, S. Krishnan, S. Macfarlane, L. Ngo, M. O’Donnell, S. Palmer, L. Riddell, I. 
Story, H. Suri & J. Tai (Eds.), Open oceans: Learning without borders. Proceedings 
ASCILITE 2018 Geelong (pp. 351–355). 

Greenland, S. J., & Moore, C. (2014). Patterns of student enrolment and attrition in 
Australian open access online education: A preliminary case study. Open Praxis, 6(1), 
45–54.  

Jorre de St Jorre, T., Oliver, B. & Chamberlain, J. (2018). Digital disruption meets the 
academic timetable: start learning anytime, in ASCILITE 2018: Proceedings of the 35th 
International Conference on Open Oceans : Learning without Borders - Innovation, 
Practice and Research in the Use of Educational Technologies in Tertiary Education, 
ASCILITE, Tugun, Qld., pp. 159–165. 

Muir, T., Milthorpe, N., Stone, C., Dyment, J., Freeman, E. & Hopwood, B. (2019). 
Chronicling engagement: students experience of online learning over time. Distance 
Education, 40, 262–27. https://doi.org/10.1080/01587919.2019.1600367 

Open Universities Australia. (2015). Internal Student Data Report.  

Parsell, M. (2014). Standards for Online Education, Final Report. Retrieved from 
https://www.onlinestandards.net/ 

https://docs.education.gov.au/documents/completion-rates-higher-education-students-cohort-analysis-2005-2014
https://docs.education.gov.au/documents/completion-rates-higher-education-students-cohort-analysis-2005-2014
https://www.education.gov.au/student-data
https://doi.org/10.1080/01587919.2019.1600367
https://doi.org/10.1080/01587919.2019.1600367
https://www.onlinestandards.net/


 

Drok, K. (2020)  20 

 

Reedy, A. K. (2018). Indigenous learners online: Designing a better experience. PhD Thesis, 
Charles Darwin University. 

Stone, C. (2017a). Opportunity through online learning: improving student access, 
participation and success in higher education. National Centre for Student Equity in 
Higher Education. https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/publications/opportunity-online-learning-
improving-student-access-participation-success-higher-education/  

Stone, C. (2017b). Opportunity through Online Learning: National Guidelines. The National 
Centre for Student Equity in Higher Education (NCSEHE). Curtin University: Perth. 
https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/publications/opportunity-online-learning-improving-student-
access-participation-success-higher-education/ 

Stone, C. (2018). The development of National Guidelines to improve student outcomes in 
online learning. Journal of the Australian and New Zealand Student Services 
Association, 25(2), 79–88. 

Stone, C. (2019). Online learning in Australian higher education: Opportunities, challenges 
and transformations. Student Success, 10(2), 1–11, 
https://doi.org/10.5204/ssj.v10i2.1299 

Stone, C. (in press). Book chapter in Shah, Kift & Thomas, Student Retention and Success 
in Higher Education, Palgrave McMillan.  

Stone, C. (in press). Book chapter in Fawns, Aitken & Jones, Beyond Technology: Online 
Postgraduate Education in a Postdigital World, Springer, UK. 

Stone, C., Freeman, E., Dyment, J., Muir, T. & Milthorpe, N. (2019). Equal or equitable? The 
role of flexibility within online education. Australian and International Journal of Rural 
Education, 29(2), 78–92. 

Stone, C. & O’Shea, S. (2019a). My children … think it’s cool that Mum is a uni student: 
Women with caring responsibilities studying online. Australian Journal of Educational 
Technology, 35(6), 97–110. https://doi.org/10.14742/ajet.5504 

Stone, C. & O’Shea, S. (2019b). Older, online and first: Recommendations for retention and 
success. Australasian Journal of Educational Technology, 35(1), 57–69. 
https://doi.org/10.14742/ajet.3913 

Stone, C., O’Shea, S., May, J., Delahunty, J. & Partington, Z. (2016). Opportunity through 
online learning: experiences of first-in-family students in online open-entry higher 
education. Australian Journal of Adult Learning, 56(2), 146–169.  

Stone, C. & Springer, M. (2019). Interactivity, connectedness and teacher-presence: 
Engaging and retaining students online. Australian Journal of Adult Learning, 59(2), 
146–169.   

Xavier, M. & Meneses, J. (2020). Dropout in online higher education: A scoping review from 
2014 to 2018. Barcelona: eLearn Center, Universitat Oberta de Catalunya. 
https://doi.org/10.7238/uoc.dropout.factors.2020 

  

https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/publications/opportunity-online-learning-improving-student-access-participation-success-higher-education/
https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/publications/opportunity-online-learning-improving-student-access-participation-success-higher-education/
https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/publications/opportunity-online-learning-improving-student-access-participation-success-higher-education/
https://www.ncsehe.edu.au/publications/opportunity-online-learning-improving-student-access-participation-success-higher-education/
https://doi.org/10.5204/ssj.v10i2.1299
https://doi.org/10.14742/ajet.5504
https://doi.org/10.14742/ajet.3913
https://doi.org/10.7238/uoc.dropout.factors.2020


 

Drok, K. (2020)  21 

 

Methodology  
The data for this report was gathered from a range of sources to provide a comprehensive 
overview of the impacts of this work. There were four stages of this collection as follows: 

1. Emails were sent to those who had originally participated in Stone’s Equity 
Fellowship research, along with other key staff at each of the participating 
institutions, requesting details of any impacts stemming from this work. 

2. A wider national and international call for information on impact was made via e-lists 
and also social media, this was facilitated through an online survey to enable 
consistency of reporting.  

3. Citation information was derived from Google Scholar, including data on downloads 
of reports/guidelines complemented by a search of Twitter for relevant social media 
posts. 

4. Engagement metrics were drawn from internal and external data sources, including 
NCSEHE and third-party websites and media hosting platforms. 

 

Acknowledgements 
Acknowledgement and thanks go to those listed below who contributed evidence of the 
impact of Opportunity Through Online Learning at their various educational institutions: 

Alison Canty — Associate Director Learning &Teaching, University of Tasmania 

Bonnie McBain — Program Coordinator, Bachelor of Science, University of Newcastle 

Claire Hopkins — Chief Student Experience Officer, RMITOnline 

Evonne Irwin — Program Convenor, Open Foundation Online, University of Newcastle 

Jane Skalicky — Director, Student Success, University of Tasmania 

Janine Delahunty —2020 NCSEHE Equity Fellow, University of Wollongong 

Mary Dracup — Lecturer & Project Lead, Inclusive Education, Deakin University 

Monica Davis — Education Director, Country Universities Centre 

Mel Henry — Senior Advisor for Diversity and Equity, Curtin University 

Sara Williams — Principal Adviser, Learning Success, New Zealand Tertiary Education 
Commission 

Sonal Singh — Manager Student Equity, University of Technology Sydney 

Tom Worthington — Honorary Lecturer, Computer Science, Australian National University  

Val Morey — Academic Lead, School of Education, Curtin University 

  



 

Drok, K. (2020)  22 

 

Appendix 1 – National Guidelines for 
Improving Student Outcomes in Online 
Learning 
1. Know who the students are 

Only by having comprehensive knowledge and understanding of the diversity of the online 
student cohort within an institution can the students’ needs be met in the most appropriate 
and effective ways. The external, online cohort is generally quite different demographically 
from the on-campus cohort, yet many universities do not routinely analyse or distribute data 
that is specific to this cohort. Gaining an accurate institutional understanding of who these 
students are, means that decisions about and interactions with these students can be better 
informed. This understanding assists the development of appropriate support, teaching and 
communication strategies, including flexibility of approach to reduce barriers wherever 
possible.  

TRANSLATING INTO ACTION:  

An institution routinely collects data specific to the online student cohort, which is available to 
staff as required.  

This includes:  

• de-identified demographic information about specific online student cohorts and the 
online cohort as a whole, including age, gender, equity-status and other 
demographics collected 

• any other available data such as student satisfaction reports.  

Student information: 

• is readily accessible via the learning platform dashboard and staff intranet 

• is presented in ways that are easy to understand (e.g. pie charts) 

• can be further interrogated for more detailed information.  

Data and analytics staff are: 

• available for further advice 

• allocated to work with specific areas of the university, such as faculties, schools, 
divisions and services. 

Teamwork and collaboration is central to: 

• planning inclusive teaching, interventions and other strategies for online students 

• developing a learning analytics strategy (see Guideline 9) to gain a deeper 
understanding of the individual needs of the students.  

2. Develop, implement and regularly review institution-wide quality standards for 
delivery of online education  

Quality online education needs to be viewed as central to the institution’s core business. 
Quality standards for online teaching, learning design and student support need to be 
developed and clearly articulated at a senior institutional level; these standards need to 
include staff development and training, to ensure consistency of quality across all areas, as 
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well as being subject to regular review via a continuous quality improvement framework, to 
ensure that they are updated and improved over time.  

TRANSLATING INTO ACTION:  

An institution-wide, senior-level approach is taken to the development of these standards, 
which includes: 

• close consultation with experts and relevant stakeholders within the institution 

• the use of other research evidence 

• appointment of strategy leaders or ‘champions’ at executive, faculty, school and 
division levels of the institution, to take responsibility for and oversee the 
development, dissemination, implementation and continuous quality improvement of 
the standards 

• standards are embedded within the institutional strategic plan.  

3. Intervene early to address student expectations, build skills and engagement  

Early contact and interventions with students, both pre- and post-enrolment enable an 
institution to: explore student expectations; provide a realistic picture of online study; 
facilitate appropriate academic preparation; improve early engagement; and build a sense of 
belonging to a learning community.  

TRANSLATING INTO ACTION:  

An institution informs and advises prospective students through clear information on its 
website, including: 

• contact information for those wishing to speak with a prospective student advisor 

• quizzes and games to help students understand what to expect of online learning 

• ‘readiness’ questions to encourage adequate academic preparation 

• information on the most appropriate academic preparation and how to enrol. 

Prospective student advisors are well-trained and knowledgeable about the demands and 
realities of online learning, including support available and how this can be accessed. Free, 
online academic preparation is available and recommended via prospective student advisors 
and through the website, particularly to students new to university or to online study.  

The institution makes personal contact with new online students, via a range of media such 
as telephone, email and messaging to welcome and encourage participation in orientation 
activities and to refer to help or support as required.  

Different approaches and touch points are utilised, such as: 

• connecting new online students with those more experienced through peer mentoring 
programs 

• linking online students with a student advisor as their personal contact 

• orientation activities, online and face-to-face, offered at different times in  
different ways 

• outreach orientation activities delivered off-campus at locations where distance 
students and their families are likely to be able to attend.  
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4. Explicitly value and support the vital role of ‘teacher-presence’  

Online teachers are absolutely crucial in building teacher-student and student-student 
relationships. A strong teacher-presence provides online students with a sense of belonging, 
helping them to feel connected to a community of learning and increasing their likelihood of 
persisting.  

TRANSLATING INTO ACTION:  

Within the institution’s quality standards (as discussed in Guideline 2), the role of teacher-
presence is explicitly recognised and valued. It is also included in institutional resource 
planning for online education (as discussed in Guideline 10). Online teachers are trained, 
supported and resourced to create an obvious, supportive, encouraging and professional 
presence within their online classroom. Sufficient teaching time and appropriate technology 
is allocated to enable them to provide an interactive, co-created learning experience that 
eases the isolation of online study and helps students feel connected with the teacher, their 
fellow students and with the class as a whole.  

Examples include 

• welcoming students through personal introductions 

• being responsive on discussion boards 

• providing timely and detailed feedback 

• encouraging deep learning through inclusive and relevant learning activities  
and assessments 

• generating peer interaction over learning tasks 

• making appropriate use of learning tools assisting with problems 

• referring to the correct support.  

5. Design for online  

Education delivery needs to be designed for online first and foremost. In addition to the 
growing numbers of fully online students, blended learning for on-campus students is now 
the norm. Online technology provides multiple ways to access learning and undertake tasks, 
creating an inclusive learning space for all students.  

TRANSLATING INTO ACTION:  

An institution adheres to quality standards for online learning design, ensuring inclusivity and 
accessibility for all students. There is a consistent and intuitive structure to the learning 
platform across different faculties, schools and disciplines.  

Content is designed to encourage online engagement and interactivity, such as: 

• purpose-made short videos with captions 

• tasks that encourage communication and collaboration 

• use of online tools to provide synchronous and asynchronous activities 

• information presented in multiple ways 

• the ability for students to move at their own pace 

• assessments designed using a mixture of approaches, relevant and relatable to the 
learning content.  
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The cultural mix of the student cohort is considered in the design of content, tasks, 
assessments and mode of delivery, to ensure relevancy and inclusiveness, as are the needs 
of students with disability, poor internet access and those who may be incarcerated. A 
teamwork approach to design sees learning designers and academics working 
collaboratively to ensure compatibility and accessibility of curriculum, content and delivery. 
Continuous improvement is emphasised, with quality reviews regularly conducted across  
all courses.  

6. Engage and support through content and delivery  

‘Interactive’, ‘connected’, ‘inclusive’ and ‘relevant’ are all essential criteria for online learning 
content and teaching strategies, using a range of appropriate technologies, both 
synchronous and asynchronous, that are specific to online delivery. The flexible nature of 
online delivery and the time-pressures experienced by high numbers of online students 
means that asynchronous delivery and interactivity is particularly important in ensuring that 
all students can participate.  

TRANSLATING INTO ACTION:  

The institution’s quality standards for teaching and delivery of online education (see 
Guideline 2) specifically include the importance of delivering engaging and supportive 
curriculum and content. Teachers and curriculum developers receive ongoing and regularly 
updated training and staff development. Sessional staff receive paid training time to attend. 
Teaching staff are kept up-to-date with practical resources and guides that are incorporated 
in training.  

Students are engaged and supported through: 

• a variety of engaging and relevant content, activities and assessments 

• a mixture of approaches and different technologies 

• timely, constructive and specific feedback 

• opportunity and encouragement to communicate and collaborate through 
synchronous and asynchronous discussion forums and collaborative tasks 

• encouragement of informal peer support opportunities (e.g. social media).  

7. Build collaboration across campus to offer holistic, integrated and embedded 
student support  

Strong collaboration is required across the academic and professional areas of universities 
to provide holistic and integrated support to online students. Through this collaboration, 
support is embedded within the curriculum as much as possible, hence delivering it where 
and when it is most needed.  

TRANSLATING INTO ACTION:  

Academic and professional staff collaborate to embed support into the curriculum at point of 
need, including academic skills and technology support. Student advisors, IT staff, learning 
skills staff and library staff are attached to schools and discipline areas, creating teams of 
academic and professional staff working together within discipline or curriculum areas to 
provide teaching and support that is linked, relevant and provided at the point of need.  

This includes: 

• opportunities to practise academic skills embedded within beginning units/modules 
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• early assessment tasks designed to assist students develop academic literacy skills 
and understand academic expectations 

• additional optional online workshops and resources made available and encouraged 

• support services easily accessed remotely through a variety of technologies including 
telephone, email, messaging, live chat, synchronous and asynchronous audio  
and video 

• academic staff knowledgeable about support services and referring  
students appropriately 

• support services are easily locatable via the learning platform; also embedded in 
course content at relevant points in curriculum 

• extended/after-hours’ support available to students at times they are more likely to  
be studying.  

8. Contact and communicate throughout the student journey  

Across the wider institution, the establishment of regular contact points when the institution 
reaches out to students to provide information, offer support and increase engagement have 
a demonstrated impact on retention and academic success of online students.  

TRANSLATING INTO ACTION:  

An institution develops an online student intervention strategy, informed by learning analytics 
(see Guideline 9) and implemented collaboratively between academic, support and data 
analysis staff.  

A comprehensive institutional framework of interventions is developed, which includes: 

• personalised messages, through synchronous and asynchronous technologies, 
scheduled at particular times and targeted towards particular students or cohorts 

• students are regularly and clearly advised about crucial dates and what these mean, 
including the last date for withdrawal from study before fees are due (census date) 

• each student receives only those messages that are relevant for them 

• messages are personalised based on a student’s activity and behaviour, and tailored 
to their needs in real time.  

Both academic and professional staff are involved in the student intervention strategy 
ensuring that students are contacted at the most relevant time by the most relevant member 
of staff. This approach, combined with the personalisation of messages made possible by 
information from learning analytics, tells the student that the university knows who they are, 
is interested in them as an individual (see Guideline 1) and is actively seeking to provide 
them with relevant and timely support.  

9. Use learning analytics to target and personalise student interventions  

Data from the institution’s systems provides information on online activity of students, which 
can be constructively harnessed to inform the development, personalisation and appropriate 
targeting of interventions to help students persist and succeed with their studies.  

TRANSLATING INTO ACTION:  

An institution uses data from its internal online systems to inform interventions based on 
student activity and behaviour.  
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From this data, the institution: 

• builds a predictive model to target interventions towards those most likely to  
need them 

• personalises the interventions, including tailoring content and learning activities more 
specifically for individual students based on their learning engagement and 
achievements 

• takes a collaborative approach towards the development of a learning  
analytics strategy 

• consults widely with academic and support staff in deciding what to ask of the data 
and how to make the best use of the answers 

• makes available information, advice and support to staff working with students across 
all areas of the university to engage and involve them with the process.  

10. Invest in online education to ensure access and opportunity  

In order to successfully implement the strategies discussed in each of the points above, the 
delivery of online education needs to be viewed as core business and invested in 
accordingly, by committing to it a level of priority and resourcing equitable with on-campus 
education. This investment and commitment, when clearly voiced and actioned at an 
institutional level, will dispel the notion of its being ‘secondary education’ and instead will 
create an environment in which online students have greater opportunities to persist with 
and complete their studies.  

TRANSLATING INTO ACTION:  

An institution recognises that investment in engagement and support of online students 
leads to improved retention and completion.  

This is demonstrated by such means as: 

• online teaching recognised appropriately in the academic workload model 

• consultation with experienced academic staff, including sessional teaching staff, to 
set benchmarks for realistic online class sizes and paid hours required for effective 
teaching and support 

• programs that improve online student engagement, satisfaction, retention and/or 
academic success receive dedicated, ongoing funding 

• investment made in technology improvements, including learning platforms, learning 
design, learning tools and data analytics to deliver an engaging and positive online 
student experience  
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