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In 2018, Victoria University (VU) implemented the most radical change to first-year
university education in Australian history. Transforming the traditional model of
concurrently studying four lecture and tutorial-based units into sequential 4-week blocks
conducted in small, active learning groups, led to improvements in retention and results.
Comparing the inaugural first-year student cohort to matched counterparts from the
preceding year, this paper presents the initial results of an innovative, cross-disciplinary
first-year change initiative which recalibrated most aspects of higher education: mode of
delivery, teaching practice and curriculum to ensure student retention and increase
opportunities for success. The data demonstrates how the approach has impacted on diverse
student cohorts including non-English-speaking background students (up 14%), first-infamily (up 13%), Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander (up 21%), low socio-economic (up
15%) as well as all domestic (up 9.9%) and international (up 5.8%) students. The paper
challenges traditional assumptions of how Australian higher education is delivered and
provides evidence that purposefully applying focused strategies can lead to improved
results, increased retention and positive outcomes for students.
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Background
Victoria University (VU) Melbourne, Australia in its mission statement articulates a powerful
moral purpose to provide vocational (VET) and higher education (HE) that transforms the lives
of students and the communities it serves. In 2018 VU introduced a unique, Australian first,
model of course design and student engagement, known as The VU Way (Victoria University,
2019). In this new model of higher education, large impersonal lectures and passive learning in
semester-long units of study have been replaced by small group, active learning. The desired
outcome is to improve student engagement, satisfaction, results and overall retention and enable
students to successfully transition into active and life-long learners.
This transformational journey began in 2017 with extensive stakeholder consultation and
research into first-year transition and alternative pedagogical models. This was followed by the
establishment of an innovative Block Model of education. Consequently, in 2018, students
undertook their study one unit at a time over a four-week period, known as a ‘Block’
(McCluskey, Weldon & Smallridge, 2019). This enabled students to focus on one unit at a time.
Students completed each unit in a small, supportive learning community facilitated by an
academic who fostered a collegial learning environment . Each Block has an early, low-stakes
summative assessment with immediate feedback provided, followed by developmental
summative assessments throughout the Block. Traditional high-stakes summative assessment
tasks separated from the teaching period are now an exception. Class groups are deliberately
small, allowing for students to function in a learning community as described by Tinto (1997).
This model alleviates the need for students to juggle multiple competing demands and deadlines
associated with the traditional model of studying four units concurrently, in a semester-long
study period. The VU Block model allows students to benefit from having a fixed timetable
which requires participation at a set time, over three days each week, accommodating other
commitments such as work and family. This approach is carefully underpinned by the six
interconnected principles of Transition Pedagogy: Transition; Design; Diversity; Engagement;
Assessment; Evaluation and Monitoring (Nelson, Kift & Clarke, 2012). Although block models
are new to Australia, similar models of teaching and learning have proved successful for many
years in educational institutes in Canada, the US, and Scandinavia.
As for many universities (van der Meer, Scott & Pratt 2018; Willans & Seary 2018), student
retention has been a major concern for VU (McCluskey et al 2019). Stressing the need for a
clear understanding of attrition and retention phenomena, Othman (2016) discusses theoretical
models and empirical studies of student retention in higher education, useful to those seeking
solutions for such a problem. More recently, the focus of most retention strategies has been
first-year students (van der Meer et al 2018; Larsen, Horvath & Bridge 2019) with strategic
goals focused on student success. As Tinto (2006) explains, this frames the educational
conditions in which students are placed. Therefore, significant work has been done to support
students transitioning into university and undertaking study in the first year including national
studies that go beyond a whole-of-curriculum focus to a whole-of-institution transformation for
the first year (Kift, 2009).
Funston, Gil and Gilmore (2014) in their book Strong starts, supported transitions and student
success describe several noteworthy evidence-based approaches. These are targeted to address
retention among VU’s unique student cohort of whom a large proportion come from diverse
backgrounds representing the great diversity of Melbourne’s western suburbs. They describe
wide ranging efforts resulting in over a decade of evidence and suggest transformation that
went beyond fragmented approaches and focused on student success in the broadest sense.
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Student success is about a strong, welcoming, meaningful first year, but also an institutional,
whole-of-curriculum strategy. Consequently, VU established The VU Way that included Block
mode study and a unique First Year College (FYC) with the overarching purpose to enhance
the experience and engagement of first-year students leading to increased retention and
improved pass rates. This was a clear recognition that implementing such a transformation is
an academic and administrative challenge and a whole-of-institution responsibility.
The next sections of the paper elaborate on how institutional data was used to report on retention
outcomes, including results.
Method
The VU Data Insights Team examined the 2017 institutional data and compared it with the
inaugural cohort of VU Block students. Descriptive statistics were derived from a matched subgroup of Year 1 units. Pass rate, grade distribution and a metric of semester retention were
produced.
To explore whether certain categories of students are more successful in the VU Block mode
of study, retention and pass rates were compared across a range of groupings. Change across
pre and post Block implementation of Year 1 units were examined across student socioeconomic-status (SES) Australian Tertiary Admission Rank (ATAR) band, age and discipline
areas. Socio-economic status was classified into high, medium and low based on the SocioEconomic Indexes for Areas (SEIFA) (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011). Pass rate is
calculated as the proportion of students who achieved a pass grade (an overall unit mark of 50%
or higher). Because the government official retention rate requires substantial time to pass
before it is available, a custom retention metric was created that reflects the proportion of
students enrolled in semester 1 (Blocks 1 to 4 in 2018), who are still enrolled in semester 2 (or
Blocks 5 to 8 in 2018). Descriptive statistics of this institutional data compare the 2017 cohort
to the 2018 cohort.
Since this paper is based on institutional data which is also published in a comprehensive Report
to the VU Academic Board (Smallridge, 2019), no ethical approval for this study was required.
Results
The VU Data Insights team provided nuanced graphs showing the impact of the VU Block
model on student pass rates. The student outcomes for 2018 have been analysed and compared
to students’ results in equivalent units in 2017. The 2018 results detailed below relate to
domestic, Commonwealth Supported Places (CSP) students and international students
comprising over 32,000 student results from over 4000 effective full-time student load
(EFTSL). The large number of results means that in all cases where improvements are noted,
these improvements are statistically significant.
Retention

There are a number of different ways in which student retention can be measured and evaluated.
In this paper, we use peak load retention and semester retention to elaborate on our results.
Peak Load Retention is measured as the decrease in EFTSL from peak load to end-of-year
load for 2018, as shown in Figure 1. For comparison purposes EFTSL in the equivalent units
for 2017 are shown. Whilst the peak load in 2018 is lower than the peak in 2017, the final
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EFTSL is higher. The peak load in 2018 also occurred later in the academic year than in 2017
as there was an intake in Blocks 2 and 3. In 2017 attrition was higher and the mid-year intake
for 2017 was insufficient to cover the Semester 1 loss in EFTSL. In 2018 due to lower attrition
rates in Semester 1, the mid-year intake increased the total EFTSL so that the peak load
occurred in Semester 2. The peak load in 2018 was 94 EFTSL lower than in 2017; however,
the final load in 2018 was 231 EFTSL higher at year end. Whilst a similar trend was also seen
for international students, there are significantly fewer international students studying Year 1
units.

Figure 1: FYC EFTSL retention from peak load to end of year load

Semester Retention measures the continuation of a student from semester 1 to semester 2 and
is defined as a Domestic Bachelor student commencing in a semester-1 or a semester-1 Block
who consumed reportable load from an FYC comparable unit AND consumed any HE
reportable load in semester-2 or a semester-2 Block. Semester retention was used to examine
retention in the VU Block across student sub-cohorts.
There has been a significant increase in the retention of students living in the western suburbs
of Melbourne from 2017 to 2018 and no difference in retention for other students. The Block
model is clearly assisting VU in its mission to serve the communities of the west of Melbourne
and improve the higher education outcomes of the region.
The comparison of the semester retention rates for students entering their course from different
educational backgrounds is provided in Figure 2. The biggest increase in retention between
2017/18 is seen in students who entered after secondary education or from a HE sub-degree,
whilst the highest decrease was seen in students who had previously completed HE Bachelor
or post graduate (PG) courses.
The VU Block model was designed to assist students with the difficult transition into HE,
especially students entering directly from Secondary Education. It is encouraging, therefore, to
see this is where the most significant impact has occurred. Students who have had previous
experience with the HE sector and who have studied under the semester model, may have had
preconceived ideas around the HE experience (Austin & Gustafson 2006), resulting in a more
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difficult transition to the VU Block model. Many students with previous HE qualifications are
also returning to study and are often studying part-time. Student feedback has indicated that the
VU Block model is more challenging for part-time students than the traditional Semester model.

Figure 2: Semester retention for 2017/2018 based on previous educational experience

The comparison of semester retention rates for different age categories is shown in Figure 3.
The grey shaded area denotes change in retention rate for each age category. Whilst the most
significant increase is noted in students in the lowest age group (up 11%), older students have
shown a decrease (down 2%). It is clear that the VU Block has had the biggest effect on students
transitioning from secondary school. Older students are more likely to be concurrently
undertaking full-time work whilst studying part-time, and as mentioned previously, have
difficulty with the Block scheduling.

Figure 3: Semester retention for 2017/2018 based on age category

The comparison for semester retention rates by College is shown in Figure 4.
Only the College of Law and Justice saw a decrease in retention from 2017 to 2018. While no
change was reflected in the retention figures in the College of Health and Biomedicine,
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significant gains were recorded by the College of Arts and Education (up 3%), the College of
Business (up 5%) and the College of Sport and Exercise Science (up 3%). Clearly, learner
groups and discipline specific discrepancies need to be better understood so that the Block is
better tailored to suit disciplinary ‘cultures’.

Figure 4: Semester retention for 2017/18 by College

Pass Rates

The pass rates and grade distribution for all Commonwealth Supported Places (CSP) students
in FYC units (or equivalent to those offered in 2017) are shown in Figure 5.
The results are shown as a percentage of the total number of student grades (>32,000) in each
year. As can be seen, there is a significant decrease in Fail grades (N) and Pass grades (P) in
2018 and an increase in the number of Credits (C), Distinctions (D) and High Distinctions (HD).
The L grades (incomplete) for 2018 are due to students undertaking placements over the
summer period. The FYC was set up to provide students with the best opportunity to succeed
and excel in their studies. The student results for 2018 clearly indicate that more students have,
not only passed their unit (up 9.9%) but also achieved higher grades than in 2017.
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Figure 5: Comparison of pass rates for domestic students in FYC units in 2017/18

A similar trend is also apparent for the international students (up 5.8%) as shown in Figure 6.

Figure 6: Comparison of pass rates for International students in FYC units in 2017/18

The pass rates for students admitted to VU with an Australian Tertiary Admission Rank
(ATAR) score are shown in Figure 7. The grey shaded area denotes change in pass rate for each
ATAR band. The biggest increase in pass rates was noted in students who entered with an
ATAR of 31-40, although a large increase in pass rates was observed for all students with an
ATAR less than 50. Students who achieved ATARs in this range have struggled for many
reasons in the secondary education system and often enter higher education at a disadvantage.
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These results indicate that studying in the VU Block has enabled these students to succeed at a
similar rate to the high achieving secondary school leavers. Pleasingly, the FYM is also able to
engage with the high achievers (ATAR >80) and improve their first-year outcomes.

Figure 7: Comparison of pass rates based on student ATAR band

Pass rates for students entering with different levels of previous study are shown in Figure 8.
VU has students entering the first year of Bachelor degrees with a whole range of educational
achievements, ranging from no tertiary education achievements to students with previous HE
PG qualifications. Analysis of the pass rates based upon education experience again indicates
that all students have achieved better outcomes in the VU Block model than previously.
However, the most significant gains have been for students with the least prior educational
achievements. Interestingly, students who have entered with a previous HE PG qualification
also saw a substantial improvement in success, indicating that the model is assisting these
students transition back into HE studies.

Figure 8: Comparison of pass rates for students based on their previous educational
experience

The comparison of pass rates for students based on a number of social parameters such as socioeconomic status (low socio-economic status up 15%) (Figure 9), non-English speaking
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background (up 14%) (Figure 10), first in family (up 13%) (Figure 11), and Aboriginal or
Torres Strait Islander (up 21%) (Figure 12) have all been monitored. Pass rates related to gender
(Figure 13) are also reported.

Figure 9: Pass rates for students based on their Socio-economic status

Figure 10: Pass rates for students based on non-English speaking background

Figure 11: Pass rates for students based on first in family
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Figure 12: Pass rates for Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander students

Figure 13: Pass rates for students based on their gender

These results clearly indicate that the VU Block has improved the pass rate for students in all
categories, having the most significant impact on students from backgrounds that have
traditionally had poorer outcomes in their introduction to higher education studies.
Fail Rates

The fail rate for students in the FYC in 2018 was significantly less than in 2017; falling 10.4%
for domestic students (see Figure 5) and 5.3% for international students (see Figure 6). By far,
the biggest category of fail grades are students who scored 0 for a unit (mean=62.98%,
SD=7.11%), indicating no participation in the unit at all. The next largest grade category for
students with a fail result was a mark between 11-44 (mean=37.07%, SD=7.83%) and a smaller
proportion came close to a pass, obtaining a mark between 45-49 (mean=7.46%, SD=2.59%).
As the largest cohort of fail results, non-participating students are a recognised phenomenon
within Australian higher education (Stephenson, 2019). This is an issue for VU and for the
students who have incurred a HECS debt for a unit they apparently had no intention of studying.
VU has a program to identify low or no-participation students early in the Block, with attempts
to contact these students and assist in deciding whether to remain enrolled or withdraw from a
unit prior to the census date (i.e. ‘positive attrition’). Despite numerous reminders from the
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Student Services Unit, the number of students in this category remained reasonably consistent
across all blocks.
In 2018 the assessment policy was changed disallowing supplementary assessment tasks.
Therefore the 2018 students in the FYC were no longer given the opportunity to undertake
supplementary assessment if they scored between 45-49% in a unit. As can be seen from the
analysis of the fail grades, the number of students who fell into this category was very low,
<1% of all student grades.
Conclusion
The FYC has clearly demonstrated that the VU Block model has had a positive impact on
student retention and improved results. Nevertheless, as the data reveals, this is only a beginning
- the first year of delivery in the Block. This new VU Way is the ‘revolutionary approach to
learning and teaching’ (Victoria University, 2019, p. 4). The model is now being implemented
in the subsequent years with implementation due to be completed across all undergraduate
courses by 2022.
This data has provided important and significant insights into retention and pass rates among
first year students at VU. Several challenges have been identified including the need to better
support scheduling for part-time study. While several large-scale studies, as well as micro level
investigations examining different learner groups are underway, a more comprehensive crossanalysis will provide more in-depth understanding of learning in the VU Way for different
learner profiles. Based on the findings, specific retention strategies will be tailored into the VU
Block accommodating VU’s learner cohorts including the nuanced differences between
disciplines. This work is yet to be accomplished. Ongoing reviews and student feedback will
inform continuous improvements to further enhance retention and improve students’
performance. These future refinements will focus on enhancing retention leading to a closer
analysis of student success.
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