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Engagement With First-Year Students:
An Autoethnographic Reflection
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ABSTRACT

Studyingonlineisbecominganincreasinglyattractiveoptiontoprospectivestudentsworldwide,yet
externalcompletionratestendtobeconsiderablylowerthanthoseenrolledoncampus.Throughan
autoethnographiccriticalreflectionprocessofteaching27first-yearonlinestudentsataregional
Australianuniversity,thisarticleconsidersmethodsforincreasingaccessibilityandstudentengagement
aswellasmanagingpersonalchallengessupportingonlinestudentsfromnon-traditionalbackgrounds.
Amongsevenkeyimplicationsforpractice,thisarticlearguestheneedforgenuineandopen-ended
interactionwithonlinestudentsattheearlystagesofasemester.Italsorecommendsthatteaching
staffconsciouslyrecognizethelimitationsofprovidingacademicsupporttonon-traditionalstudents.
Basedonthesepractices,thisarticleconfirmsthebenefitsofcriticalreflectioninhighereducation
settingsandthebroaderimpactitcanhaveonpedagogicapproachestotertiaryteachingandlearning.
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INTRODUCTION

Onlinestudentsaremakingupanincreasingportionoftotalhighereducationenrolmentsworldwide,
dueatleastinparttothisstudymodeofferinggreaterflexibilityaroundfamily,employmentandliving
commitments.However,onlinecompletionratestendtobeconsiderablylowerthanthoseenrolled
on-campusor inablendeddeliverymode.Foronline students,many recent studiescite student
difficultieswithfindinganappropriatework-life-studybalance,feelingsofisolation,andunderstanding
academicculture inanonlineenvironmentaskey reasons forwithdrawal (Cochranet al.,2014;
Davidson,2017;Merrill,2015;Sutton,2014).Thesedevelopmentshavebeenespeciallyconcerning
intheAustralianhighereducationsector,witharecent2018federalreporturginguniversitiestogive
greatersupporttoonlinestudentsbecausetherespectiveattritionrateisapproximatelydoublethat
oftherateforinternalandmultimodalstudents(DepartmentofEducationandTraining,2018).This
reportfollowedonfromapreviousgovernmentstudythatemphasisedtheroleuniversityeducators
mustplayinsupportinglowsocioeconomicstatusstudents;acohortthatishighlyrepresentedin
onlineenrolmentsduetotheflexibilityitoffersaroundworkandfamilysituations.Thereportstressed
theneedforuniversityteachingstafftoengageregularlyandensurethatstudentscanaccesssupport
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easily.Italsohighlightedtheimportanceofbecomingareflectivepractitioner(Devlin,Kift,Nelson,
Smith&McKay,2012).

Universityeducatorscannotcontroltheindividualcircumstancesinstudents’livesthatimpact
theirrespectiveabilitytostudysuccessfullyonline,yetsupportcanbeofferedifstaffareaccessible
andengageregularlywithonlinestudents.Teacherpresenceplaysakeyroleinkeepingstudents
motivated andbuilding a senseofbelonging in anonline tertiary environment.Onemethod for
continuallydevelopingthesecapabilitiesisforteachingstafftoreflectcriticallyonexperiencesand
perceptionsofonlinestudyandadjustpracticesaccordingly(O’Shea,StoneandDelahunty,2015;
Stone,2017).Tothisend,criticalreflectionmustbecomeagreaterfocalpointforthedevelopment
ofuniversityteachingstaff,especiallywhenteachingdiverselearnersthatarestudyingatuniversity
forthefirsttime.Assessmentswithafocusoncriticalreflectionareusedwidelyacrossexperience
basedlearningunits1,yetthereisstillcontestationoverwhatreflectivepracticeactuallyconstitutes,
howcriticalreflectionskillscanbedeveloped,andtheoverarchingimportanceofreflectingcritically
inatertiaryteachingenvironment(Harvey,Coulson&McMaugh,2016;Merierdirk,2016).

Framedinthislight,thisarticledetailsaqualitativereflectivepracticestudythatanalysedmethods
forincreasingaccessibilityandstudentengagementinanonlineteachingenvironment.Thestudy
alsocontainedelementsofanautoethnography,inwhichtheseself-reflectionswereconsideredin
relationtothebroadersocio-culturalandeducativecontextinwhichthesestudentswerestudying
(Chang,2008;Adams,HolmanJones&Ellis,2015).Looking introspectivelyoveronesemester
teaching first-year undergraduate students online at Charles Darwin University (CDU), critical
reflectionswere recordedbasedonhow the researcher increasedaccessibilityandengagedwith
studentsaboutacademiccontent.Contrarytomoststudiesthatfocusedon“accessibility”inrelation
togreaterstudentaccesstohighereducationorsupportingstudentswithlearningdisabilities,this
studydefinedthetermastheextenttowhichstudentscouldeasilycontactteachingstaffduringa
teachingperiod(Lee,2017).Italsoadoptedalimiteddefinitionoftheterm“studentengagement”,
focusingspecificallyonthemultimodalwaysinwhichstudentslearnthroughinteractionwithteaching
staffregardingacademiccontent(Kahu,2013).Reflectionswerealsorecordedonpersonalviews
aboutinteractingwithstudentsfacingdifficultstudychallenges,inthehopethatitwouldchallenge
underlyingassumptionsaboutstudentlearninginthiscontext.Finally,thisarticleoutlinessevenkey
implicationsforpracticebasedonthesereflectionsandoffersbroaderconclusionsabouttheneedfor
reflectivepracticeinsupportingonlineuniversitystudents,particularlythoseinthefirstyearofstudy.

TEACHING CONTEXT: SUPPORTING NON-TRADITIONAL STUDENTS ONLINE

Onlinestudyoptionsofferflexibleopportunitiesforstudentswhohavepreviouslybeenunableto
attenduniversityduetofamilyorworkcommitments.Thisdeliverymodeisespeciallyappealingto
“non-traditional”students,acohortthathasbeencharacterisedelsewhereas“low-socioeconomic
status,mature-agewithfamilycommitments,thefirst-in-familytostudyatuniversity,orstudying
part-timeexternallywhileworkingfull-time”(Kelly,2018,p.73;Trowler,2015).Itcanalsoinclude
indigenousstudentsandstudentsfromnon-Englishspeakingbackgrounds.However,duetothese
variedbackgroundsandcommitments,non-traditionalstudentstendtofaceadditionalchallengeswhen
studyingatthetertiarylevel(Devlinetal.,2012;Probert,2013;Rolls,Northedge&Chambers,2017).
Somecommonexamplesincludeconflictingprioritiesrelatedtoraisingchildren,aswellaslittleto
nobackgroundinusingcomputersorreadingcomplexliterature.Whilerecentstudiesdemonstrate
thatnon-traditionalstudentsoftenhavehighresilienceinrelationtoacademicstudiesandgeneral
well-being,currentuniversityteachingpracticesarenotnecessarilyinclusiveofnon-traditionalstudent
experiences(Chung,Turnbull&Chur-Hansen,2017;Meuleman,Carrett,Wrench&King,2015).

Thisprojectwas conductedatCDU,a regionalAustralianuniversitybased in theNorthern
Territorywhichenrolsahighnumberofnon-traditionalstudentsinitsonlineprograms.Inthiscontext
theresearchertaughtCUC100(AcademicLiteraciesthroughExploringSustainability),afirst-year
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