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The Bradley Review of Australian Higher Education (2008) and subsequent 

government policies have led to increased participation in higher education 

of underrepresented or equity groups, “those disadvantaged by the circum-

stance of their birth” (p. xi). However, despite institutional interventions, 

disparity in retention and completion rates continues for these groups (Lim, 

2015; Edwards & McMillan, 2015). Although objective measures allow in-

stitutions to report on inclusion targets, a focus on the student experience of 

disadvantaged groups is critical for the development of appropriate institu-

tional support. This study used a mixed methods approach to survey success-

ful students’ experiences of challenge or disadvantage while studying, their 

identification with equity groups and, importantly, their experience of suc-

cess. The sample comprised 308 students who had sought help to develop 

their academic skills, a crucial area for success for all students but particular-

ly disadvantaged students (McKay & Devlin, 2014). Findings confirmed that 

the majority had overcome some level of disadvantage, with the main types 

identified as, balancing commitments, health issues and financial stress. Alt-

hough these align with factors identified by consecutive University/Student 

Experience Surveys (2013; 2014; 2015) as the most common reasons for 

withdrawal, our student sample overcame these challenges to achieve suc-

cess. Discipline teaching staff and central support services, particularly aca-

demic language and learning, are the most common helpful factors and cen-

tral support is increasingly important at greater levels of disadvantage. Our 

findings align with proposals for institutional provision for joint initiatives 

by teaching staff and central support services to address student disad-

vantage and enable success.  

Key Words: equity, inclusion, success, retention, academic skills, academic 

language and learning, disadvantage, helpful factors. 

1. Introduction and background 

Addressing the low participation of certain sectors of society in higher education has been a fea-

ture of government policy in Australia and other countries for some time (Organisation for Eco-

nomic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 2012). A nation’s success in a globalised com-

petitive world is dependent on supporting the aspirations of all to attain high levels of education 

and hence remunerative employment. “In the labour market and in life, education is worth the 

effort” (OECD, 2015, p. 27). In Australia, initiatives to improve participation began with the 

Higher Education Equity Programme, A Fair Chance for All (Department of Employment Edu-

cation and Training (DEET), 1990). This identified six groups termed equity or disadvantaged 

groups, namely: people from low-socio economic status (LSES) backgrounds, from rural or iso-

lated areas, people with a disability, those from a non-English speaking background, women, 

especially in non-traditional areas of study and Indigenous people.  
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Subsequent reviews of this programme, established the improvement in participation of certain 

equity groups such as those from non-English speaking background as well as the negative im-

pact of belonging to multiple equity groups, such as LSES and regional and remote locations 

(James, Baldwin, Coates, Krause, & McInnis, 2004; Willems, 2010; Australian Institute of 

Health and Welfare (AIHW), 2014; Edwards & McMillan, 2015). The Bradley review (2008) 

has been especially influential in identifying the on-going underrepresentation of Indigenous 

people, people with LSES and those from regional and remote areas, groups “disadvantaged by 

the circumstances of their birth” (Bradley, Noonan, Nugent, & Scales, 2008, p. xi). The subse-

quent rise of policy and strategy, the setting of institutional targets for inclusion and funding 

under the former Higher Education Participation and Partnerships Programme (HEPPP), led to a 

surge in both research and programs focussed on higher education aspiration, recruitment, attri-

tion and retention. (Devlin, Kift, Nelson, Smith, & McKay, 2012; National Centre for Student 

Equity in Higher Education (NCSEHE), 2013). While there has been an increase in enrolments, 

recent studies have shown that students who are members of underrepresented groups, such as 

low SES, Indigenous people, mature aged students or those from regional or remote areas, con-

tinue to fall behind in rates of completion (Lim, 2015; Edwards & McMillan, 2015). So attrition 

and retention continue to be an issue for these students and the institutions where they are study-

ing. 

Identifying individuals who are underrepresented or the nature of their disadvantage has been 

important for higher education institutions not only to meet inclusion targets and track attrition 

and retention but also to put in place strategies to support successful completion. One of the 

main measures for identifying individuals, particularly those from LSES backgrounds has been 

the student’s home postcode, initially based on the Socio-economic Indexes for Areas (SEIFA) 

produced by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (Department of Education, Employment and 

Workplace Relations (DEEWR), 2009). Such an objective measure is readily available at scale 

in enrolment records to monitor inclusion targets and identify locations for outreach to prospec-

tive students and schools. However, area based measures have been critiqued on the basis of 

their inadequacy to represent relative disadvantage (James, 2008), and the potential to under-

mine the primary goal of inclusion policies when such measures are used for outreach and insti-

tutional targets (Lim & Gemici, 2011; Dockery, Seymour, & Koshy, 2015).  

Alongside these large scale, quantitative measures there is an extensive literature which uses 

mixed methods to investigate inclusion, retention and attrition (e.g. Bowles, Fisher, McPhail, 

Rosenstreich, & Dobson, 2014; King, Luzeckyj, McCann, & Graham, 2015). The addition of 

qualitative data allows individual students to self-report disadvantage based on their own per-

sonal experiences of the factors which make it difficult for them to study at university, and 

which would be excluded by purely quantitative means (Yorke & Longden, 2004). Additionally, 

qualitative data allows investigation of not only whether students experience some kind of dis-

advantage which makes studying difficult, but also provides an opportunity to gauge the level or 

intensity of difficulty, and how this relates to the nature of their disadvantage. Further, such 

self-reported data enables a ‘success-focussed’ approach (Devlin, 2009; Devlin & O’Shea, 

2011; Devlin & O’Shea, 2012), through seeking, not only the nature and type of individual dis-

advantage, but the factors of success – i.e. those things which successful students cite as what 

helped them to continue in the face of disadvantage.  

Students from underrepresented backgrounds have been shown to have greater needs for aca-

demic and non-academic support including services provided by academic language and learn-

ing centres in order to successfully engage at university (Bradley et al., 2008). Academic lan-

guage and learning staff are therefore ‘at the front line’ (Priest, 2009, p. 79) for many students 

who are members of underrepresented groups in higher education. As Priest (2009) argues, this 

mediating role between the university and these students is also an opportunity to learn about, 

and from, students who have traditionally been least included in higher education. Further, ena-

bling such students to ‘give voice’ to their experience of higher education is in itself a socially 

inclusive practice (Gaynor, 2011).  

The aim of this study is to contribute to research in this area through an investigation of stu-

dents’ personal experiences of challenge or disadvantage during their studies and factors which 
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have contributed to their success. The cohort under investigation comprises successful students 

who have sought academic help by registering with an academic language and learning centre. 

In focussing on these students, we can learn from and about their experiences to gain insight 

into what is helping at both the institutional level and that of an academic language and learning 

centre.  

2. Literature review 

There are a number of terms used in the literature for students belonging to equity or disadvan-

taged groups. Underrepresentation is typically used as an indication of disadvantage and minori-

ty students are often termed non-traditional, those who are mature age and/ or first in family to 

enrol in higher education, those from LSES and/or diverse ethnic backgrounds, often participat-

ing in study part-time and entering university through a variety of pathways (Bowl, 2001; 

Thomas, 2002). Another common term is students ‘at risk’ usually in terms of withdrawal 

and/or failure (Tower, Walker, Wilson, Watson, & Tronoff, 2015). Although all students enter-

ing the new environment of the university will be ‘at risk’, it is clear that students from minority 

groups may be at higher risk as they tend to be less prepared both educationally, socially, cul-

turally and economically (Bradley et al., 2008). Terms such as ‘disadvantaged’, ‘non-

traditional’ and ‘at risk’, when used to label underrepresented groups, can be problematic if stu-

dents are stereotyped as ‘deficient’ and in need of ‘remediation’. Rather, it is important to value 

the diverse experiences they bring while at the same time acknowledging the difficulties they 

face and providing appropriate institutional and government support (Marshall & Case, 2010; 

Smit, 2012; Burke, 2012; Hitch et al., 2012; Devlin, 2013; O'Shea, Lysaght, Roberts, & Har-

wood, 2016). For the purposes of this study, the concept of disadvantage not only considers stu-

dents who identify with particular equity groups or descriptions of disadvantage but also en-

compasses individual students’ lived experiences of disadvantage or challenge during their stud-

ies whether or not they identify with such groups or descriptions. In this way, we hope to reveal 

the complex nature of student disadvantage and what helps students to overcome this to achieve 

success. 

The extensive literature on retention and attrition points to challenging psychological, sociocul-

tural and economic factors as key influences on students’ decisions to withdraw from their stud-

ies and identifies disadvantaged students as most ‘at risk’ (Thomas, 2002; Yorke & Longden, 

2004; Jones, 2008; Tinto, 2012; Krause & Armitage, 2014). At the same time, interactions be-

tween institutions and students are important contributing factors in their decision to withdraw 

or persist in their studies (Tinto, 2006-7). Yorke and Longden (2004, pp. 84-85) provide a broad 

categorisation of the influences that impact on student withdrawal as those internal to the stu-

dent and psychological in nature and those that are external, namely, the environment of the in-

stitution, the broader sociocultural/economic environment and ‘adventitious’ events, those ex-

ternal, accidental influences beyond a student’s control. These categories are also useful in dis-

cussing factors that support students to succeed and similar categories are found in studies of 

retention and attrition (Thomas, 2002; Zepke, Leach, & Butler, 2011; Devlin & O’Shea, 2011; 

Bowles et al., 2014; Mestan, 2016). 

Internal psychological factors such as motivation and self-efficacy (Bandura, 1977), as well as 

academic and organisational abilities, are qualities students bring with them to the institution. 

Positive psychological characteristics are largely based on previous life and educational experi-

ence, such as prior academic success, and these can support students to overcome both academic 

and other difficulties (McKenzie & Schweitzer, 2001; Palmer, Bexley, & James, 2011). Alt-

hough students from underrepresented groups may well have experienced educational disad-

vantage and failure (Scevak et al., 2015), such students often bring psychological strengths de-

veloped through their life experiences and these can support successful academic performance 

(Pitman, Koshy, & Phillimore, 2015; King et al. 2015; O’Shea, 2016a; Barney, 2016). Research 

into the comparative success of students from disadvantaged backgrounds is inconclusive, some 

studies showing that such students perform equally as well as their peers (Krause, Hartley, 

James, & McInnes, 2005; James, 2008; Gale, 2012; Devlin et al., 2012; Pitman et al., 2015), 

while others point towards lower achievements and lower completion rates (Yorke & Longden, 
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2008; Edwards & McMillan, 2015; Scevak et al., 2015). What is clear, however, is that students 

from equity and disadvantaged backgrounds need both academic and non-academic institutional 

support to persevere in their studies (Bradley et al., 2008; Putman & Gill, 2011; Tinto, 2012). 

From an institutional perspective, identifying factors under their control which enable students 

to persist and succeed is important, and particularly important for disadvantaged students. Insti-

tutional practices to support student success have been strongly influenced by Tinto’s theory of 

academic and social integration (Tinto, 2006-7; Tinto, 2012), more recently termed student in-

volvement or engagement (Tinto, 2012; Krause & Armitage, 2014). Academic integration 

means that students are engaged in their learning, receiving positive reinforcement and achiev-

ing success while social integration leads to strong interpersonal relations through both formal 

and informal study and social interactions (Tinto, 2012). Integration leads, in turn, to a sense of 

belonging (Thomas, 2012; Krause & Armitage, 2014;) which ultimately supports academic suc-

cess. For institutions, the question is what kind of strategies can they put in place to support 

both kinds of integration in the current higher education environment of widening participation, 

massification and globalisation (Quinn, 2013, cited in Lim, 2013; Krause & Armitage, 2014).  

There is general consensus in the literature on three core strategies that support integration and 

hence retention. Firstly, academic and social integration or student engagement needs to take 

place in curricula and in the classroom since many students, not only those from disadvantaged 

backgrounds, have limited time on campus mainly due to the need for paid work. Secondly, the 

focus for engagement is primarily the first year experience as attrition is most frequent during 

transition. Lastly, academic and, in some instances, even non-academic support is more effec-

tive when embedded in curricula where it is of direct relevance to students’ immediate needs 

(Yorke & Longden, 2008; Tinto, 2012; Kift, 2015). There are now a large variety of case stud-

ies reported in the literature on ways in which institutions have implemented these strategies 

with a focus on developing inclusive and student centred curricula (e.g. Crosling, Heagney, & 

Thomas, 2009; Grace & Gravestock, 2009; Devlin et al., 2012; NCHSE, 2013). Most target the 

first year experience and transition from different pathways and are aligned with institutional 

contexts and student backgrounds. However, there is growing recognition that to be successful, 

institutional efforts need to be systematic and sustainable and involve a whole-of-institution ap-

proach across levels and years of study (Willcoxson, Cotter, & Joy, 2011; Kift, 2015). 

Despite the success of many of these strategies, university is still an unfamiliar and challenging 

environment for many new students who often experience a mismatch between their expecta-

tions and their academic experience resulting in poor performance and attrition (Christie, Mun-

ro, & Fisher, 2004; Harvey & Luckman, 2014). However, students from particular sociocultural 

and economic backgrounds may not only experience academic challenge but also find the uni-

versity culture incompatible with their home culture. This can lead to alienation and exclusion 

from either or both environments which can impact academic performance and result in with-

drawal (Habel & Whitman, 2016). In contrast, students from higher socio-economic back-

grounds have the cultural resources or cultural capital (Devlin, 2009; Gale, 2012; Devlin, 2013) 

to fit into the dominant university culture and more easily understand the ‘hidden curriculum’ or 

implicit educational expectations (Devlin, 2010) and academic literacies (Lea & Street, 1998; 

Smit, 2012) necessary for success.  

Finally, there are challenges for students in the sociocultural/economic environment, largely 

outside the control of the institution. Many students are balancing their study with work and life 

commitments (Wierenga, Landstedt, & Wyn, 2013). Financial pressures can have a greater im-

pact on LSES students and mature age students (James, Krause, & Jennings, 2010; Leveson, 

McNeil, & Joiner, 2013; King et al., 2015, Baik, Naylor, & Arkoudis, 2015). Work and family 

commitments for these students limit the time on campus making it more difficult to establish 

social or study groups (Yorke &Thomas, 2003; Putman, & Gill, 2011). Informal support sys-

tems of peers, family and friends can enable students to succeed (Zepke et al., 2011; King et al., 

2015). Peers can provide both academic and social support and family and friends can encour-

age and provide practical support such as finance and relief from caring responsibilities (Pitman, 

2013). However, in some instances, students’ home background may not be understanding or 

encouraging (Putman & Gill, 2011; O’Shea, 2016a, 2016b; Habel & Whitman, 2016). Institu-
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tions are limited in their ability to address many of these broader external issues although they 

may organise peer mentoring systems and provide financial support and accommodation, spe-

cifically targeting disadvantaged groups. Clearly, it is important for institutions to be aware of 

these external factors as well as adventitious events such as health difficulties and how they im-

pact on student retention and attrition (Yorke & Longden, 2004; Zepke, 2013). 

The need for academic and non-academic support for students from underrepresented back-

grounds is not disputed “access without support is not opportunity” (Tinto, 2008). However, 

there is conflicting research on whether students most at risk seek the specialised academic and 

non-academic help provided by institutions. Students may be unaware of the services offered 

and may not seek help in time to alleviate a crisis (Collins & Sims, 2006; King et al., 2015). 

Formal help seeking may be seen as a sign of failure, immaturity or stigma (Hitch et al., 2005; 

Clegg, Bradley, & Smith, 2006; Karimshah et al., 2013; Goldingay et al., 2014; Scevak et al., 

2015; Mestan, 2016). Informal help-seeking from family and friends, especially for psychologi-

cal problems, is often preferred (Benson, Hewitt, Devos, Crosling, & Heagney, 2009; Walsh, 

Larsen, & Parry, 2009) while academic help may be sought from peers or discipline based aca-

demic advisors or tutors rather than central language and learning centres (Walsh et. al., 2009; 

Morosanu, Handley, & O’Donovan, 2010; Devlin & O’Shea, 2011).   

However, the students in this study did in fact seek academic help from a central language and 

learning centre, namely, the Learning Centre (LC) at the University of Sydney. Some of these 

students may well have perceived a need to develop their academic skills while others may have 

perceived help seeking in this area as a normal part of their university learning. Whatever their 

motivation, this study sought to investigate the experiences of disadvantage and success of this 

sub-set of the university population, successful students who seek academic help.  

The above overview of the literature on factors that influence student withdrawal or persistence 

provides a useful framework for the presentation and discussion of the outcomes of this study.  

The specific aims of the study were: 

 identify the intensity of challenge/disadvantage students experienced while studying; 

 identify the most common helpful factors reported by successful students who experience 

disadvantage; 

 identify trends for specific equity groups in type and level of disadvantage and in helpful 

factors. 

3. Methodology  

Although a mixed methods research design was used, the main thrust of the research is qualita-

tive in line with the research aims to enable students to give voice to their experiences of disad-

vantage and success. The methods comprised an online exploratory survey using Survey Mon-

key with follow up focus groups and interviews to explore outcomes in more detail (due to 

space limitations, the data from the latter are not discussed in this paper). The online survey (see 

Appendix A) was designed to be anonymous and brief to maximise qualitative responses and no 

demographic or study level data were collected. Although the term disadvantage was used in 

questions, this was not defined and alternative expressions, namely ‘challenge’ and ‘difficulty’ 

were used to elicit information on what had hindered students in their studies and the severity of 

this experience. In contrast, a subsequent question on success factors provided typical examples 

of ‘helpful things’. A final question invited students to identify with descriptions or categories 

typically related to those of disadvantaged, underrepresented or equity groups but these catego-

ries were not defined as disadvantaged and students had the option to add other descriptions. 

Since the term LSES could not be used, a more general term ‘struggling financially’ was used in 

an attempt to capture students in this category. The questions were reviewed by the researchers 

and categories for the last question were chosen based on the research literature and institutional 

categories.  

The target population for the survey consisted of current, or recently completed, students at the 

University of Sydney (undergraduate and postgraduate), who had achieved some measure of 
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success defined according to LC records as having completed at least one year of study, a meas-

ure used in the literature (Yorke & Longden, 2004; Devlin & O’Shea, 2011). Using LC email 

contact details, a convenience sample of 1,873 previous and current students who had complet-

ed at least one year of study in August 2011 were invited to participate in the survey. Ethics ap-

proval was granted by the University of Sydney Human Research Ethics committee, and partici-

pants were offered a chance to win an iPad as an incentive to participate. This provided a 17% 

response rate, with 321 responses received. Although this is a low response rate for the whole 

sample, it is counterbalanced by the number of responses as well as the purpose of the survey 

(Nulty, 2008). Respondents were asked the status of their studies and only those surveys from 

students who were continuing or had completed their studies were included in the study (n = 

308).  

Quantitative data were analysed using descriptive statistical analysis and qualitative data using 

inductive, thematic coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Themes were generated in Survey Mon-

key, firstly, for the types of difficulty/disadvantage/challenge and secondly, the types of helpful 

factor. Descriptive statistics were then generated for the number and frequency of these themes 

(i.e. types of difficulty and helpful factor) and for the number and frequency of survey responses 

which were already categorical; that is, the level of disadvantage which students experienced 

and their identification with equity groups. Relationships between these descriptive statistics 

were explored to identify the most prominent trends and connections between students’ experi-

ences of disadvantage, both level and type, their identification with equity groups and the fac-

tors which helped them succeed. Coding and themes were validated by a second researcher.  

4. Survey findings 

4.1. Level of challenge/disadvantage and membership of equity groups 

Of the 308 responses, 69% reported some level of disadvantage while studying, with the highest 

proportion (38%) at the level of slight or occasional (see Table 1). This may be a noteworthy 

proportion, given that all students had been successful in their studies.   

Table 1. Number of survey responses which report each level of challenge/ disadvantage. 

Level of challenge/disadvantage Instances (%) 

No challenge/disadvantage 95 (31%) 

Slight or occasional challenge/disadvantage 118 (38%) 

Regular or significant challenge/disadvantage 73 (24%) 

Constant or extreme challenge/disadvantage 22 (7.1%) 

Three quarters (231) of respondents identified with equity groups or disadvantaged descriptions 

(Table 2). Some identified with more than one description resulting in a total of 388 responses. 

Those who identified as returning to study are the most frequent category in the data, followed 

by those struggling financially (possibly LSES) and first in family students. 

Respondents were also provided with an optional ‘other’ category. Many responses reinforced 

the given descriptions, but also included others, such as “carer”, “PhD candidate”, “living with 

parents”, “having a daughter doing the HSC”, “family and social responsibilities”, “cross cul-

tural differences”, “isolated in field of study”, “studying at a distance”, “full-time worker”, “re-

sistance to field of study in family/culture”, “change of career”, “family breakdown”, “moving 

house”. However, there were insufficient examples for a new category. It should be noted that 

almost a quarter of the sample did not identify with any equity group description. 
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Table 2. Self-reported identity with equity/disadvantaged groups/descriptions.  

Group/description Number Percentage of 

whole group 

Returning to study after a long period 103  33.4% 

Person who is struggling financially 81 26.3% 

First in family 80 26.0% 

Non-native speaker of English 64 20.8% 

Person with a disability 31 10.1% 

Person from a remote or isolated area 19 6.2% 

Single parent 6 1.9% 

Indigenous person 4 1.3% 

4.2. Relationship of equity group identity to the level of challenge/disadvantage  

At each level of challenge/disadvantage, the profile of equity group identity varied (Table 3).  

Table 3. Equity group identity at each level of challenge or disadvantage. (Column totals add to 

more than 100% as respondents often identified themselves as belonging to more than one equi-

ty group.) 

 Percentage of respondents with each level of challenge 

Equity group No challenge/ 

disadvantage 

(n = 95) 

Slight/ 

occasional 

(n = 118) 

Regular/ 

significant 

(n = 73) 

Constant/  

extreme 

(n = 22) 

Returning to study after a long pe-

riod 

49 52 36 27 

Struggling financially 16 33 49 50 

First in family 18 40 41 36 

Non-native speaker of English 36 24 25 32 

Person with a disability 0 9 26 32 

Person from a remote or isolated 

area 

7 5 12 14 

Single parent 2 2 3 5 

Indigenous person 2 1 2 5 

While those who identified as returning to study are well represented in the sample as a whole, 

and at each level of disadvantage, the frequency is progressively lower at higher levels. Also 

this group and non-native English speakers represent the largest proportion who report no level 

of disadvantage. In contrast, some equity groups are represented with progressively higher fre-

quency as the level of disadvantage increases, namely those struggling financially, those with a 

disability, and those from regional/remote areas. The number of students who identify as indig-

enous and single parents in this data is small, but suggest over-representation at higher levels of 

disadvantage. First in family students report comparatively high and constant frequency of dis-

advantage in each category from slight to extreme. This is also the case for non-native speakers 
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of English, although frequency levels are lower for this group but increase with each category of 

disadvantage. 

4.3. Experiences of challenge/disadvantage  

For respondents who reported some level of disadvantage while studying, qualitative comments 

which identified the types of difficulty they experienced were coded thematically. Responses 

frequently mentioned multiple types of difficulty. The initial coding yielded 15 themes. These 

have been broadly categorised with reference to the literature on factors influencing student 

withdrawal, namely, those internal to the student, those relating to the institution, and those in 

the broader sociocultural/economic environment as well as adventitious events (Yorke & Lang-

den, 2004, pp. 84-85). The categories and the themes are listed in Table 4, with examples from 

the data. 

Table 4. Categories of challenge/disadvantage with themes and verbatim examples from the 

survey responses. 

Categories of student 

challenge/disadvantage 

Themes from data Example from data 

Internal to the student   

 Academic Academic skills how to write a scientific paper 

if I didn't learn how to write, I would 

have kept failing 

 Difficult/too much study dealing with sheer amount of study 

loads 

 English language ability English is my second language 

 Non-academic Motivation keeping motivated while being at home 

and away from other students and staff 

 Balancing commitments  conflict between family responsibili-

ties/work and study/research 

 Mature/returning student I am a mature aged student and found it 

intimidating returning to university 

 Social connections socially, sometimes I felt a little isolated 

External to the student   

 Institutional 

 environment 

Access to resources limited library resources, i.e. insuffi-

cient books 

 Lecturer/supervisor/tutor difficulty in asking any questions to lec-

turers and tutors as they are too busy 

 University infrastruc-

ture/ systems 

 incorrect, delayed and conflicting in-

formation from the student centre 

Broader  

environment 

Accommodation problems arising in accommodation 

 Distance/travel  neglected/falling through the cracks 

because I am not always on campus 

 Financial difficulty  sole breadwinner for a young family 

while studying 

 Adventitious 

 events 

Health/disability repetitive strain injury in my right arm 

 Personal/family prob-

lems 

family illness and death  
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The most frequently reported themes are shown in Figure 1. The most common area of difficul-

ty is balancing commitments, which although classified as personal or internal to the student, 

would necessarily be affected by external factors such as the institutional environment, the stu-

dents’ sociocultural/economic environment, and the impact of adventitious events, namely 

health/disability. The latter is the second most frequent difficulty and lies largely outside the 

control of the student. Another frequent challenge is financial difficulties, which once again 

would impact on balancing commitments as students would most likely need to engage in paid 

work. Another frequent challenge is academic skills, both personal to the student, but clearly 

dependent on interactions with the institution. The most frequent institutional difficulty is teach-

ing staff (lecturer/supervisor/tutor). 

 

 

Figure 1. Themes of challenge/disadvantage as percentage of re-

sponses which reported some level of challenge / disadvantage.  

The frequency of various types of difficulty varies, however, once the survey responses are fil-

tered for the level of disadvantage experienced. Although balancing commitments is the most 

common challenge, the level of challenge decreases with higher levels of disadvantage (36% 

slight; 31% regular; 14% extreme). Other factors are more significant for those experiencing 

higher levels of disadvantage, namely health/disability, academic skills and the role of the lec-

turer/supervisor/tutor. Taken together, these factors would most likely impact on students’ abil-

ity to balance commitments.  

External factors, namely health/disability and financial difficulties increase with increasing 

challenge. The pattern for health/disability (17% slight; 43% regular; 37% extreme) is similar 

for students with a disability which is perhaps to be expected, given the numerous primary and 

secondary links between health and various types of disadvantage (e.g. Adler et al., 1994). Fi-

nancial challenge is a fairly constant difficulty across all levels (26% slight; 21% regular; 23% 

extreme). 

Academic skills, and teaching staff (lecturer/supervisor/tutor) become increasingly common at 

higher levels of disadvantage but teaching staff are mentioned more frequently than academic 

skills at the level of extreme disadvantage (17% slight; 25% regular; 27% extreme versus 13% 

slight; 14% regular; 36% extreme).  

Also for those experiencing higher levels of disadvantage, the challenge of being a return-

ing/mature student (18%) and lacking in social connections (18%) are mentioned more often 

compared with regular (6% and 8% respectively) and slight (13% and 11% respectively) levels 

of challenge.  
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4.4. Relationship of equity groups to types of challenge/disadvantage 

Markedly different patterns for the most common types of difficulty are apparent for each equity 

group (Table 5). 

Table 5. Frequency of reporting for 5 most commonly mentioned areas of difficulty for each 

equity group. 

 Percentage of respondents 

Equity group (n) 

 

Balancing 

commitments 

Health/ 

disability 

Financial Academic 

skills  

Lecturer/ 

supervisor/ 

tutor  

Returning to study after 

a long period (76) 

39 23 18 26 8 

Struggling financially 

(72) 

34 43 41 17 13 

First in family to attend 

university (70) 

26 30 25 17 15 

Non-native speaker of 

English (44) 

28 9 12 40 19 

Person with a disability 

(31) 

10 87 10 23 10 

Person from a remote 

or isolated area (15) 

27 53 20 20 13 

Single parent (5) 20 20 0 60 20 

Indigenous person (3) 0 50 0 50 50 

In some cases, these patterns are predictable, such as financial difficulties and balancing com-

mitments for those struggling financially, and health/disability for those with a disability. How-

ever, health/disability is noticeably more frequent for approximately half of all remote/isolated 

area students and Indigenous students and is also frequent for those struggling financially (43%) 

and first in family students (30%). Balancing commitments is also a predictable difficulty for 

those returning to study (39%) and struggling financially (34%). 

Academic skills is one of the most frequently reported types of disadvantage for all equity 

groups and especially for single parents, Indigenous students and non-native English speakers.  

Similarly, the role of the lecturer/supervisor/tutor is most frequently mentioned by these 

groups. 

4.5. Experiences of success  

All respondents, regardless of what level (if any) of challenge/disadvantage, were asked for the 

most helpful things during their time at university; things which either helped them to overcome 

some challenge, have a positive experience at university, or achieve success in their studies. In-

ductive coding of the qualitative responses initially yielded 33 themes and if themes occurred 

less than ten times in the data, these were re-examined and incorporated, where appropriate, in a 

final 18 themes. These have been broadly categorised in the same way as those for disadvantage 

(Table 6).  
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Table 6. Themes coded for helpful factors with examples from the data. 

Categories of things which 

helped 

Themes from  

data  

Examples from data 

Internal to the student    

 Non-academic Beliefs/strategies personal belief that education is im-

portant, and money will come eventually 

 Motivation doing for myself and not because I have 

to 

 Life balance ensuring I spend time with partner or 

friends and have a balance in life has 

been essential 

External to the student   

Institutional environment   

 Academic   

 Academic faculty Lecturer/supervisor/ 

tutor 

my honours supervisors were incredible. 

they got me through a tough time; 

a lot of our assignments are formative 

 Faculty support/ 

resources 

good resources in the conservatorium of 

music and Faculty of Architecture Audio 

Acoustics!! 

 Course design/ re-

sources 

recording of lectures, this has been espe-

cially helpful come exam time 

 Academic central Central support 

services 

LC feedback on essay writing was im-

mensely helpful; 

the one-on-one [LC support] was very 

helpful; 

O-week courses 

 Library university library and library website  

 Flexible/ technolog-

ical access 

recording equipment which allows me to 

hear things I would not otherwise have  

Academic resources Access to resources access to journals – high speed internet 

Academic informal Other students other students and postdocs have been 

giving me advice; 

helping others with the things I have 

struggled with – sharing my knowledge 

 Non-academic    

 Administration Administrative 

staff/ process 

the admin staff in the History & Arts of-

fice: Special Consideration Bursary and 

grant system 

 Financial assistance full scholarship 

 Infrastructure Uni infrastructure the availability of study spaces and com-

puters 

 Social Social event Biology frisbee and soccer 

Broader environment   

 External profes-

sional support 

cognitive Behavioural Therapy; medical 

treatment 

 Family/friends/ col-

leagues 

my sister has always been excellent at 

guiding me through the university system 

 Sport/exercise / 

leisure activity 

reading for leisure has been helpful as an 

escape from uni work;  

playing sport/doing regular exercise has 

been great 
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The most commonly reported helpful factors, mentioned at least ten times in the data, are shown 

in Table 7. Responses were coded for multiple themes where appropriate and the frequencies 

shown are a percentage of the total responses, including students who experienced no disad-

vantage.  

Table 7. Helpful factors with number of instances and frequencies in all surveys (n = 308). 

Categories of things which 

helped 

Themes from the data Instances Percentage 

External to the student 

Institutional environment 

Lecturer/supervisor/tutor 170 58.6 

Central support services 104 35.9 

 Library 97 33.5 

 Flexible/technological access 90 31.0 

 Other students 82 28.3 

 Faculty support/resources 56 19.3 

 Access to resources 50 17.2 

 Course design/resources 49 16.9 

 University infrastructure 27 9.3 

 Faculty support/resources 56 19.3 

 Financial assistance 19 6.6 

 Social event/organisation at uni 18 6.2 

 Admin staff/process 16 5.5 

Broader environment Family/friends/colleagues 71 24.5 

 Sport/exercise 26 9.0 

 External professional 10 3.5 

Internal to the student Beliefs/strategies 24 8.3 

 Life balance 22 7.6 

 Motivation 11 3.8 

It is interesting to note that themes internal to the student occur less frequently than those in the 

institutional and broader environment. Also, students’ perceptions of their own academic skills 

(“my own organisational skills”) and experience of success (“approached to do summer classes, 

a feeling of achievement after all these years”) are infrequent in the data occurring three times 

or less. Themes related to employment (“employer support – ability to negotiate with my em-

ployer to fit my study”), accommodation (“living close to uni Redfern”) and transport (“the 

(generally good) train network, otherwise I couldn’t come to uni at all”) are each mentioned, on 

average, only five times in the data. 

Figure 2 shows the frequency of the most helpful factors which occur with 10% frequency or 

more (for at least one group) as a percentage of all student responses, regardless of the level of 

disadvantage (if any). 
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Figure 2. Frequency of common (>10%) helpful factors for all 

survey respondents (n = 308). 

The two most frequently reported helpful factors were teaching staff (lecturer/supervisor/ tutor) 

and central support services (most commonly the LC in this data, but also disability services, 

counselling, careers and financial assistance).  However, the frequency of each of these varies 

with the level of disadvantage (Figure 3). 

 

 

Figure 3. Frequency of the top two helpful factors at each level 

of student challenge/disadvantage (if any). 

While teaching staff are frequently mentioned as helpful by students at all levels, the frequency 

with which central support services are reported increases with the level of disadvantage. As 

Figure 3 shows, for those students experiencing extreme disadvantage, central support services 

are reported as helpful in 43% of responses – the highest frequency for this group, and equal 

with teaching staff. 

The other two most commonly reported helpful factors are the library and flexible/technological 

access. While the library is more frequently reported for those with either no disadvantage 

(42%) or with slight disadvantage (35%), flexible access is relatively more important at higher 

levels of disadvantage, (31% regular; 29% extreme).  
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Although other students and family and friends are a constant helpful factor for those experienc-

ing no disadvantage, and slight and regular disadvantage (on average 28% of responses), their 

influence decreases for those experiencing extreme disadvantage, in particular the role of family 

and friends (10%). 

It is also worth noting that a number of helpful factors are only mentioned with noticeable fre-

quency by students experiencing extreme disadvantage. Two of these are internal to students, 

namely beliefs and strategies (24%) and motivation (14%). At this level, recourse to external 

professionals (19%) is also helpful.  

4.6. Relationship of equity groups to factors which help  

Students who identified with specific equity groups reported helpful factors with varying fre-

quencies, although teaching staff and central support services are consistently among the most 

common factors, along with the library (Table 8).  

Table 8. Frequency of 6 most commonly mentioned helpful factors for each equity group. 

 Percentage of respondents 

Equity group (n) 

 

Teaching 

staff  

Central 

support  

Library Flexible 

access 

Other 

students 

Family/ 

friends 

Returning to study after a 

long period (76) 

57 46 46 28 27 23 

Struggling financially 

(72) 

50 47 23 19 21 36 

First in family to attend 

university (70) 

49 39 35 30 29 25 

Non-native speaker of 

English (44) 

49 47 42 26 28 21 

Person with a disability 

(31) 

63 67 20 23 13 23 

Person from a remote or 

isolated area (15) 

60 40 47 20 33 33 

Single parent (5) 60 100 60 20 40 40 

Indigenous person (3) 33 33 33 0 33 33 

Teaching staff are reported as helpful most frequently by students with a disability, single par-

ents, remote/isolated area students and returning students. Some of these groups (those with a 

disability, single parents) rate central support more highly. Teaching staff and central support 

are rated almost equally by students struggling financially, non-native speakers of English and 

Indigenous students. First in family students also rate Teaching staff above others but not as 

strongly as other equity groups.  

The library is rated before central support as the second most helpful factor for remote/isolated 

students and equal to central support by returning students and Indigenous students. The library 

is the third most helpful factor for first in family students and non-native speakers of English 

and equal to teaching staff for single parents.  

For students with a disability, the third most helpful factor is flexible/technological access and 

this is equal to the support of family and friends. Although important for all students, the influ-

ence of family and friends is greater than other students for those struggling financially, while 

both family and friends and other students are equally important for single parents, re-

mote/isolated students and Indigenous students. Other students are more important than family 
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and friends for non-native speakers of English, those returning to study and first in family stu-

dents. 

5. Discussion and conclusion 

The results of this study provide some insight into the level and type of disadvantage experi-

enced by successful university students during their studies, how this intersects with their identi-

ty with equity group descriptions, and the factors which have helped them achieve success.  

The majority reported some level of challenge or disadvantage, and the most common types of 

difficulty can be considered as both internal and external to the student, namely balancing 

commitments, health/disability, financial difficulties and academic skills. These challenges 

closely match the reasons for early withdrawal given in the Student/University Experience Sur-

veys (2013, 2014, 2015), namely, health/stress, workload difficulties, study/life balance, finan-

cial difficulties and the need to be in paid work. The 2015 survey found these difficulties impact 

more on older students, Indigenous students, students with a disability and first in family stu-

dents as well as students who achieve poorer grades. Such findings have also been commonly 

reported in the literature on retention and attrition (e.g. Wierenga et al., 2013; Edwards & 

McMillan, 2015). However, what is significant about our findings is that the students in our 

sample, many from the groups mentioned, overcame these difficulties to achieve success. Our 

study also strongly underlines the ubiquitous role of external factors, namely financial and 

health related difficulties (Baik, Naylor, & Arkoudis, 2015) which severely impact students’ 

lives and academic work. What is also noteworthy is that the most severe level of disadvantage 

is overcome by those who are struggling financially, most likely students from LSES back-

grounds. While institutions have limited ability to help with financial difficulties and even less 

so with health difficulties at a formal level, our data show the importance of empathetic teaching 

and central support staff in providing ways for students to overcome these difficulties. Con-

versely, institutions have a key role to play in addressing the area of academic skills and this can 

in turn help students to balance their study/life commitments and improve their grades.   

Academic skills were reported as a significant area of difficulty and increasing with higher lev-

els of disadvantage. At the same time, the provision of central academic skills support and other 

central services was rated as the second most helpful factor and increasing with higher levels of 

disadvantage. It is not surprising that students who sought academic help, our sample, reported 

academic skills as a significant area of difficulty while at the same time valuing the help they 

received in this area from a central academic language and learning centre. What is important in 

our findings is that academic language and learning support, as well as other central services 

support, is critical for enabling success as the severity of disadvantage increases. The institu-

tional provision of academic skills support is widespread and varied across the sector and has 

been strongly recommended by government and in the literature. As McKay and Devlin (2014) 

point out, scaffolding academic literacies and ‘demystifying the different language’ of universi-

ty is a powerful enabler of success, in particular for students from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

Indeed, the two most helpful factors include precisely those people who are best placed to sup-

port students’ needs in this area: discipline teaching staff (lecturers, supervisors and tutors) and 

central support services (primarily, academic language and learning). 

Despite this, another key finding is that teaching staff are frequently reported as both sources of 

difficulty and help, whereas central support is only mentioned as helpful. This is perhaps to be 

expected, as teaching staff form the basic fabric of students’ interactions with the university, and 

in particular the assessment/feedback regime, and are hence the most likely source of all experi-

ences, whether positive, negative or neutral. While teaching staff are helpful at all levels of dis-

advantage, central services increase in importance as the level of disadvantage increases and are 

equal to the support provided by teaching staff at the level of extreme disadvantage. This im-

portant enabling role of teaching staff and central services has been recognised in previous stud-

ies (e.g. Yorke & Longden, 2004) and has resulted in the promotion of institutional partner-

ships, for example, in embedding academic and life skills in curricula (Kift, 2015).  
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The essential role of other institutional central services, namely the library as well as technolog-

ical facilities for flexible access can be seen in the frequent mention of these as helpful factors, 

particularly for those who are likely to have limited time on campus, such as single parents or to 

have difficulty accessing the campus, such as students with disabilities. Our findings strongly 

align with the literature in terms of the key role played by institutional central support services 

in student retention (e.g. Bradley et al., 2008; Tinto, 2012; King et al., 2015).  

The institutional environment can also facilitate social integration through supporting the devel-

opment of peer/colleague relationships. Our data not only highlight the important role of other 

students in enabling success but also the difficulty in establishing social and study networks, 

particularly for those experiencing higher levels of disadvantage and for students returning to 

study. Social integration is increasingly a challenge for all students and for institutions (Baik, 

Naylor, & Arkoudis, 2015). In line with other studies, a supportive external environment pro-

vided by family and friends is particularly important for single parents, Indigenous students and 

those from remote/regional areas and also for those struggling financially but the family situa-

tion can also be a source of difficulty (Barney, 2016).  

An intriguing insight is that students rarely mention their own internal strengths as factors that 

have helped them succeed although undoubtedly this is the case (Smit, 2012; O’Shea, 2016b). 

Only those experiencing extreme disadvantage mention their own internal resources, such as 

motivation, more frequently. This is clearly an area for further investigation and intervention to 

promote self-esteem and confidence.  

It is clear that our findings cannot be generalised as participants were drawn from a unique 

group of students, those successful students who had accessed academic language and learning 

resources. Despite this limitation, this study has provided insights into these students’ experi-

ences of disadvantage while studying and what has helped them to succeed. In addition, our 

study, in contrast to much of the literature on help-seeking, has shown that students who identi-

fy with equity group descriptions, the majority of our sample, do seek academic help from a 

central academic language and learning unit and increasingly value this help at higher levels of 

disadvantage. 

Future studies could survey a broader sample of students who seek help from other central and 

faculty based services to provide more in depth data especially in terms of the effectiveness of 

these services to help students overcome significant institutional and external difficulties. Also 

more detailed qualitative investigation with specific groups, such as those experiencing higher 

levels of difficulty within particular equity descriptions, may provide richer insight into the fac-

tors which help in the face of severe disadvantage.  

The outcomes of this study highlight the importance of key institutional enabling factors for 

student success, namely, teaching staff and central services, particularly academic language and 

learning. These support students towards overcoming their main difficulty of balancing study 

and life commitments in an environment severely impacted by powerful negative external and 

adventitious influences. Our findings are consistent with proposals that bring together the key 

institutional factors that enable student success, namely, discipline teaching staff and central 

services, to work together to more accurately align programs and resources with what helps. 
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