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2 Foreword

In 2012, The National Union of Students Quality Survey was conducted for the second time. It is the only student-run, 

student-focused survey addressing the entirety of a student’s learning experience at university. 

In 2010, when the Survey was first run, the deregulation of student places loomed – a change in the tertiary system 

which tied university funding to students rather than courses. This allowed for universities to have an unprecedented 

amount of flexibility in what courses they offered, and when. It was accompanied by a totally new system of 

regulation, based on standards rather than on audits.

The Quality Survey was constructed in response to these factors, and run for the first time in 2010. 

NUS predicted that in a deregulated environment, more esoteric and non-professional degrees, like Arts, would be 

slashed and de-prioritised. We predicted overcrowding of classes would worsen. We predicted the casualisation of 

academia would continue to expand and affect students. We predicted more reliance on online resources, at the 

expense of face-to-face teaching. 

We were right.

In 2012 we also had to respond to and engage a student cohort different to any that had come before. More low-

SES and working class students, more Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students, more mature age students, and 

more regional students are now studying at university. 

In response to this challenge, NUS ran a campaign called “Fund Our Future: Value My Education”. This campaign aimed 

to raise awareness and engage students around issues of funding of universities, and the associated quality of their 

degree. We had to make the link between how much money went into their degree, and the educational experience 

they were having. We needed to make this campaign as relatable, easy to engage with and clear as possible. 

The campaign had 2 prongs: “Fund Our Future”, which focused on securing more funding for tertiary education, 

and “Value My Education”, which focused on the quality of education being delivered.

The Quality Survey was distributed as part of the campaign to engage students with issues of quality on their campuses.

The diversity of stories and experiences from students was incredible, with people from nearly every campus around 

the country filling out the survey. Particularly of note are La Trobe University, Curtin University and the University of 

Technology Sydney who had an impressive volume of students filling out the survey. Credit for this has to go to the 

dedicated student representatives from those campuses.

Thanks to all the activists, representatives and students who helped gather and compose these responses. This 

would not be possible without your efforts. Thanks also to Graham for his work throughout this project, and to the 

NUS National team.

The 2012 Quality Survey was not just about finding statistics to use in lobbying , and it was not just about filling a 

quota of student responses from each university. It was about engaging students with the quality of their education, 

on a student-to-student basis, and giving them an opportunity to have their voice heard on this vital issue.

Rosa sottile 
NUs NatioNal edUcatioN officeR 2012

Foreword
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4 introduction

Welcome to the second of our biennial national surveys 

into undergraduate perceptions of education quality.

Australian higher education has become one of the 

world leaders when it comes to developing systems 

for robust quality assurance.  There are now numerous 

survey instruments that have been developed to gauge 

student/graduate satisfaction and engagement with 

university life. 

These include the Australian Graduate Survey Course 
Experience Questionnaire (CEQ), the Australasian 
Survey of Student Engagement, the new University 
Experience Survey, and the various student satisfaction 
surveys conducted by faculties for their internal 
diagnostic purposes. So why has NUS come up with yet 
another student survey?

One issue is that the results are not released publicly 

or only in a highly aggregated form so that institutions 

are not identified. One quality league table ranking 

that does get media coverage is the world university 

academic performance ranking put together by 

Shanghai University. However, this is entirely a measure of 

research and publications outputs. This may be useful in 

deciding where to do a PhD but says nothing about the 

quality of undergraduate teaching.

Another issue is that the Australian survey instruments 

are almost exclusively quantitative. Typically students 

tick a box on a 5 scale range. Our survey allows students 

to provide further comments beyond ticking a box, 

an option which happily most took up. We don’t just 

want to know that 70% of students were satisfied with a 

particular aspect of teaching or campus engagement. 

We also want to know the reasons why students gave a 

particular rating.

Australian higher education is in transition from the old 

chalk and talk pedagogy to a more complex context 

where both internal and external modes of teaching 

incorporate digital technologies. The sector is also 

dealing with managing with larger and larger cohorts 

of students in a context where public funding is not 

keeping up.

The purpose of this survey is to give Australian 

undergraduates a voice to raise their disparate positive 

and negative experiences about their teaching and 

learning environments in this challenging period for 

Australian higher education. The final section of this 

report distils the comments into practical good learning 

and teaching practices for internal and external/mixed 

mode students. 

The new framework for Teaching and Learning 

Standards to be regulated by the Tertiary Education 

Quality and Standards Agency is still evolving. Our 

survey allows NUS to bring the undergraduate 

experiences to quality regulatory bodies and also to 

help focus the sector and government on where more 

resources may be needed to improve quality.

Overall we have been pleased that the sample size is 

big enough that the 2012 results are comparable to 

the 2010 survey and that the results do not seem to be 

heavily distorted by the different mix in the number of 

responses from each university. The overall satisfaction 

rating at the end of our survey was also close to the 

nearest comparable indicator with a large sample size, 

the CEQ. 

This time we had an almost completely separate stream 

of questions for the external and mixed mode students 

as many of the questions for internal mode students are 

not applicable. 

We would have liked to have had a greater number 

of responses from regional campuses. The low 

response rate partly reflects the fragility of student 

representative structures on many of these campus 

that are just staring to rebuild in the wake of the 

Student Services and Amenities Fee legislation (ie to 

promote the survey on campus). 

Finally thanks to the 6,765 students who took the 

time to do this rather lengthy survey, and also the 

dozens of campus activists who promoted the survey 

on their campuses. 

GRaham hastiNGs
NUs ReseaRch co-oRdiNatoR (aNd 
steeRiNG GRoUp membeR of the aUstRaliaN 
UNiveRsities QUality foRUm betweeN 2008 -11)

INTroduCTIoN
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5

The 2012 NUS Undergraduate Student Perceptions of 

Education Quality Survey was conducted over May-

June 2012. 6,755 students from 38 universities did the 

on-line survey.

internal Mode 
Students

class size

45% of students reported that some or all of their 

lectures and tutorial rooms were overcrowded, ie not 

enough seats.

53.7% of students reported that their tutorial classes 

typically had more the 20 students. 

14.9% of students said that students in their course 

watched their lecture via a video link to another lecture 

room as the first was over-crowded.

facility QUality

30% of students indicated that they had major issues 

with lecture theatres or tutorial rooms. This result was the 

same as the 2010 survey.

19.8% of students who did a course involving 

laboratory, studio or work experience placements 

indicated that they had major issues with the quality of 

the facilities or placement.

teachiNG availability, assessmeNt 
& feedback

13.4% of students regularly had their lectures or tutorials 

delivered by video link from another campus

Only 33.2% received helpful and timely assessment 

feedback for all of their subjects. 9.1% of students 

indicated that they had not received this for any of 

their subjects.

oN-liNe flexibility

27.1% of students had all their lectures recorded for on-

line viewing. 16.4% had no recorded lectures.

81.5% of students had on-line tutorial groups or 

discussion boards for at least some subjects.

87.6% of students indicated that their on-line course 

materials and readers were up to date.

academic challeNGe

82.4% of students said that they are academically 

challenged by the material covered in their course.

coURse aNd sUppoRt ResoURces

66.9% of students indicated that there are not enough 

copies of course textbooks in the library so that students 

have a realistic option not to have to purchase them.

20.4% of students indicated that they needed to go to 

another university for resources.

45% of students said they paid additional course 

material fees on top of HECS or tuition fees.

Student use of various campus services: Equity (10.2%), 

Disability (10.1%), Careers (25.6%), Academic Rights 

(10.6%), Welfare (12.5%) and Study Skills (27.9%). In 2012 

there was a disturbing 43% fall in the use of equity 

services compared to the 2010 survey.

campUs life

53.1% of students were a member of a club or 

society, 34.9% had voted in a student representative 

election and 26.7% had taken part in a student 

representative campaign.

Key results at a Glance

Key reSulTS AT A GlANCe

NUS_Report_F.indd   5 22/10/12   1:03 PM



6 Key results at a Glance

external/Mixed 
Mode Students

tUtoRial size aNd paRticipatioN

64.3% of students said their course had on-line tutorial 

groups or discussion lists

Only 37.5% of applicable students had tutorial groups 

above 20 students. This compares to 53.7% for internal 

mode students.

teachiNG availability, assessmeNt 
aNd feedback

79.3% of students indicated that teaching staff 

are regularly available for one on one additional 

consultation or advice (i.e. via e-mail).

52% of students receive some lectures or tutorials by 

video link, however, 45% of these students reported 

audio and/or video problems with the link.

33.2% of students did not receive helpful and timely 

feedback from teaching staff about submitted work.

oN-liNe flexibility

49.5% of student reported that their on-line lectures are 

up to date and of good quality 

93.2% of students had access to current, relevant data-

bases and journals on-line.

academic challeNGe

85% of students said that they are academically 

challenged by the material covered in their course.

coURse aNd sUppoRt ResoURces

71.3% of students indicated that the loan arrangements 

with the library are adequate and prompt enough so 

that students have realistic access to resources beyond 

the on-line resources 

37.5% of students said they paid additional course 

material fees on top of HECS or tuition fees.

Student use of various campus services: Equity (11.4 

%), Disability (6.9%), Careers (22.7%), Academic Rights 

(11.4%), Welfare (14.2%) and Study Skills (32.2%). These 

are comparable or higher than internal students except 

for disability.

iNteRactioN with campUs life

75.7% of students have received material from their 

campus student organisation, 25.5% had voted in a 

student representative election and 20.2% had taken 

part in a student representative campaign.

mixed mode oNly

33.1% of mixed mode students reported having major 

issues with their lecture theatres and/or tutorial rooms. 

This is comparable to the figure for internal students 

(30.8%).

14% of mixed mode students who did laboratory/

studio/work experience practicuums indicated that 

they had major issues with these facilities or placements. 

This is lower than figure for internal students (19.8%).

oveRall satisfactioN –  
all stUdeNts

Students were asked to rate their satisfaction with their 

degree so far taking into account the costs and time 

involved. 67.6% of students rated their experience as 

outstanding or good. If we include the students who 

rated the experience as average the figure rises to 88.7%.

83.5% of students also indicated that they would 

recommend their course and university to a friend.
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8 Part A: Results From Internal Mode Student Survey

0-20 
4.9% 

20-40 
11.5% 

40-60 
8.4% 

60-100 
13.8% 

100-200 
23.6% 

200-300 
17.1% 

300-400 
9.7% 

400+ 
11% 

Yes 
14.9% 

No 
85.1% 

0-10 
4.1% 

10-20 
41.9% 

20-30 
40.6% 

30-40 
6.4% 

40-60 
1.9% 

60-100 
0.8% 

100+ 
0.4% 

N/A 
4% 

All 
1.6% 

Most 
7.2% 

A few 
36.2% None 

55% 

Class Size 

How many students are in your largest 
class (e.g. lecture, seminar, etc)?
5,381 responses

if you have tutorials, on average, how 
many students are in your tutorials?

are your lectures or tutorials 
overcrowded, i.e. not enough seats?

Do some students in your course watch 
the lecture via a video relay to a second 
lecture theatre because the first lecture 
theatre is overcrowded?

The results were broadly consistent with the results of 

2010 survey in terms of largest lecture, typical tutorial 

size and use of video relays to a second lecture theatre 

due to overcrowding in popular courses. 

In 2012 we introduced a new question about 

overcrowding of lecture theatres and/or tutorial rooms. 

45% of students said that they experienced at least 

some overcrowded lecture theatres. 

How do you feel your class sizes have 
affected your learning experience?
4,138 comments

A common theme was the alienation and 

disengagement associated with the over-crowding in 

the lecture theatres in popular first year courses:

“I spent a year on the main campus of U Syd and 

the 500+ classes were terrible. Asking questions 

was discouraged. We were just a number.” (Health 

Sciences, University of Sydney, now at the smaller 

Cumberland campus)

“In previous years when my lectures have been 

overcrowded I’ve opted to watch online because it 

can be such a disruptive environment to learn in. When 

huge lecture theatres are used to accommodate a 

large amount of students it’s often hard to not only 

PArT A: reSulTS From INTerNAl mode 
STudeNT Survey
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9Part A: Results From Internal Mode Student Survey

hear the lecturer and see the slides, but also to feel 

engaged. If you want to ask something of your lecturer 

afterwards the line is often too long to be bothered 

with even if you don’t have a class afterwards and you 

leave feeling frustrated and like you didn’t get as much 

out of the lecturer because of it.” (Humanities, University 

of Adelaide)

“Lectures for my psychology subjects have always 

been ridiculously overcrowded. In first year, we had 

the live video relay to a second lecture room because 

the first lecture room (biggest one on campus) was 

full. When lecture rooms are too full sometimes people 

stand.” (Business/Science, University of Sydney)

Some were struggling with the transition from high 

school class sizes to the mass university lectures in 

first year:

“Lectures - 440 students, not all attend. Learning 

experience - lonelier than high school, quite removed 

from lecturer, not as close/intimate” (First Year, 

Biomedicine, University of Melbourne)

In many cases a large proportion of the students stop 

attending the large lectures regularly after the first few 

weeks:

“The lectures are always packed (ie. not enough 

seats) and really noisy for the first couple of weeks, 

but as students drop out or decide to listen to the 

lectures online etc. the number of students decreases 

dramatically.” (Science, Monash-Clayton)

“Video relay usually only lasts the first two weeks, then 

when people lose interest or drop out there is always 

lots of room in the lectures” (Science, La Trobe)

These sort of comments were frequent from first and 

second year students at the large suburban and CBD 

campuses. Students attending lectures at smaller, rural 

campuses reported positively of a more personalised 

and supportive learning experience: 

“My class size is great, I love having such a small 

amount. The lecturer really gets to know us, what we’re 

good at and what we’re not. The lecturers are able to 

email us personally with tips and extra resources if they 

notice we may need some help in class. I’d definitely 

recommend small classes.” (Second Year, Health, 

Central Queensland University– Mackay)

“Small rural class sizes are wonderful! I have studied 

at a larger campus previously and really struggled to 

get to know people and make friends. This campus is 

so much smaller. I know all of the students studying my 

subjects and quite a few people from other courses. 

It is a very supportive and personalised learning 

environment.” (Second Year, Health Science, La Trobe - 

Shepparton)

The size of tutorial groups was a topic that was raised 

even more frequently than the size of lectures. 53.7% of 

students reported that their typical tutorial had more 

than 20 students in it. The most common recurring 

theme was once tutorials got above around 15 students 

that there was a deterioration in opportunities for 

interactive discussion and questioning.

“My tute with 45 people is not very positive as we 

do not get much time to discuss material” (Science, 

University of Sydney)

“Tutorials disappointing - as a student in the 1970s all 

tutorials I have attended since 2005 have 20+ students 

in them compared to 10 - 12 in the 1970s. How do 

students learn to share their ideas and reflect upon 

those offered by others. Often tutorials become ‘mini-

lectures/seminars’ so the tutor can cope with such an 

unwieldy and frustrating environment.” (Humanities, La 

Trobe University)

“Most classes are capped at 15, this is generally a 

good size. Enough people to have good discussions” 

(Architecture, University of Melbourne)

“Being in third year engineering, slowly shrinking class 

sizes have made the lecturers’ job of controlling noise/

attention a little easier. Medium-sized rather than large 

tutes are definitely better, more capacity for interactive 

learning and more availability of one-on-one talking 

with the tutors” (Engineering, University of Queensland)

“Its harder to ask questions to a tutor when there are so 

many people competing for their attention. Its much 

harder to have giant group discussions, to get personal 

help from the tutor, there are millions of presentations 

to get through that limit the amount of class time we 

can all participate in etc.” (Social Science/International 

Studies, University of Technology, Sydney)

“My Liberal Arts education has lost one of its most 

important qualities – discussion” (Humanities, University 

of Adelaide)
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10 Part A: Results From Internal Mode Student Survey

Yes 
30.8% 

No 
69.2% 

All 
40.4% 

Most 
41.2% 

A few 
16% 

None 
2.4% 

In response to the deterioration in student: staff ratios 

some tutors have changed the tutorial pedagogy 

so that large tutorials are broken into smaller groups. 

Students discuss a formatted set of questions and report 

back at the end of the session. The tutor becomes 

primarily a facilitator of this process. Student comments 

on this were generally negative.

“Lower quality teaching in tutorials, no emphasis 

on development of students ability to question and 

problem solve. Tutorials are micro-managed with a 

superficial set questions designed for the least able 

students. Unable to learn much at all under such 

circumstances.” (Arts, Monash University-Clayton)

“I have some really great lecturers and tutors…

Regrettably, teachers often substitute class work with 

group-work, which means I cover less of the course, and 

end up learning from my peers rather than a professional. 

This is undesirable” (Arts/Law, University of Sydney)

“Poorer quality in tutorials - aside from the discomfort 

of having them take place in lecture theatres, there 

is no opportunity for relevant learning by interaction/ 

discussion and questioning of tutor; who now acts 

merely as a facilitator for dividing students into useless 

‘discussion groups’ to address puerile simplistic pre 

programmed questions. Total waste of time.” (Arts, 

Monash University - Clayton)

In a few cases students preferred bigger groups or 

complained that their tutorials were too small (due to 

non-attendance or scheduling before 9 am) to have 

enough breadth of views:

“Non-attendance by students causes the tutor to 

abbreviate the session (e.g. nominally about 15 

students, but from several weeks in only 4 or 5 will 

attend).” (Law/Business, Murdoch University)

“Being in a big group actually makes me more 

comfortable in learning as I learn a lot from the variety 

of perspectives and opinions of the people I’m with” 

(Business, La Trobe University)

The negative learning impact of excessively large class 

sizes was also widely raised by students in laboratory 

and studio class contexts: 

“Nursing practical laboratory classes are hugely 

overcrowded. There are about 30 students to 1 lab leader, 

which means that there is never enough time or resources 

to receive an adequate learning experience. Lab classes 

are conducted with several different clinical scenarios 

and we often miss clinical scenario stations during the lab 

class due to time constraints (lab leader cannot spend 

enough time with each group at each station).” (Health 

Sciences, James Cook University - Cairns)

“There are too many students in the studio components 

and the lecturer does not have enough time to get 

to every one.. they are not lecturers in the traditional 

sense they are studio lecturers and this needs to 

be reflected in the work load agreements with the 

university... It is not a business course where the 

university tries to squeeze more students into the 

class.. We are there to learn very different skills and 

techniques and class sizes need to be reduced to 

accommodate this not increased.” (Architecture and 

Design, University of South Australia – City West)

Facility Quality

Do your classrooms have air 
conditioning/heating?

are there major issues with lecture 
theatres or tutorial rooms at your 
university, i.e. inadequate furniture, 
poor ventilation, inadequate audio-visual 
support?
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11Part A: Results From Internal Mode Student Survey

Could you describe any issues with 
your facilities?
1,741 comments

In the 2012 survey just over 30% of students had 

issues with the quality of some of their lecture 

theatres or tutorial rooms. This is the same as the 

2010 survey. Many students from 2010 noted 

that there was a binary divide on their campus 

between the faculties that had contemporary, 

state of the art facilities and the other faculties 

that were based in run down, patched up facilities 

dating back to the 1960s or earlier.

The 69% majority who had no issues with their 

lecture and tutorial facilities tended not to provide 

comments or only a brief positive statement:

“The majority of lecture theatres and tutorial 

rooms at my university are fine and have modern 

equipment and good quality furniture, etc.” 

(Humanities, University of Adelaide)

On the other end of the spectrum are the 

comments from the small minority of students where the 

facilities that have become hazardous:

“The Architecture building ceiling collapsed on the 

weekend, the day after I had my tutorial in the same 

room where loud disturbing crunching sound echoed 

throughout the room as we tried to practice our 

listening in Chinese 100, thank god it collapsed on the 

weekend and nobody got hurt” (Humanities/Business, 

Curtin University)

“Have had issues such as flooded rooms, roof leaks, 

electrical shorts due to leaks in rood affecting lighting, 

a cracked window pane left unrepaired which 

continued to crack ominously throughout the class” 

(Humanities and Social Sciences, La Trobe University)

“Chairs in lecture theatres collapse on occasion” (Arts, 

University of Tasmania)

Fortunately most of the students who made negative 

comments about the quality of teaching facilities were 

confronted with less dramatic circumstances. We have 

broken down comments into various themes to give 

some indication of the prevalence of certain problems 

(many comments raised multiple themes).

This list doesn’t include the many comments about 

heavily graffitied desks, uncomfortable wooden seats or 

that the facilities looked dingy and run down.

The negative comments about air conditioning were 

typically about lecture theatres being far too cold and 

conversely that tutorial rooms were often stuffy and 

lacked ventilation. Students doing a session (s) over 

multiple hours said that the stuffiness affected their 

ability to concentrate. 

Students at the Kuringai-Gai campus of University of 

Technology, Sydney and the University of Adelaide 

Medical School complained about the general lack of 

functional air conditioning in the buildings. Students at 

University of Tasmania complained that the university 

left it too late into autumn before turning the heating 

on in teaching facilities.

“Most tutorial rooms get quite stuffy and hot, there is 

little ventilation in these rooms. In contrast, Lecture 

theatres get cold with the air conditioning on“ (Health 

Sciences, La Trobe University)

“The medical school at Adelaide Uni is terrible. It has 

very limited ventilation in many rooms (both lecture 

theatres and tutorial rooms), and the air conditioning/

the most commoN facility 

QUality issUes Raised by 

iNteRNal stUdeNts (NUmbeR)

•	 Excessive	or	Lack	of	Air	Conditioning/Heating/Poor	

Ventilation (506)

•	 Faulty	audio-visual	equipment	or	microphones,	

lecturers don’t know how to use equipment (413)

•	 Not	enough	seats/	room	too	small	(171)

•	 Flooding/Broken	Furniture/Ceiling	Collapses/

Asbestos (156)

•	 Faulty	or	No	Recording	of	Lectures	(131)

•	 Too	Small	Desks	(78)

•	 No	wireless	internet	access	in	teaching	facility	(54)

•	 No	accessible	power	points	to	recharge	

computers (42)

•	 External	noise	due	to	inadequate	soundproofing	or	

construction work adjacent to teaching facility (38)
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12 Part A: Results From Internal Mode Student Survey

heating hardly ever seems to work in most lecture 

theatres. On numerous occasions (especially in 

summer) students experience severe stuffiness and 

as a result, drowsiness/inattention/illness” (Medicine, 

University of Adelaide)

“UTas don’t turn heating on till quite late in the year 

so buildings are freezing“ (Science, Engineering and 

Technology, University of Tasmania)

“The aircon is always turned on so I always have to 

wear jumpers and jackets with me even though outside 

is not cold at all...After that lecture is finished I go out so 

I can warm myself. I asked a few times for that aircon to 

be turned off, but the lecturer said he doesn’t know how 

to do that. I was sick for 2 weeks because of that but no-

one did anything about it anyway and it still happens 

till this day. Someone needs to do something about 

it, this is not normal, I was literally shaking during my 

lecture because I was cold. I can’t concentrate on the 

lecture because of that” (Business, La Trobe University)

Apart from air conditioning/heating issues the most 

common complaints were around deficiencies in 

audio-visual or recording equipment for lectures:

“Every lecture I have been to has had something 

on the lines of technical difficulties” (Arts and Social 

Sciences, University of Technology, Sydney)

“Malfunctioning equipment (technical help staff are 

unreachable or understaffed)” (Arts, University of 

Tasmania)

“Sometimes the PowerPoint won’t allow videos to 

be displayed without altering the lecture slides. The 

lecture rooms have sensor lights and when the teacher 

is not moving at the front of the room, the lights go 

completely off and disrupts the class.” (Business, 

Swinburne-Hawthorn)

“Lectopia audio support often fails to record or there 

are technical problems with the recording. There have 

not been any video recording of lectures in any of my 

courses.” (Science/Arts, University of NSW)

“Some of the mid-sized lecture theatres aren’t 

equipped for lecture recording, which as a disabled 

student with a vision impairment is fairly important to 

me - I often need to go back and listen to lectures a 

second time in order to cover all the required notes.” 

(Arts/Law, Monash-Clayton)

Sometimes the issues may be related to the lack of 

training of teaching staff with the use of equipment: 

“Not one single staff member appears to know how 

to operate the audio-visual equipment in any lecture 

theatre. Which is disturbing, considering I’m a cinema 

studies minor” (Humanities, La Trobe University)

“Earth sciences faculty members haven’t been taught 

properly how to use the provided technology. The 

online course pages are not up-to-date, some lectures 

aren’t recorded, the audio is not linked to the power 

points (a feat which the Biology and Environment 

departments prove possible).” (Science, Australian 

National University)

“My screen studies lecture was disrupted for at least 

7 weeks in a row, due to technical difficulties playing 

clips, movies etc. These issues seemed to change every 

week, despite the best efforts of the lecturer, because of 

continual changes to technology in the room that had 

not been made known to the teaching staff.” (Arts and 

Social Science, University of Technology, Sydney)

Other commonly raised technology-related issues 

related to student access to power points to re-charge 

computers in long sessions and the lack of reliable 

wireless internet connectivity for student and staff in 

some teaching facilities:

“There is very limited access to power outlets, usually 

only at the back and sides of the lecture theatres and 

tutorial rooms. As laptops are becoming more widely 

used, it is frustrating to go to a lecture theatre and 

have to sit in inconvenient places because that’s the 

only place the power outlet is.” (Business, Queensland 

University of Technology-Gardens Point)

“Not enough power points ANYWHERE. This is 

particularly a problem when three hour lectures are 

scheduled in a row, by the final lecture any students 

using a laptop have generally switched to paper.” 

(Medicine, Monash-Clayton)

“Room allocation was so hard that we had a class that 

needed internet access almost always (for streaming 

films) and we had to have a guy come every week, set 

up a temporary projector, then dismantle it when we’d 

finished. The wireless in the lecture hall was so bad our 

teacher had to use a little portable Telstra modem” 

(Arts, Monash-Clayton)
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The issues of new technology and staff awareness of 

how to effectively use the technology are felt most 

acutely by students who rely on a video-link delivery 

from another campus for their ‘internal’ mode of study. 

As in our 2010 survey some students learning in this 

mode have no teaching support staff present in their 

class room:

“All lectures are recorded in Melbourne Bundoora and 

Bendigo Students are expected to watch them and 

get little to no live lectures. Lecturers do not speak loud 

enough so when you need to watch the lecture you 

cannot hear them and then it cuts off after 55 minutes 

so if the lecturer is still teaching we are cut off. We also 

cannot see the lecturer when they make gestures and 

show us what they are talking about!” (Health Science, 

La Trobe - Bendigo)

“Lectures watching from Lismore never load properly, 

something is usually wrong with the sound and when 

someone from Beachside tries to say something, they 

can’t hear us from the other end making the learning 

frustrating” (Law, Southern Cross University - Beachside)

“In terms of audio-visual support, all our lectures are 

‘beamed’ to us from Melbourne, so we never have a 

live lecture. This is fine (although they didn’t tell us this 

when we enrolled!). This issue is that no-one knows 

how to use the technology or the microphone if we 

want to ask a question and no-one has ever shown 

us. Furthermore, there is never anyone in the lecture 

with us (an older student or a member of staff) in 

case something goes wrong. We have had lectures 

without sound and the lecturer in Melb is completely 

oblivious.“ (Science, Technology and Engineering, La 

Trobe University Albury-Wodonga)

Another very practical problem associated with the 

greater use of student computers in the class room is 

that the many lecture room desktops, designed for a 

different era and a different pedagogy, are now simply 

not big enough. Some recent renovations to address 

the over-crowding issue are exacerbating this problem 

by further compressing the space within which 

students operate.

The issue of overcrowded lecture theatres and tutorials 

was covered in the previous section. However, students 

in this section raised the issue of the inappropriately 

sized tutorial spaces that were too small to effectively 

teach the allocated students: 

“I can remember being in a class where the room was 

so tiny, and there were so many people, that there 

would be at least two people every week who had 

to either stand up for the duration of the tutorial, or sit 

down against a wall because, even if you could find 

extra chairs to bring into the room, they wouldn’t have 

been able to fit.” (Humanities, University of Adelaide)

“Some rooms are ridiculously small that they aren’t 

even designed to fit a small class, we sit in a small, 

crowded circle, and in these cases it is quite difficult to 

use any technology, people may be facing the wrong 

way and it makes it difficult for those who are running 

late to join the class without disrupting it” (Science, 

University of Melbourne)

A closely related issue is the use of teaching spaces 

that are inappropriately shaped: 

“The classroom is in an L shape meaning that half the 

class cannot see each other. This also means that it is 

difficult to participate meaningfully in class discussions” 

(Humanities, La Trobe University)

Loud external noises intruding the teaching space was 

the final significant area of student concern. This was 

associated either with the inadequate sound-proofing 

of teaching facilities close to regular noise pollutants 

such as airports or the scheduling of classes adjacent to 

construction work:

“They ran one of my 2.5 hour creative writing tutes in a 

building where construction was ongoing throughout 

the semester. We were pushed out of the room by 

noise twice, once sitting outside in late Autumn” (Arts, 

University of Melbourne)

“The sound at the Riverside Audi room is not at all 

good, I am hearing impaired and I have also noticed 

other students that have good hearing also struggle.....

Also the noise of the planes landing and taking off 

interrupts often, the classes should be sound proofed, 

or at least softened” (Nursing, Southern Cross University 

Riverside)
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Yes 
10.9% 

No 
43.9% 

N/A  
45.3% 

if you are doing a course with 
laboratory/studio/work experience 
practicuum component are there any 
major issues with these facilities, i.e. 
obsolete equipment, poor ventilation, 
safety concerns, or inadequate 
supervision on practicuum?

Could you describe the issues with your 
facilities?
572 comments

The majority who indicated that they no issues with their 

laboratory/studio/work experience facilities tended not 

to provide comments or only a brief positive statement:

“All labs are very well equipped” (Science and 

Technology, Deakin – Waurn Ponds)

“IT-Electrical engineering, our facilities are modern, 

up-to-date and of great quality, with plenty of safety 

equipment in place, and supervision is good all-round” 

(IT/Engineering, University of Queensland)

19.8% of the applicable students (ie who had 

laboratory/studio or work experience practicum 

components) indicated that they had major issues with 

these facilities (or the conduct of placements). 

The most prevalent negative comments were 

associated with laboratories (mainly the science, 

veterinary science, health, engineering and information 

technology disciplines). We have broken down 

their comments into various themes to give some 

indication of the prevalence of certain problems (many 

comments raised multiple themes).

The most concerning comments were those linked 

to potentially hazardous circumstances and poor 

ventilation:

“The Biochemistry facilities are just awful, recently they 

just removed asbestos from the building. Asbestos ! 

And the autoclave (used to disinfecting materials and 

removing waste) was broken meaning that waste was 

piling up in the building.” (Science/Arts, University of 

Sydney)

“Ventilation in cadaver labs is really bad; almost 

gagging from the chemical smells, machines for 

human structure and function need to be fixed or 

updated; constantly having things not work or break 

when trying to do practical work” (Health Science, 

Curtin University)

“The use of chemicals in the class is not well 

researched and the students do not know precisely 

the effects of what we are using. We are informed of 

when to use the fume hoods but there are not enough 

for all students. We have also in previous years used 

a chemical which was very pungent and caused 

headaches for all the students in the class room.” 

(Science, La Trobe University)

While not as dramatic the most common issue was 

the widespread use of obsolete or poorly maintained 

equipment for undergraduate teaching in laboratories:

the most commoN 

laboRatoRy issUes Raised 

by iNteRNal stUdeNts 

(NUmbeR)

•	 Obsolete	or	broken	equipment/

computers (82)

•	 Not	enough	equipment	(39)

•	 Not	enough	staff	in	lab	for	effective	

supervision (30)

•	 Dirty	Labs	or	Hazardous	Practices	(22)

•	 Not	enough	physical	space	(18)

•	 Poor	ventilation/fume	hoods	(18)

•	 Very	slow	internet	(14)
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“Some equipment is over 30 years old and most are 

inexpensive to replace.“ (Science/Education, Monash-

Clayton)

“One computer lab has computers so poorly 

maintained there is a unique problem with every 

one. New computers have recently been installed 

but have not been set up yet.” (Engineering and Built 

Environment, University of Newcastle)

“I had an Electrical Circuits lab in which 90% of 

equipment was unusable and the majority of desks 

and chairs were broken.” (Science and Engineering, 

Curtin University)

“Poor laboratory facilities in Kalgoorlie” (WA School of 

Mining, Curtin University)

“Our computers in our computer lab date back to the 

1990s. Only 6 out of 20 work. It is disgusting and needs 

to be fixed along with the photocopy machine which 

hasn’t worked for 2 years!” (Medicine, Dentistry and 

Health Science, University of Melbourne)

“The greenhouses used for growing experimental 

plants were obsolete and damaged and the faculty 

hasn’t had the money to repair them or grow any new 

plants, so they had to change three of our genetics 

experiments this year so that we never actually looked 

at any living organisms. We just simulated organisms 

on a shitty computer program instead of observing real 

phenotypic effects of gene changes. It was terrible.” 

(Science, University of Queensland)

“The standard compound microscopes we use as 

undergraduates are way past their use by date. The 

fact that we have to perform practical exams on them 

is unfair too, because people have lost marks, not from 

technique, but from the improperly working/too old 

microscopes.” (Science, University of Technology Sydney)

There was a cluster of issues associated with 

overcrowding in laboratories in the first and second 

years of undergraduate courses. These issues included 

an inadequate number of teaching staff to provide 

effective demonstration and supervision of techniques, 

long waits to use shared equipment and a general lack 

of space:

“Sometimes the amount of students highly exceeds the 

amount of equipment delaying progress in science 

pracs” (Science, University of Technology, Sydney)

“There is sometimes not enough equipment and most 

of the prac is spent waiting to use equipment” (Science, 

La Trobe University)

“Inadequate supervision and time to run thru things... 

You get shown once and that’s it - you are advised you 

need to practice in your own time - but if you didn’t 

take it all in properly on the first and only viewing then 

you may be going away and practicing it incorrectly - 

which is pointless...Definitely more time and less people 

per group to improve this. Especially given clinical 

skills are a huge component of this course” (Health 

Sciences, La Trobe University)

We received much fewer comments about studio 

facilities which reflects the much smaller cohort of 

students who use this type of facility (mainly performing 

and fine arts, film and media, and architecture).

Those we did receive followed the familiar themes 

of inadequate, broken, obsolete or a general lack of 

equipment, poor support facilities and a lack of space:

“The fine art facilities are often quite neglected. We 

barely have enough functioning easels for a full class, 

our cupboards are broken, there’s not enough work 

space and we don’t have access to projectors to 

supplement studio sessions with visual material.” (Fine 

Art, University of Newcastle)

“Inadequate equipment such as projectors, televisions, 

paint wood, etc. not enough staff or technicians, poor 

facilities and resources i.e. library, toilets, preparation 

rooms” (Fine Arts/Painting, University of Melbourne – 

Southbank)

“Lack of funding for film equipment meant to be used 

for assignments. We have not bought any cinematic 

quality cameras in the last 3 or 4 years, and the 

industry had just had a generational leap in digital 

cinema in which our meagre course funding has 

decidedly blocked from us participating. However, 

the cameras we seek to use have become 5 or 6 

times cheaper than they used to be. We still haven’t 

procured any of these models what-so-ever and our 

industry equivalent experience levels are waning.” (Arts, 

University of Technology Sydney)

“There needs to be a provision of light boxes and 

other essential infrastructure in studio rooms. A science 

student would never be asked to do a prac in a lab 

where they had to bring their own bunsen burner so 
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why is so much emphasis places on architecture/

design students on providing every last piece of 

equipment. At the very least, cutting mats and 

light boxes should be provided in class rooms as a 

minimum.” (Built Environment, University of Melbourne)

“I would not recommend the IT degree at all. IT is 

an industry that moves too fast and the amount of 

resources and facilities at the Gardens Point campus 

available ‘exclusively’ to IT students is extremely small. 

It is rare to be able to find a working computer or a 

workspace with all the required resources.” (Information 

Technology, Queensland University of Technology – 

Gardens Point)

Many courses include a component of workplace 

experience (practicum) and is most commonly 

used in education, health, agriculture, law, social 

work, architecture and engineering disciplines. This 

opportunity for practical workplace experience is 

usually highly valued by students and some of the 

comments we received were to comment that the 

placement was too short.

However, the most frequent negative comments we 

received was a perception that the students had little 

or no contact with the faculty staff while on placement, 

the appropriateness of some placements and 

uncertainty at what point it was appropriate to contact 

the university staff if there were unresolvable issues in 

the workplace:

“I believe more supervision on practicuum placements 

would be useful. I was involved in some placements 

that I never saw a supervisor on (although generally 

they were contactable via email or phone).” (Health, 

Deakin University- Waterfront)

“13-week Practicuum (Social 

Work) - inadequate 

supervision. Many 

students were placed in 

inappropriate/inadequate 

agencies” (Arts, University of 

Tasmania)

“For us nursing 

students, you 

can end up in 

a ward where 

there are very 

limited learning 

opportunities, you can have a facilitator who never 

sees you perform your skills because they are too busy 

to spend time with you, and students have in some 

institutions, been bullied or neglected by the staff who 

are supposed to teach you.” (Nursing, University of 

Sydney- Mallett St)

“Inadequate supervision on practicum- they should 

hire more staff to supervise us on prac, Nursing is tough 

enough with the shortages of staff, high workload 

and burnout and adding full supervision of nursing 

students is just way too much for the nurses! Poor them! 

A few of the nurses have verbalised their reluctance of 

supervising students (which is hurtful when heard by us 

students!)” (Nursing, Curtin University)

Shortage of notice about placements was another 

issue for students who needed to re-arrange paid 

work commitments:

“Lack of information. Many students were told a 

week before practicum that they may not be able 

to find a place. This is very unorganised and makes 

it very difficult for people with jobs to give notice. An 

improvement must be made. “ (Education, La Trobe-

Bendigo)

“Clinical placements have been very disorganised, 

often changing the location of placements and dates 

with very little notice. Do not receive our rosters until 

the first day of our 4-week-long placements, making it 

very difficult to arrange work and other commitments. 

The actual placements have been invaluable and the 

midwifery aspect of the degree has been a pleasure” 

(Health Sciences, La Trobe)

Some students get assigned to placements in 

another town or city which brings challenging 

accommodation costs to the student while foregoing 

their paid employment:

“I realise that we chose to do this course knowing that 

we had to take time off work for placement however 

I CAN afford to take time off work for placement 

but I CANNOT afford to pay for accommodation for 

placement. I just do not have the money and I know 

a lot of people that do not have the money either and 

do not have family/people they know that they can 

stay with which makes it really hard and stressful when 

we are thinking about placement at the end of the 

year” (Nursing and Midwifery, University of Newcastle)
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Yes 
44.8% 

Sometimes 
25.2% 

Sometimes, 
depending on  

the course 
25.4% 

No 
4.5% 

Yes 
13.4% 

No 
86.6% 

Teaching 
availability, 
assessment & 
Feedback

are the teaching staff regularly 
available outside of class time for 
one on one additional consultation or 
advice (either on campus or via e-mail 
discussion)?

are any of your lectures or tutorials 
regularly delivered by video link from 
another campus?

if so, what teaching support is provided 
on your campus, and is it adequate?
409 comments

The comments were split down the middle between 

those internal mode students who were getting some 

face to face teaching support with the video link 

delivered lectures and those who were only receiving 

the video/i-lecture with follow up questions steered to 

e-mails or discussion boards.

Positive comments about face to face teaching 

support for video link lectures included:

“There is always a lecturer present in the classroom 

even when the lecture is streamed from another 

campus. Definitely adequate.“ (Humanities and Social 

Sciences, La Trobe University - Bendigo)

“I learn more from the teaching support on my campus 

than online lectures” (Nursing, University of Tasmania)

In some cases the tutorial support at satellite campuses 

is not well integrated with the tutorials from the main 

campus due to inadequate equipment:

“All lectures are via video link. We only see ‘teachers’ 

during tutorials. It is not adequate in the sense that the 

material is suited for the Bundoora location e.g. tutorial 

materials are set up for the use of computers when we 

are assigned to a room without such equipment, and 

this material is simply skipped by tutors, it is expected 

we do this at home, without assistance, which can be a 

problem”. (Science and Technology, La Trobe University 

– Albury-Wodonga)

In other cases there seems to be co-ordination 

problems between the lecturers on the one campus 

and the tutors on another campus, particularly in the 

case where recycled lectures from previous years are 

used that may contain out of date information:

“Sometimes we have video links not only from other 

campuses but from other years. This often means that 

tutors don’t know what the lecture content was or that 

the information given could be out dated.“ (Health, 

Deakin University - Burwood)

Many of the internal mode students who did not receive 

regular face to face teaching support complained 

about a lack of interactivity with teaching staff:

“None for one of our subjects, video linked from 

Townsville campus and the Lecturer has informed 

us that her email has been corrupted (for the entire 

semester!) So we are unable to send questions plus 

she claims being unable to hear us in Cairns during 

video link - most people don’t even bother turning up 

now & prefer to watch later online.” (Law, James Cook 

University - Cairns)

Some students with little no face to face teaching 

support reported that they felt intimidated to ask follow 

up questions via the video link in circumstances where 

there was little encouragement for them to do so:
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Yes 
33.2% 

Sometimes 
32.8% 

Sometimes, 
depending on  

the course 
24.9% 

No 
9.1% 

Yes 
71.1% 

No 
28.9% 

“I see this as a real disadvantage for rural students. At 

the end of the lectures sometimes we see students on 

the video link approach the lecturer at the end of the 

lecture. This is not available to us. The lecturers rarely ask 

for questions at the end of lectures, those that do I have 

only seen one student from a video linked room ask 

a question - she had to brave going to the front of her 

theatre to use the microphone in order to ask it - most 

of us would not feel comfortable to do that ... I have not 

attended a tutorial in any subject where the teacher 

asked us directly if we have any questions about the 

lectures.” (Health Sciences, La Trobe University - Bendigo)

Do you receive helpful and timely 
feedback and comments from teaching 
staff about the work you have submitted 
for assessment?

Have you completed any university/
faculty surveys to provide feedback on 
your course experience or quality of 
teaching?

Overall, how would you describe 
the quality of teaching support you 
experienced this year?
4,267 comments

The balance of the comments were roughly in line with 

the overall satisfaction scores (see Part C) with around 

60% describing the quality of teaching support in 

strongly affirmative terms such as “good”, “awesome” or 

“excellent”. A few provided more details:

“Compared to my first years at LTU Bundoora the staff 

at Bendigo are supportive and much more in touch. 

The Bundoora campus was an underwhelming and 

highly, highly disappointing experience. Many others 

enrolled in the Social Work course at Bundoora share 

this feeling.” (Social Work, La Trobe -Bendigo)

“Tutors were approachable and provided helpful 

feedback on assignments.” (Education, Murdoch 

University)

“Overall it has been pretty good. As a first year student 

it tends to be a bit of a difficult adjustment however 

most staff have been forthcoming and ready to answer 

any questions that I’ve had.” (Arts, Monash-Clayton)

About 20% made more qualified comments that the 

quality of the teaching support was “satisfactory”, “fair”, 

“average” or “a mixed bag” depending on individual 

teachers or faculties:

“In Law fantastic. In Arts terrible.” (Arts/Law, Monash-

Clayton)

“Moderate - some lecturers and tutors were very 

helpful while others were quite ignorant/refused to 

answer inquiries/were even rude to a point” (Property 

Construction and Project Management, RMIT- City)

“Really patchy. Some subjects are excellent, with 

really good support. Others have bad lecturers, who 

are disorganised, deliver badly structured lectures 

and have poor communication skills.” (Engineering, 

University of Adelaide)

Another 20% were highly critical of the overall quality 

of the teaching support and used terms such as 

“mediocre”, “very disappointing”, “crap” or “very poor”.

The more extensive critical comments were not 

confined to the 20% of respondents most critical of 

the quality of teaching support as the themes of 

overcrowded tutorials, staff cutbacks and inadequate 

assessment feedback were also widely raised by 

students who were otherwise positive of the teaching 

staff (ie staff doing their best under challenging 

resource constraints):
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“I’ve observed genuine passion in my lecturers and 

tutors but often time constraints, lack of resources, lack 

of feedback and a feel that a few of my courses are 

under severe review by higher UQ figures. (Weekly 

tutorial attendance logs from outside observers, 

increasingly thinning course choices for philosophy 

and the humanities.)” (Journalism/Politics/Philosophy, 

University of Queensland)

“I think that the quality of teaching has decreased this 

year due to an increase in student admissions and 

a decrease in staff.” (Education/History/Social Work, 

University of Sydney)

“Good from the staff in my major’s department, bad 

from the point of view of arts faculty/university level 

organisation. Cutbacks have meant that there are 

fewer teaching staff, which means less support.” (Arts, 

University of Melbourne)

“The teachers do their best but I am quite dissatisfied 

with the university this year. There seems to be very little 

money to hire tutors, so lecturers are taking tutorials 

as well, which means they often are rushing from class 

to class and do not have much time available for 

students at other times, either.” (Arts, La Trobe University)

“Average. It is becoming very obvious that reductions 

in university funding and increased pressures on staff 

that the quality of teaching has declined compared to 

previous years.” (Business, University of Queensland)

The survey result that over 9% of students did not receive 

helpful and timely assessment feedback in any of their 

subjects is particularly disturbing (this question was 

not asked in the 2010 survey). This was also the most 

commonly raised topic arising from the critical comments:

“Overall good, however I have always been 

disappointed not to receive ANY feedback for several 

assessments and assignments and never to be able 

to know my scores on ANY final exams. I find this 

frustrating. I believe this shows poor transparency in 

the assessment process. I have mentioned this in every 

survey I have filled out and have never heard any 

proposed action regarding this issue” (Environmental 

Science, University of Technology Sydney)

“Poor. Feedback on assignments is sub-par at best. 

There are no comments on where marks are lost 

and how the quality of work can be improved. The 

only feedback given is where marks were awarded 

which is not particularly helpful. On top of this 80% of 

assignments submitted have taken a month or more to 

be returned to me. This is unacceptable as I’m waiting 

for feedback from those assignments to gauge how I’m 

going in the unit. Which makes any aforementioned 

comments about the quality of feedback even more 

disheartening. I’ve even had one unit were the lecturer 

refused to speak to students about assignments and 

exam marks. If you had a query you had to fill out a 

form explaining your query and hand it to him in his 

office. It took him 4 weeks to get back to me. It would 

have taken 5 minutes if he had spoken to me directly.” 

(Science and Engineering, Curtin University)

“This year, I have found my assignments have been 

returned slowly (after or within a few days of the next 

assignment being due) leaving little time to improve 

or work on any problems. I have also found that this 

year, feedback on work has been lacking and marks 

have not been fully explained properly. As a third year 

student, I feel feedback on work is a crucial to success, 

and am rather disappointed with the lack of feedback 

I have received. It makes it hard to improve your work 

or work on your weaknesses when your not told what 

they are. Being at St. Albans campus is also difficult, as 

most of my teachers are not based on this campus” 

(Arts, Education and Human Development, Victoria 

University - St. Albans)

The other major theme raised by critical respondents 

was associated with self-directed learning. The current 

Australian Qualifying Framework descriptors that 

regulate Bachelor Degrees includes terms such as 

“Graduates of a Bachelor Degree will have a broad 

and coherent body of knowledge, with depth in 

the underlying principles and concepts in one or 

more disciplines as a basis for independent lifelong 

learning”, “cognitive and creative skills to exercise 

critical thinking and judgement in identifying and 

solving problems with intellectual independence” and 

“responsibility and accountability for own learning and 

professional practice and in collaboration with others.”

While it is clear that self-directed learning is part of the 

essential skill set of bachelor graduates this is not the 

skill set of students entering higher education room 

from highly structured secondary school learning or 

competency-based learning from VET entrants. This 

transition within the first years of a bachelor program 

can be difficult for both the individual students and also 

for the teacher trying to match the teaching pedagogy 

to students with different learning skill sets. Students 
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All 
27.1% 

Most 
34.1% 

A few 
22.4% 

None 
16.4% 

All 
30.4% 

Most 
24.7% 

A few 
26.4% 

None 
18.5% 

All 
36.4% 

Most 
38.1% 

A few 
21.1% 

None 
4.4% 

raised concerns that the catch cry that universities 

are about self-directed learning is now being used as 

an excuse to justify diminishing teaching support and 

teaching resources:

“For the “No.1 University in Australia” I expected better 

to be honest. Sure we get a lot of support in the first 

year subjects but by the time we reach second year 

subjects it cuts off there. You don’t even so much as get 

feedback when they correct your assignments so it’s 

up to you to figure out what was wrong with it. I honestly 

think sometimes they expect us to mind read. I also 

have heard some lecturers even say that they are not 

there to “teach” but rather support your self-learning. 

It is ridiculous that I have to pay a fortune in HECS so I 

can be ‘guided’ to teach myself.” (Science, University of 

Melbourne)

“Inadequate. The university / faculty has adopted a 

policy of enquiry based learning whereby teaching 

staff actively provide inadequate information and 

sometimes refuse to supply answers to questions about 

course material in an attempt to encourage students 

to locate answers themselves. There is little opportunity 

for follow-up to ensure the answers found are correct…

until of course, the relevant question is marked wrong 

in assessment.” (Health Science, La Trobe University)

“INADEQUATE! They cancelled our lectures! We don’t 

have any lectures for any of our units. We have tutorials, 

however, there’s little support regarding course content 

in all but one of my units. The majority of us were stuck 

on an assignment and our tutor/course coordinator 

was very reluctant to give us even vague clues to 

set us in the right direction. When the majority of the 

students are stuck it’s not the student’s fault but rather 

the assignment content or poor teaching support!” 

(Nursing, Curtin University)

Online Flexibility

are your lectures recorded and available 
on-line?

Does your course have on-line tutorial 
groups or discussion lists?

are your course materials and readers 
available online?
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Yes 
87.6% 

No 
12.4% 

are they up to date?

How do you think the level of online 
support available in your course has 
affected your learning experience?
3,696 comments

The vast majority of comments were positive about 

the on-line support made available by the university 

and used terms such as ‘very helpful’, ‘makes it way 

easier’ or ‘would be gone without it.’ Some of the more 

extensive positive comments included: 

“The level of on-line support has dramatically 

increased in the last few years. I now have some of my 

readings as well as links to extra readings, youtube 

videos, online journals and websites for most of my 

subjects this year. This was very different to when I 

started and is extremely helpful for research essays. 

There are not enough hours in the day to get through 

all of the extra stuff posted for my Politics subjects (that 

is a good thing!)” (Humanities and Social Sciences, La 

Trobe University)

“It is very important as a disability mature aged student 

to have these services available online” (Science, 

University of Technology, Sydney)

“Half of my electives this year are online courses, 

this has been helpful as the timetabling within my 

department is absolutely horrendous and there are 

clashes with almost every subject” (Humanities and 

Social Sciences, La Trobe University)

“I feel if all the classes provided the same materials 

online, i.e readings, lecture recordings, lecture notes, 

extra activities, assignment information, It would make 

it easier to study and to understand the course content. 

Classes that don’t provide these resources I often feel 

I perform worse at, or am more stressed about” (Arts, 

Education and Human Development, Victoria University)

Many students are now supplementing the university’s 

resources with their own tutorial group resources via 

Facebook: 

“There’s more support from student-run Facebook 

groups than from the actual course’s online resources 

but what is on the course resources is useful for 

revision.” (Health, Queensland University of Technology - 

Kelvin Grove)

A common critical theme involved the design of 

university on-line learning systems and their reliability:

“They keep changing the software of our online 

support, which not only confuses the students but also 

confuses a lot of the teachers, which in turn makes it 

harder for them to provide for us.” (Education, University 

of Canberra)

“This uni (La Trobe!) is really lacking in online support. 

I’ve been to 4 other unis and this is by far the worst 

computer system of the lot. Their version of blackboard 

is set out badly with everything just dumped onto 

one page, there are no recorded lectures, no helpful 

updates on the site, the email system is messy, and 

there is poor access to other resources (other than 

lecture notes) on the site” (Science, Technology and 

Engineering, La Trobe University)

“UWA’s Online Learning Management System is really 

poor - always cutting out and recorded lectures won’t 

play, more often than not. It makes working online 

really difficult”(Arts, University of Western Australia)

“Really good for my politics subject however for my 

Chinese language classes it is unable to display 

Chinese characters” (Humanities and Social Sciences, 

La Trobe)

“The new Learning Management System at USyd is 

appalling though. It was set out a lot better last year. 

I think that the constant re-configuring of the system 

is disruptive to the experience of the students. At the 

moment the model they have is counter-intuitive, 

difficult to navigate, and generally ugly” (Education/

Arts, University of Sydney)

Another common theme was the level of engagement 

of teaching staff with on-line tutorial discussion board lists:

“Discussion lists are very handy when they’re also 

monitored by the lecturer; this doesn’t always happen, 
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Yes 
82.4% 

No 
17.6% 

Yes 
68.1% 

No 
31.9% 

which is unfortunate when there is an issue that is 

ideally shared with other students but instead you 

have to go directly to the lecturer.” (Law, Business and IT, 

Murdoch University)

“Discussion groups would’ve better if tutors or lecturers 

checked in on them maybe weekly to check for 

student issues” (Science, Engineering and Technology, 

University of Tasmania)

The impact of the availability (or not) of recorded on-

line lectures on student attendance at lectures was 

another widely raised theme: 

“It has stopped people coming to lectures which has 

impacted the people who do as the lecturers are not 

as involved. I went to a lecture with 3 people in it and 

that is not fair on the lecturers” (Environmental and 

Biological Science, Murdoch University)

“They flat-out refuse to record the lectures for media 

and communications subjects - it’s actual policy to 

not. The lecturer was good, but it was a difficult time 

for many people to get to, so the lectures were poorly 

attended. The best subjects I’ve had in the past were 

all really well resourced online - one had a blogging 

assessment instead of graded tutorial participation, 

one had all readings online, and one had video 

capture of the lectures and tutorial group pages.” (Arts, 

University of Melbourne)

“Dentistry in Adelaide is very behind the times. The 

lecturers fear that no one will attend their lectures if 

they are recorded for online viewing. No consideration 

is given to people who need to work, have families or 

commitments” (Dentistry, University of Adelaide)

A small minority raised the argument that there is an 

over-use of on-line resources in teaching: 

“I think that the university has started to rely too heavily 

on the online support and not enough on actually 

teaching the students, or enough tutorials and labs” 

(Health Science, Curtin University)

“Online ‘support’ is an excuse to push the cost of 

resources away from the department onto the student, 

it is a cop out” (Arts, La Trobe University)

“Too much reliance on online support has affected the 

quality of face-to-face teaching. Students now sit on 

facebook during lectures because they believe they 

can access course material at a later date.” (Business, 

University of Queensland)

academic Challenge

Do you feel academically challenged by 
the material covered in your course?
1,169 comments

is there sufficient scope and support from 
teaching staff for students to branch out 
beyond what is taught in the subject?

There were many student comments reflecting 

positively on the academic challenges of their course:

“Yes, I’ve always found that you get out what you put in. 

I read everything and participate and basically love it, 

so I’ve learned so much, other people have taken the 

same classes as me and hated it and felt they learned 

nothing. I like that there’s no coddling anymore - the 

texts they give are hard, especially the literary theory, 

but instead of giving us “intro to” textbooks like you’d 

get in high school, they’re having us read the texts 

that were the most important, influential, ground-

breaking works of literary theory. So yes it’s hard, but it’s 

challenging and totally brilliant, I wouldn’t have it any 

other way” (Arts, Monash-Clayton)
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“My way of thinking and seeing the world has changed 

from two years here. It is both challenging and 

rewarding” (Science and Engineering, James Cook 

University - Townsville)

Some students indicated that the academic challenge 

arose less from conceptual complexities but rather 

from the breadth of material that was covered in the 

shortened teaching semesters:

“More challenged because of a severe lack of time to 

complete the work rather than the content. A course 

coordinator told us to not bother trying to get above 

80% as we don’t have enough time” (Engineering, Curtin 

University)

“While the actual material in my course is not currently 

very challenging, there is a lot that is expected of the 

students to learn. Furthermore, because there are so 

many different aspects of Medicine, from clinical skills to 

biochemistry to law and ethics, I feel that we are being 

stretched to a great extent and challenged in this way.” 

(Medicine, Monash-Clayton)

“Its challenging because its like a marathon cram 

session. The semesters are short with a lot of work 

and assignments and readings to be covered, and 

then there’s a big long holiday in between semesters, 

especially during the summer, so by the time classes 

start again the rhythm is completely lost and another 

semester of cramming everything into 4 months starts 

again to the detriment of mental stability.” (Mining 

Science, Curtin University - Kalgoorlie)

While the vast majority (82.4%) of students indicated that 

there were academically challenged by the material 

covered in their courses the most common response 

from the 1,169 comments was that they were challenged 

in some subjects, but not in others:

“It depends on the course though - some are more 

challenging than others” (Law/Business, Griffith 

University – Nathan)

“It’s a bit of a mixture - some subjects are mind-

numbingly easy, some are really challenging.” 

(Engineering, University of Adelaide)

“Most courses have been challenging, though a few 

have been nothing more than rote learning examples 

and regurgitating them in exams.” (Engineering/Built 

Environment, University of Newcastle)

Many also commented on a large jump in academic 

challenge between years:

“I found first year ludicrously easy. It was a joke. Second 

year is like a slap in the face; the jump from high school 

to first year was barely noticeable, the jump from first 

to second year is huge!” (Psychology, University of 

Queensland)

“The jump from undergraduate to honours was almost 

too severe” (Commerce, University of Melbourne

17.6% of students indicated that they were not 

academically challenged by their course:

“Absolutely not. The material is just a terrible repeat of 

grade 12 high school science. It is an absolute waste of 

a year.” (First Year, Science, University of Queensland

“Having studied this degree part time since 2005 I have 

definitely noticed a dumbing down of courses... They 

are easier to pass with less courses available, shorter 

classes, no swot vac in visual arts and bigger class sizes..

And courses cut at the last minute if they don’t meet the 

minimum class cut off” (Arts/Architecture and Design, 

University of South Australia City-West)

Some of the minority who were not academically 

challenged by most of their current course based their 

views from their experience of previous study or study 

overseas:

“I’m an exchange student from the United States and I 

feel that I have learned less in each class than I would 

at my home university. Also, there is a lot less out-of-

class work in my particular subjects than I am used to, 

and I generally carry 6 or 7 subjects instead of four. The 

classes are good, but I feel like the students are retaining 

less information and there is less fruitful discussion, even 

in upper-level subjects” (Humanities, La Trobe University)

“Yes for parts of it but mostly no. I have an Associate 

Diploma in Electrical Engineering so I have some 

background. Parts of it I was academically challenged 

but most of it I was not. The emphasis should not be 

placed upon just passing exams. This is where they 

have it totally wrong here.” (Engineering, University of 

Technology Sydney)

“My home university (Universidad Torcuato Di Tella) is 

much more challenging and difficult” (Business/Law, La 

Trobe University)

NUS_Report_F.indd   23 22/10/12   1:03 PM



24 Part A: Results From Internal Mode Student Survey

10.2%	  

10.1%	  

25.6%	  

10.6%	  

12.5%	  

27.9%	  

53.9%	  

Equity	  

Disability	  

Careers	  

Academic	  Rights	  

Welfare	  

Study	  Skills	  

N/A	  

0%	   10%	   20%	   30%	   40%	   50%	   60%	  

Yes 
86.5% 

No 
13.5% 

Yes 
45% 

No 
55% 

Yes 
33.1% 

No 
66.9% 

Yes 
89% 

No 
11% 

Yes 
20.4% 

No 
79.6% 

Course & Support 
resources

are there enough copies of your 
textbooks available in the library so that 
students have a realistic option not to 
have to purchase them?

This figure is slightly lower than the 2010 survey (35%).

are your course readers and other course 
resources up to date?

Do you have to go to other universities 
for resources (getting resources/books 
brought in from other campuses)?

This figure is slightly lower than the 2010 survey (24%).

is your library open after 7pm on week 
days?

are students in your course charged 
additional course material fees on top of 
HeCS or tutorial fees that is effectively a 
compulsory fee?

Have you received advice or support from 
any of the following campus services?

In the 2010 survey we asked whether students had used 

the careers advice service and/or the university equity 

service. The 2012 figure for the careers advice service 

shows an increase from 21% in 2010 to 25.6%.

However, we found a disturbing fall in the student use of 

university equity services, dropping by 43% (from 19% in 

2010 to 10.1% in 2012). Given the general consistency of 
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comparative data elsewhere between the two surveys 

we believe that such a large variance cannot be 

dismissed as random statistical noise.

NUS is concerned that this may be an unintended 

consequence of the Commonwealth’s welcome focus 

on increasing low SES participation. has led to a de-

prioritisation of promotion and provision of disability 

services. We did not ask a specific question on disability 

service use in 2010. We believe this should be an area for 

further policy analysis by DEEWR or Universities Australia.

Overall, how would you say the level of 
support and resources available to you at 
your campus has affected your learning 
experience?
3,056 comments

A large majority (68%) of students who had used 

the library resources and campus support services (or 

had formed an opinion based on their peers) indicated 

positive support that the services (offered by the 

university or student organisations) had benefitted their 

learning experience: 

“I have gained a lot of knowledge, especially from 

the Academic Skills class, which has provided the 

foundations for completing university. I have noticed 

that my grades have been improving.” (Arts, La Trobe 

-Shepparton)

“The library is great” (Law and Communications, 

University of Technology, Sydney)

“I was very happy with the advice and support that 

I received from the Welfare Officer at the Adelaide 

University Union. The staff their understood my unique 

circumstances, and worked well in helping me 

achieved the results I wanted. The level of support was 

good” (Humanities and Social Sciences, University of 

Adelaide)

“The study skills and career services are really good 

and as final year students we recently had a careers 

session on resumes and interviews which was very 

helpful” (Science, Technology and Engineering, La Trobe 

-Bendigo)

“The student guild has been a huge help in appealing 

marks and various other red tape issues on campus.” 

(Engineering, Curtin University)

However, 66.9% of respondents indicated that there 

was not enough copies of the course textbooks in the 

library so that students have a realistic option of not 

purchasing the textbooks. Scarcity of up to date library 

course resources was also the most frequent topic for 

comments, even amongst those who were otherwise 

positive about campus support services:

“I’m a little disappointed by the resources as I have 

found I have needed to visit other campus libraries to 

find materials. Additionally, I am obligated to purchase 

all of my textbooks are very few copies are available. 

For a cohort of 200 taking ‘one’ topic - seven books are 

available in the library. Three of those are only 2 hour 

loans“ (Law/International Studies, Flinders University)

“Library resources difficult because we are in the sticks 

and three hour loans don’t work for us to far to travel 

to Bundoora for a 3 hr loan.” (Social Science, La Trobe 

University Shepparton)

“I had a very negative experience buying textbooks, 

as there are two compulsory texts for one unit that will 

not be used again. Monash also failed to inform us 

that the electronic e-text had to be purchased from 

the campus bookstore rather than anywhere else, 

or it would not work - this cost me a lot of money as I 

purchased the e-text online from a cheaper website 

only to find it did not work” (Arts /Science, Monash 

University - Clayton/Caufield)

iNteRNal stUdeNts 

commeNts oN the impact 

of the level of campUs 

sUppoRt aNd leaRNiNG 

ResoURces oN theiR 

leaRNiNG expeRieNce

•	 Positive	Comments	(such	as	‘great’,	

‘helpful’, ‘good’, ‘very useful’) - 1,440 

(68%)

•	 Middling	(such	as	‘average’,	‘not	bad’,	

‘okay’, ‘adequate’) – 435 (21%)

•	 Poor	Quality	or	Not	Enough	Support	

(such as ‘bad’, ‘appalling’,  

inadequate’ ) – 228 (11%)
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“The University of Sydney library was never that 

good, but it has since become a disaster. The Vice 

Chancellor’s decision to empty the library of 90%+ 

of the collection, moving this material to off site 

storage in Campbelltown (when it is not being 

destroyed!) with a minimum two day wait for items is 

an international embarrassment. A university without 

a library is not a university.” (Arts, University of Sydney)

“There are NOT enough medical text books in the 

library. Neither in the main library or the reserve 

section. I routinely plan to use my breaks at uni 

to study, only to find that I cannot find a copy of a 

pathology (or anatomy, or physiology etc.) book that 

is of a suitable standard, and era for my learning. 

A 20 year old pathology book simply is NOT okay.” 

(Medicine, University of Adelaide)

“Unacceptable for agricultural science. Maybe 5-6 

books in library which are all out of date (They sold the 

rest with Muresk campus)” (Agricultural Science, Curtin 

University)

“(The) lack of textbooks is ridiculous. While there are 

dental specific texts available from Townsville campus, 

every time I request them to send it up I never get a 

response. Even if I talk to a person about it, just doesn’t 

happen” (Dentistry, James Cook University - Cairns)

The overcrowding of libraries due to the rapid 

expansion of student enrolments was also raised:

“This year La Trobe has become overcrowded and 

no steps have been taken to accommodate the 

huge influx of students. The library has become an 

overcrowded ‘zoo’ with people sitting on the floor to 

find a place to sit. Two thirds of the building is devoted 

to students who sit around in groups and talk all day 

and get very little done. Students who want to work 

have to search far and wide for a quiet space to study. 

New desks have been installed that are packed in 

together, literally like sardines in a can. There is very 

little actual personal space.” (Law, La Trobe University) 

Limited library opening hours, particularly on weekends, 

was also a widely raised topic:

“Our library is not open on weekends and I have found 

that especially around exam time or final essay time 

this would be very helpful” (Humanities and Social 

Sciences, La Trobe University- Mildura)

“The opening times on week 

ends are also restricted which is 

disappointing “ (Deakin University 

–Geelong, Waurn Pounds)

“On the issue of 

libraries, I note that 

ANU libraries do not 

open before 1pm on 

the weekends. This is a 

serious problem and 

longer library opening 

hours are needed.” 

(Arts/Law, Australian National 

University)

While the bulk of students who had used campus support 

services were positive about staff and the presence of the 

service many were critical of the inadequate resourcing of 

the services compared to demand and also the insufficient 

promotion/accessibility of the services to the student body:

“Disability needs more funding. They are overworked 

and thus take time to respond. They also need 

more advertisement to reduce stigma and increase 

awareness of what help they can give” (Science/

Commerce, Australian National University)

“I need childcare which is available on campus but 

has no places available and a very long waiting list. 

So I am part time due to limited day care availability” 

(Business, Economics and Law, La Trobe University)

“I feel the support provided by the Indigenous Support 

Officers has been essential in my learning and 

university experience. Unfortunately, they have been 

removed from our student centre and relocated across 

campus where students do not have direct access to 

them” (Education, University of Sydney)

“Support is good however counselling appointment 

can be hard to get. More immediate appointments 

in times of need would be helpful” (Health Science, 

University of Western Sydney, Campbelltown)

“Resources are supposedly available. The difficulty of 

finding/contacting support services undermines it.” 

(Arts, University of Tasmania)

“Generally good, however reduction in Specific Course 

support officers is a backward move. There is some 

confusion over accessibility to courses that a centralised 
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Yes 
34.9% 

No 
65.1% 

Yes 
53.1% 

No 
46.9% 

Yes 
26.7% 

No 
73.3% 

office cannot handle. Some staff are offsite for study 

leave etc without email redirection or alternative 

contacts” (University of South Australia - Magill)

The other widely raised theme in this section was the high cost 

of up front course material or ancillary fees in some disciplines 

such as health, science, visual arts and architecture:

“I have spent up to $900 setting up for my course for 

uniforms, materials, text books, new microsoft office 

package, stethoscopes etc. The list is huge!!!” (Nursing, 

University of Newcastle)

“Excursion fees, lab coats and hiking boots are all 

required in some units but not covered in HECS” 

(Science, Monash University - Clayton)

“There are fees for everything- parking permits and 

ticket, admin fees for anatomy licenses, lab coats 

to only be used in 6 lessons all semester then they 

are thrown away or sold- why aren’t there any to be 

borrowed?” (Health Sciences, Curtin)

“The University has also done nothing to address the 

very high level of ancillary course costs faced by 

students in the Architecture faculty. Very frequent and 

high printing costs, model making costs all contribute 

to huge financial and emotional stresses for myself 

and many students that I have spoken to in my course” 

(Built Environment, University of Melbourne)

“My only issue is that maintenance fee that screen 

art students have to pay on every practical course.” 

(Screen Arts, Curtin University)

Campus life

are you a member of a campus club or 
society?

This shows a slight increase from the 2010 survey (51%).

Have you ever voted or taken part in 
student representative elections?

This shows a slight increase from the 2010 survey (33%).

Have you ever taken part in a student 
representative organisation campaign or 
event?

This is consistent with the 2010 survey (27%).

The compulsory Student Services and Amenities 

Fee (SSAF) was re-introduced in 2012. The finding 

that there has been only a slight increase in student 

participation in student clubs, elections and 

campaigns compared to the voluntary student 

unionism era may seem counter-intuitive.

However, the results are consistent with the reality 

at most universities that the funding to student 

organisations has only been modestly increased (at 

best) from the VSU era where universities provided 

direct grants to student organisations from other 

funding sources. Universities are hanging onto the bulk 

of the SSAF funding to run student services directly or 

via university controlled student service companies. 

NUS will be releasing a comprehensive report on SSAF 

implementation in late 2012.
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Yes 
47.3% 

No 
36.2% 

Other 
16.4% 

Does the university do enough to bridge 
the cultural divide between domestic and 
international students?
Comments (805)

This shows a slight increase from the 2010 survey (45%).

Most comments were along the lines of ’unsure’ or 

‘don’t know’ or that there are hardly any international 

students in their course.

Quite a few students offered comments on the 

perceived cultural divide on their campuses:

“The two ends of Curtin are very separate. One end 

is for international students; the other for domestic. I 

wouldn’t say they particularly ask us to mix in between.” 

(Humanities, Curtin University-Bentley)

“Things are done, but there seems to be a mentality 

amongst both domestic and international students of 

“them and us”, i.e. both groups like to stay together 

and don’t often join together unless forced to for an 

assignment etc” (Business, University of Technology - 

Sydney)

“Difficult to do, as large transnational student 

communities are always going to have more in 

common with members of their own groups.” (Arts, 

University of Queensland)

Very few students said that the cultural divide had been 

largely bridged:

“I haven’t really seen much of a cultural divide at La 

Trobe, everyone’s really friendly and accepting. It’s 

really nice to see the multiculturalism.” (Business, La 

Trobe University)

The most common comments were along the lines that 

the universities should do more and that the cultural 

bridging was occurring through associated entities such 

as student organisations, clubs and residential halls:

“The University itself does little but the student 

association and colleges appear to put a lot of effort 

into tackling this issue.” (Arts and Social Science, 

Australian National University)

“I live in University Housing, and I feel that this service is 

very active at bridging the gap. However, the University 

overall does not seem to be as integrated as the 

housing facilities.” (Arts and Social Science, University of 

Technology – Sydney)

“The university as such doesn’t really do anything, but 

some student clubs do make an effort.” (Arts, Monash-

Caufield)

One student made the observation that campus 

orientation programs and social activities need to be 

culturally inclusive of the backgrounds of international 

students:

“Some activities that the union runs (or has run in 

recent years) are exclusionary to students from diverse 

backgrounds (e.g. having such a strong emphasis 

on alcohol, which excludes Muslim students [many 

of whom at this uni are international students from 

countries such as Malaysia]” (Humanities, University of 

Adelaide)

Several students saw a positive role for more student-

student mentoring programs:

“I’d like to see a kind of buddy program that pairs up 

(willing) international students with domestic students 

who show they around/answer there questions 

(whether academic or cultural or otherwise) etc” 

(Humanities and Social Sciences, La Trobe University

“I think it depends on the faculty. Mentoring programs 

provide a good opportunity (but I don’t think that all 

the faculties offer them).” (Humanities, University of 

Adelaide)
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Tutorial Size & 
Participation

Does your course have online tutorial 
groups or discussion lists?
400 responses

if you have online tutorial groups, on 
average, how many students are in your 
tutorial groups?

Only 37.5% of applicable students had tutorial groups 

above 20 students. This compares to 53.7% for internal 

mode students.

How do you feel your online class sizes 
have affected your learning experience?
231 comments

Many students commented that they found the on-line 

tutorial groups and discussion boards beneficial to their 

learning:

“The online facilities are a great learning tool and 

should be continued.” (Arts, La Trobe University)

“Online class has provided me with more knowledge, 

and the ability to meet new people. I’m a quiet person 

when it comes to discussions, however I found online 

discussion has been easier for me to open up because 

I don’t have to speak in front of anyone.” (Health 

Science, University of South Australia – City East)

A few students commented that the tutorials/discussion 

boards were a ”waste of time” or didn’t use them as 

participation was not compulsory in their course. One 

student commented that their ‘tutorial’ amounting to 

watching a recording of an internal tutorial class:

“Tutorials are basically recordings of the internal 

classes. Recording class discussions is hopeless and it 

is very tedious sitting through long periods where you 

cannot hear anything of value. Time needs to be spent 

preparing classes that are tailor made for external 

students and making it compulsory for students to 

contribute.” (Health, Curtin University)

The responses that addressed the issue of class size 

were fairly evenly divided between those who argued 

that the formal class size enrolment was irrelevant 

because only a small core of students regularly 

participated and those who found that big classes 

(perhaps with compulsory participation) led to 

cluttered and repetitive discussions:

“I feel that the size is not nearly as relevant as the 

quality of the class; 20-30 is an ideal no. of students 

for an online discussion group - IF the 20 students are 

contributing something worthwhile!” (Humanities/

Business, Curtin University)

“In one subject the numbers were divided into smaller 

groups which was fantastic - very personal! The other 

subjects without such breakdown equates to a large 

number of people on the discussion boards and 

a sizeable number of posts to sift through - many 

repeating questions/issues” (Law, Southern Cross 

University - Gold Coast Beachside)

PArT B: reSulTS From eXTerNAl/
mIXed mode STudeNT Survey
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Yes 
52% 

No 
48% 

Yes, audio 
problems 

6.4% 

Yes, video 
problems 

5.2% 

Yes, both 
14.6% 

No 
31.6% 

N/A 
42.2% 

Yes 
67.8% 

No 
32.2% 

Yes 
79.3% 

No 
20.7% 

“You only get out what you put in - many online 

students don’t participate online - makes it harder 

to get online discussion flowing, but that is only to 

their detriment. Having at least 4-5 online students 

participate in discussion helps sink in important points 

of the units.” (Management, Curtin University)

“They are difficult to communicate in, as only one 

person is able to speak at a time, and if any one else’s 

microphone is on, it disrupts communication. The chat 

box is useful for making up for this, but is easy to lose 

track of if too many people are typing at the same time.” 

(Science, Technology and Engineering, La Trobe University)

“A little detrimental to quality of learning experience, 

however its not the class sizes but the student load 

the senior lecturer/tutor has (over 1000) that makes 

communication difficult.” (Humanities, Curtin University)

“When I started this course there were up to 20 students 

in the online tutorial group. Over the semester this 

has dropped to about 7 which is a much better level. 

The nature of online tutorial is that it becomes too 

cluttered with 21 people trying to comment at the 

same time, especially when you get a few who insist 

on constant inane jokes and asides. Plus a few people 

have struggled with the technology all semester - the 

software has a few inherent problems.” (Arts, James 

Cook University Cairns)

Teaching 
availability, 
assessment & 
Feedback

are the teaching staff regularly 
available for one on one additional 
consultation or advice (i.e. via e-mail 
discussion)?

are any of your lectures or tutorials 
regularly delivered by video link? 

if so, are there any issues with the 
quality of the video link?

45% of applicable students reported audio and/or 

video problems with their links.

Do you receive helpful and timely 
feedback and comments from teaching 
staff about the work you have submitted 
for assessment?
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Yes 
70.2% 

No 
29.8% 

Have you completed any university/
faculty surveys to provide feedback on 
your course experience or quality of 
teaching?

What teaching support is provided to 
you as an external student, i.e. one on 
one contact with tutor, assistance with 
assignments, etc? is it adequate?
Comments 329

Overall, how would you describe 
the quality of teaching support you 
experienced this year? 
Comments 300

As the comments on the latter two questions (above) 

substantially overlapped the discussion of the responses 

has been condensed into one section.

The most common form of interaction between 

students and teaching staff (apart from on-line lectures) 

was via e-mail, discussion board or telephone. A few 

drove a considerable distance to have face to face 

meetings with their course co-ordinator. A small number 

were able to have skype delivered discussions with their 

lecturer.

“Yes it is adequate. I have had phone calls, Emails and 

skype sessions and response on the discussion board 

from my lecturer” (Education, James Cook University 

-Cairns)

“Residential component was 3 days. Course 

coordinator is easily available by forum, email and 

phone. My supervisor is also easily available by phone 

or email” (Humanities, University of New England)

“Initially intrusive. I am not used to lecturers requiring 

weekly/fortnightly telephone contact.” (Midwifery, La 

Trobe University)

“We have a lot of resources - asking questions on 

discussion boards, being able to read others’ questions 

and answers, email tutors or lecturers privately if it 

is a more personal question, study skills help with 

assignments.” (Health, Deakin University – Burwood)

As with internal students a majority of students were 

supportive of the quality of support delivered by 

teaching staff:

“Excellent - good feedback around assessment, clear 

guidelines of what is expected and information is well 

presented and easy to work through.” (Public Health, La 

Trobe University)

However, nearly a third (32%) described the support in 

variable or negative terms.

The most frequent negative comments were about 

long delays in getting responses to emails, lack of 

feedback on assessment and infrequent or cursory 

participation of teaching staff on tutorial discussion 

boards:

“My course is delivered entirely in block mode so I 

get all my work back at the end of the semester or the 

beginning of the next semester. This is fine however it 

means I do not receive feedback on my assignments 

until the following semester and are unable to use 

that constructive criticism until the following semester 

as opposed to the next assignment.” (Humanities and 

Social Sciences, La Trobe Bendigo)

exteRNal/mixed mode 

stUdeNt commeNts  

oN QUality of 

teachiNG sUppoRt

•	 Affirmative	(such	as	‘good’,	‘very	

supportive’, ‘excellent’) - 112 (43%)

•	 Middling	(such	as	‘average’,	‘not	

bad’, ‘adequate’) – 64 (25%)

•	 Variable	(such	as	‘mixed	bag’	or	

‘depends on lecturer’) – 23 (9%)

•	 Negative	(such	as	‘bad’,	

‘appalling’ , ‘crap’, ‘no help’ , 

‘poor’) – 59 (23%)
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Up to date and 
of good quality 

49.5% 

Up to date but 
poor quality 

16.3% 

Not up to date 
but good quality 

8.3% 

No, neither 
6.8% 

N/A 
19.1% 

All 
29.5% 

Most 
48.3% 

A few 
17.5% 

None 
4.6% 

“The support was very poor, many lecturers went on 

leave, or holidays during teaching period, leaving us 

with substitutes who were unsure of content, rules or 

assessments for units, or who simply did not reply to 

emails and questions.” (Health, University of New England)

“It is very variable, especially in that when sending 

emails lecturers and tutors are usually slow or 

unresponsive.” (Humanities and Social Sciences, La 

Trobe University)

“This year alone, it has been quite horrible. One of 

my subjects has an extreme amount of inconsistency 

in regards to expectations and requirements of 

assignments and other assessment as well as quite 

minimal support for students who are studying in ECE 

(Early Childhood Education) externally and internally. 

We are often left in the dark and the assessment has 

been quite disjointed with our specialty.” (Education, 

James Cook University – Townsville)

In some cases the on-line teaching resources contained 

outdated information, such as assessment deadlines or 

staff contact details that had not been updated: 

“A contact number was also given however calling 

these numbers has never worked for me, no one 

answers or I get ‘this phone number no longer exists.” 

(Information Technology, Charles Sturt University - 

Thurgoona)

“We can contact our lecturer by e mail anytime 

however, the quality of La Trobe’s online content is 

awful, lots of content comes from previous years and 

dates etc have not been updated. Due dates are ALL 

incorrect, can be very confusing.” (Education, La Trobe 

University - Bendigo)

In a few cases students had found the overall lack 

of teaching support to be profoundly disappointing 

enough to question the value of their enrolment:

“No support and very inadequate, really makes the 

experience of going to Uni very disappointing...just 

given a book, can do that at the local Library and 

cheaper... Uni has no value for the money spent.” (Arts/

Business/Education, Central Queensland University – 

Rockhampton)

“Abysmal, makes me think I will withdraw and seek 

another Uni next semester.” (Law, Southern Cross 

University - Gold Coast Beachside)

“Due to what seems like a money grab, these ‘class 

sizes’ are ridiculously high and having spoken to 

some lecturers on campus, none of them put their 

hands up for distance subjects due to the ridiculous 

amount of workload and students within the classes. 

Personally, I feel I take very little away from distance 

subjects. No lectures at all give me very little learning 

material other than a book so I also wonder what 

the hell I’m paying $1000+ a subject for when all I’m 

getting in return is a few slides, a study guide which 

basically tells me what books I need to buy and an 

exam that tests what I have learned from the 1500 

page book.” (Information Technology, Charles Sturt 

University - Thurgoona)

“I find studying externally very isolating. There is little 

feedback, lectures, discussion or assistance. I feel I am 

learning completely on my own and wonder what my 

fees are paying for.” (Humanities, Curtin University)

Online Flexibility

are your online lectures up to date and 
of good quality?

are your course materials and readers 
available online?
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Yes 
93.2% 

No 
6.8% 

Do you have access to current, relevant 
databases and journals online?

How do you think the level of online 
support available in your course has 
affected your learning experience? 
272 comments

Comments were generally quite polarised between 

those who enjoyed the flexibility of a well resourced 

and clearly structured on-line course and those 

who felt left alone by courses with minimal or poorly 

delivered on-line resources:

“It is immensely helpful. All readings are scanned in 

and available on the LMS from the beginning of the 

semester as is a list of handy website etc to read. It 

takes a massive weight of your shoulders to know 

where all the readings are and enables you to plan 

when you will do them all (as some are longer/shorter 

than the others). You can really plan out your study 

time effectively. This is also great as I work full time and 

knowing roughly how much time each day I need to 

devote to study really relieves stress.” (Humanities and 

Social Science, La Trobe University – Bendigo)

“Poor outcomes. If on-line course, reference material 

and readings should be online and current research. 

This has not happened for much of the prescribed 

readings /material.” (Nursing, La Trobe University)

“Whilst self-guided learning is appropriate for students 

that have chosen to ‘pace themselves’ through the 

external format, this equates itself to a much lower 

level of individual support. The learning experience 

is therefore defined by the individual student - there 

is no course culture.” (Business and Law, Edith Cowan 

University - Joondalup)

“Yes, mostly in a positive way, Monash Library online has 

been invaluable for all of my research assignments, as 

have the subscriptions to law journals and databases.” 

(Arts/Law, Monash University – Clayton)

“Online lectures, journals, articles etc. especially 

through our ‘mylo’ site (online site for uni) does 

crash sometimes and is not the best quality as there 

are issues with recording and sound being minimal 

and hard to hear. If lectures are online, they should 

be uploaded at least a few weeks before watching 

and made sure that there are no problems with 

accessing or listening to the content.“ (Social Work, 

University of Tasmania)

“Many of my units have no lectures, or 2 year old 

lectures (older than the textbook itself). Makes me feel 

like I’m paying for a whole lot of nothing.” (Humanities, 

Curtin University)

exteRNal/mixed mode 

stUdeNt commeNts oN 

effect of level of oN-

liNe ResoURces oN theiR 

leaRNiNG expeRieNce

•	 Affirmative	(such	as	‘good’,	

‘important, ‘useful’) - 106 (52%)

•	 Middling	(such	as	‘average’,	

‘moderate’, ‘adequate’, ‘some good 

aspects, some poor aspects’) – 34 

(17%)

•	 Negative	(such	as	‘minimal’,	

‘unavailable’ , ‘left alone’, ‘outdated’, 

‘poor quality’) – 62 (29%)
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Yes 
85% 

No 
15% 

Yes 
63.2% 

No 
36.8% 

academic Challenge

Do you feel academically challenged by 
the material covered in your course?

is there sufficient scope and support from 
teaching staff for students to branch out 
beyond what is taught in the subject?
106 comments

The results for external students were broadly 

comparable to the results for internal students. Slightly 

less internal students (82.4%) felt academically 

challenged by their course. Slightly more internal 

students (68.1%) felt that there was sufficient scope to 

branch out from what was taught in the subject.

“I love what I learn, it’s challenging and engaging and 

I think it will be highly relevant to my career” (Health, 

Curtin University)

“Due to the decreasing standards of students moving 

into university education and the pressure upon 

academics to ‘not fail’ students (which is tied deeply 

to the contemporary perception of education 

as a consumer service and not as a challenging 

experience through which oneself may grow and 

change), I have been rarely challenged. When I 

have been, it has been through extracurricular work 

with dedicated academics who have engaged me 

outside of their courses and challenged me to work 

independently of formal coursework. This learning 

experience - made possible only by the dedication 

of the academics I have been privileged enough to 

work with - has been the most valuable of my university 

learning experience.” (Arts and Social Science, 

Australian National University)

“I would actually say both. I feel that certain classes 

have been ‘dumbed down’ for different reasons. One 

is that education is being privatised essentially and the 

other is that some classes have tried to adapt to too 

many people studying a specialist field in later years 

that require they know certain theorists which for others 

have been covered in other years.” (Humanities and 

Social Science, La Trobe University)

“Many of the materials provided challenge you to think 

outside the square or to see things differently which is 

great and part of the uni experience.” (Humanities and 

Social Science, La Trobe University)

“I’m 50/50 on this one. Yes I have felt challenged 

however distance subjects often involve me reading 

chapters of a book and then basing those readings to 

answer real world issues. This simply doesn’t translate 

in IT. I can read all I want about a database or a server 

but without having hands on access I feel that I’ve not 

really gained any knowledge.” (Information Technology, 

Charles Sturt University - Thurgoona)

“What material? All we have to do: 1) read module 

notes 2) read text book 3) answer like 2 questions I do 

not really call this study, sorry “(Nursing, Curtin University)
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Yes 
292 (70%) 

No 
128 (30%) 

Yes 
226 (71.3%) 

No 
91 (28.7%) 

Course & Support 
resources

are the loan arrangements with the 
library adequate and prompt enough so 
that students have realistic access to 
resources beyond the online resources?

Other Comments 103

This result is slightly skewed to the Yes as 37% of the 

respondents who indicated ‘Other’ in the survey used 

the space to explain that they had never borrowed a 

library book or that they there unaware of any system 

how an external student could borrow a library book (or 

receive an e-copy). The adjusted score is below:

Nevertheless the comments do provide some examples 

of good and bad library access practices:

“As a distance education student, I have at times 

requested document delivery for an electronic 

copy of a journal article as I have been unable to 

get to the library and the staff have always been 

very quick and helpful which I really appreciate as 

it has made my research and study much easier!” 

(Health, La Trobe)

“I am an online student and library staff informed me 

that Melb Uni don’t offer a borrow and return service 

for books. There is a lot of stuff actually on-line though” 

(Education, University of Melbourne)

“I order my books on the Gold Coast and they arrive 

the next day from Perth, It is awesome service.” 

(Humanities, Curtin University)

“As per previous comments, expecting students to 

purchase key texts which are always not in stock at the 

university library and often mis-quoted in unit outline is 

unacceptable. University should be obliged to provide 

an e-reserve” (Business, Curtin University)

“The Beachside campus library is very small and thus, 

limited in materials, so there is reliance on waiting for 

items from the other campuses (up to 48hr turnaround). 

Loan limit is 10 for undergrads - frustrating for those of 

us who are prolific borrowers!” (Law, Southern Cross 

University - Gold Coast Beachside)

“The online library databases have been of extreme 

help.” (La Trobe University – Bendigo)

“I find it frustrating and inadequate that material 

is not always available. Sometimes lecturers are 

insistent that something is available when it is not. 

Being in a rural area makes this more difficult as 

library access is limited and 3 hour reserves in 

Melbourne are inaccessible from here.” (Arts, La 

Trobe University-Mildura)

Students also raised the issue of the mail cost of 

returning books to the library and late fees:

“Costs associated with returning materials by post are 

horrendous! Cheaper and easier to make reciprocal 

borrowing arrangements with your nearest uni library 

and pay the $50 fee they charge.” (Southern Cross 

University - Lismore)

“To be honest, I haven’t borrowed a library book since 

second year and this is my fifth year. The reason being 

that I could never quite work out the library system, 

the books were old and tatty, high fees on return of 

late books (being the main reason) and feeling the 

need not to seek books as I could use the text books 

provided for each subject and online journals, ebooks, 

etc.” (Social Work, University of Tasmania)
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Yes 
37.5% 

No 
62.5% 

are students in your course charged 
additional course material fees on top of 
HeCS or tutorial fees that is effectively a 
compulsory fee?

Have you received advice or support 
from any of the following campus 
services ?

Overall, how would you say the level of 
support and resources available to you at 
your campus has affected your learning 
experience?
Comments 245

Generally external and mixed mode students had a 

positive attitude towards student support services:

“Socially and emotionally the level of support and 

resources available on campus have helped/ing me 

through difficult personal times so that I can continue 

my degree.” (La Trobe University – Bendigo)

“Great union services, equity allow me to continue 

breastfeeding whilst studying by providing facilities 

for this, great child care centre on campus.” 

(Science, Technology and Engineering, La Trobe 

University- Bundoora)

However, many expressed concerns about the level 

of resourcing, particularly at satellite campuses or 

difficulties for external students in accessing these 

services:

“Academic counselling (like most services) is well 

under resourced and not very student focused. Usually 

you will be given a study plan to fill out in your own 

time and told to stop procrastinating. They’re bringing 

in a new model where you must have failed a course 

to be eligible for academic counselling, which is a 

bit late and also fails to provide opportunity for those 

who wish to improve their grades beyond a pass.” 

(Education/Arts, University of South Australia – City West)

“It is good, but sometimes tricky to know who to ring 

for support? Student support are utilising facebook 

but this is not known or accessed by all students.” 

(Environmental and Rural Science, University of New 

England)

“There’s not enough support - staff in those areas are 

very busy.” (Arts/Science, Australian National University)

“It has actually put me off ringing several times due 

to different opening times and the cost of calling 

interstate. Interstate students should have access to 

either toll free or local call fee numbers available 

to them otherwise they are being disadvantaged 

compared to local (Victorian students).” (Health 

Science, La Trobe University)

“I’d love to have access to a study skills session, 

or student support classes but nothing is offered 

to distance students. Even emails and calls to the 

disability unit have never resulted in a call back or 

even an email response. Getting help as a distance 

student is impossible.” (Information Studies, Curtin 

University)

“Campus support and resources are very limited at 

Tweed/ Gold Coast campuses” (Social Science, South 

Cross University – Beachside)

“The support and resources for the students on 

campus such as counselling etc are a waste of my 

money. I hate having to pay for services I will never 

use as I’ve never been on campus.” (Education, 

University of New England)

11.4%	  

6.9%	  

22.7%	  

11.4%	  

14.2%	  

32.2%	  

51.7%	  
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Study	  Skills	  

N/A	  
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External 
54.2% 

Mixed mode 
45.8% 

Yes 
58.9% 

No 
41.1% 

Yes 
75.7% 

No 
24.3% 

Yes 
25.5% 

No 
74.5% 

Yes 
75.4% 

No 
24.6% 

Yes 
20.2% 

No 
79.8% 

interaction With 
Campus life

Do you receive information and material 
from your campus student organisation?

Have you ever voted or taken part in 
student representative elections?

Have you ever taken part in a student 
representative organisation campaign or 
event?

The voting and student representative campaign 

participation figures are significantly lower for external/

mixed mode students compared to internal students. 

The figures for internal students in 2012 were 34.9% and 

26.7% respectively. 

However, the finding that external/mixed mode students 

are only 27% less likely to vote and 24% less likely to 

participate in student representative campaigns does run 

counter to the widespread myth that these students are 

highly disengaged from what is happening on campus.

 

Mixed Mode

are you an external or mixed-mode 
student?

(Mixed Mode only) Do you do the internal 
part of your course in intensive block(s) of 
on campus study?

(Mixed Mode only) are the orientation/
induction processes for the internal 
component of your degree adequate, i.e. 
give you important information? 
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Yes 
33.1% 

No 
66.9% 

Yes 
6.9% 

No 
40.8% 

N/A 
52.3% 

(Mixed Mode only) are there major 
issues with lecture theatres or tutorial 
rooms at your university, i.e. inadequate 
furniture, poor ventilation, inadequate 
audio-visual support?

(Mixed Mode only) if you are doing a 
course with laboratory/studio/work 
experience practicuum component 
are there any major issues with these 
facilities, i.e. obsolete equipment, 
poor ventilation, safety concerns, or 
inadequate supervision on practicuum?
Comments 54

33.1% of mixed mode students reported having 

major issues with their lecture theatres and/or tutorial 

rooms. This is comparable to the figure for internal 

students (30.8%).

14% of mixed mode students who did laboratory/

studio/work experience practicuums indicated that 

they had major issues with these facilities or placements. 

This is lower than the figure for internal students (19.8%) 

but could be a statistical variation due to the relatively 

small number of mixed mode students to whom this 

question is relevant.

The issues raised by mixed mode students were similar 

to those raised by internal students: air-conditioning, 

overcrowding, old or broken furniture and equipment, 

non-functioning audio-visual or video link equipment 

and teaching staff not knowing how to use the 

equipment:

“Often less hardware than students, rooms are often 

taken and the hardware is outdated or lacks the 

programs required for the subject.” (Information 

Technology, Charles Sturt University – Thurgoona)

“For my Cinema subjects of which I have at least two 

a semester, my classes are relegated to insufficient 

rooms, and are NOT in the Agora Cinema where 

they should be and are not given preference. THIS 

IS DISGRACEFUL. In the classroom we have, there are 

uncomfortable, distracting chairs and a video player 

that regularly becomes broken. It also becomes 

freezing at 11am everyday and I am required to stay in 

there for 8 hours.” (Humanities and Social Sciences, La 

Trobe University)

“Aircon is freezing regardless of the season, surprisingly 

it does make a difference to my study as it can be very 

uncomfortable, a lot of students complain about this. 

Furniture seems outdated in some rooms and can also 

be uncomfortable (Mainly at Mt Gravatt campus).” 

(Human Services, Criminology and Criminal Justice, 

Griffith University)

“None of the rooms at the Shepparton Campus are big 

enough to take our class all at once so we have to be 

divided up into two groups. When it is necessary that 

we are all together, we are taken to a local hotel for the 

day or half day where we can all fit into the convention 

centre.” (Education, La Trobe University – Shepparton)

“Very poor audio-visual support or training for 

lecturers...for an hour lecture we get on average 35 

minutes (I have timed it) of course content, the rest 

is adjusting the camera so we can see the lecturer’s 

wonderful smile or the slides that don’t work or we 

have to check the other three campuses are happy 

so we have a chat to them… I wonder sometimes 

if it is worth going to try on pick up on a couple of 

words of wisdom that might make a difference to my 

marks.” (Arts/Business/Education, Central Queensland 

University – Rockhampton) 
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Outstanding 
12.7% 

Good 
55% 

Average 
21.1% 

Mediocre 
6% 

Disappointing 
5.2% 

Yes 
83.5% 

No 
16.5% 

Taking into account the costs and time 
involved how do you rate your overall 
experience with your degree so far? 
5,153 responses

Would you recommend your course and 
university to a friend?
1,424 comments

Despite the widespread criticisms raised by students 

concerning teaching levels, infra-structure, assessment 

feedback, library support and student support services 

the overall student satisfaction with course experience 

levels remain high and are comparable to the 

findings of the nearest comparable national survey, 

the Australian Graduate Survey Course Experience 

Questionnaire (CEQ)

In the CEQ recent graduates are asked whether 

they agreed with the statement: “Overall I was 

satisfied with the quality of this course.” The 2011 

CEQ survey results indicated that 93.7% did not 

disagree with that statement.

In our survey the 67.6% students rated after taking into 

account the time and costs involved that their overall 

experience with their degree their “outstanding” 

or “good”. If we add the students who rated it as 

“average” the figure rises to 88.7%. 83.5% of students 

said they would recommend their course to a friend. We 

are not surprised that the satisfaction levels are slightly 

lower in our survey as it does contain a value for money 

element in the question. Also the experience grievances 

in the undergraduate learning environment may have 

faded with time in the workforce or postgraduate study 

that may boost ratings in the CEQ.

The 1,424 comments were much more polarised than 

the above results would indicate with about half the 

comments indicating negative experience or offering a 

more qualified indication of satisfaction. Strong positive 

comments included: 

“I’ve enjoyed my degree immensely. I’ve had the 

opportunity to study such varied things and experience 

a lot of different subjects and interests so as to pinpoint 

what exactly I want from my degree and from my 

future.” (Arts, Monash University - Clayton)

“La Trobe for animal science is the best. The fact 

that it is relatively rural with a farm across the road, 

a sanctuary, a research centre and many more... 

you really couldn’t ever find this in a city school 

like Melbourne. The best resources for hands on 

experience and that’s what counts in the animal 

world.” (Science, La Trobe University)

“I think Unisa is a good university for me , I become 

more confident and knowledgeable than before, the 

staff and tutor are friendly.” (Commerce, University of 

South Australia -City West)

“Bachelor of Education at Berwick is a fantastic and 

wonderful course.” (Education, Monash University - 

Berwick)

“Having been on exchange at two different universities 

in Mexico (one public, one private), I have come to 

appreciate the resources available at UniMelb, the 

academic standard and the quality of teaching.” (Arts/

Science, University of Melbourne)

PArT C: overAll SATISFACTIoN  
(All STudeNTS)
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“No doubt that I have recommended La Trobe 

university to all my younger relatives who are in high 

school and also my friends and relatives overseas 

who are considering studying in Australia. Melbourne 

Uni was pretence over excellence and does not 

live up to its motto, whereas La Trobe definitely has 

infinite possibilities for students. Staff at La Trobe are 

just genuinely more concerned for students and 

actually give proper attention when requested. No 

university is perfect, but I am glad I went back to uni 

after I graduated from Melbourne Uni and I am glad 

I went to La Trobe because I thought it was a poor 

quality university, but in actual fact, it far exceeded 

my expectations compared to Melbourne Uni and I 

will always be a loyal alumni to La Trobe Uni.” (Health 

Sciences, La Trobe Bundoora)

Many of the negative comments emphasised the value 

for money and lack of academic challenge aspects:

“Having experienced the same studies in an overseas 

institution, much could be done to bring the program 

to international standards”. (Arts, University of 

Queensland)

“I have a minimum of 8 contact hours per week and 

a maximum of 12. For the amount of money I pay for 

this degree it seems ridiculously expensive. I also don’t 

really know the relevance of my degree to any jobs, 

and it does seem like a waste of three years and I 

have not really gained any qualification. I do feel that 

the degree has improved my research and people 

skills, but I also feel that the course material has not 

been challenging at any stage in my 3 years.” (Arts, 

Education and Human Development, Victoria University- 

St. Albans)

“University is a money making business not an educating 

resource. All students feel ripped off and cant wait to get 

out of the place.” (Engineering, Curtin University)

“The international student fee and on-campus 

accommodation fee are unreasonably high. Almost 

everything is charged at a high price here, printing, 

sports, souvenirs etc. Sometimes even higher than those 

top-schools in the US and Britain… University students 

in Hong Kong, China, UK are allocated places in the 

residential hall at reasonable prices. The unique living 

experience can help students to develop deeper 

friendship with others far better than only joining clubs 

or societies at uni.“ (Arts, University of Melbourne)

“Do I deserve a $100,000 debt for a B Arts (Hons) / B 

Science?” (Australian National University)

“Do not come to Australia. I don’t know why students 

need choose here. High cost, low education quality, 

no immigration and bad living condition. Please 

don’t tell me we come here for the beautiful scenery.” 

(international student, Deakin University)

“Very expensive, plus text books, plus other fees such 

as vaccinations and uniform for placement. I’m 

constantly without money because it all goes into 

funding the university, and I work 4 days a week!“ 

(Health Science, La Trobe University)

“The feeling is one of resigned discontentment; we 

have to endure these mundane university degrees 

in order to hold credibility as a working professional” 

(Science, University of Melbourne)

Students at small satellite rural campuses provided 

mixed comments. Some valued the convenience of 

a local campus and the more personalised teaching 

environment that was possible due to the small student 

enrolments. However, others felt constrained by the 

limited diversity course offerings that could be provided 

directly by teaching staff on that campus and the 

difficulties associated with courses delivered by video 

link from other campuses:

“For anyone that is put off by the thought of moving 

away from home to study at a large campus, I 

would highly recommend studying at a small rural 

campus like Shepparton.” (Health Science, La Trobe 

University - Shepparton)
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“JCU Cairns is a small campus and my degree has 

some overworked but very dedicated teachers. 

This has allowed for a closer personal relationship 

with both students and staff to develop which is a 

bonus.” (mixed mode, Arts/Education, James Cook 

University - Cairns)

“The last 4 years at Latrobe University Mildura 

has been a very negative experience for varied 

reasons which include limited number of subjects 

offered to regional students, the limited choice 

regarding mode of delivery to regional areas, poor 

communication across faculties and campus’ in 

supporting students with information and other 

needs.” (Humanities and Social Sciences/Health 

Sciences, La Trobe University - Mildura)

“Limited subject choices, the fact that most of my 

courses lectures are done via video-link the fact I 

had to change minors from philosophy to English 

because the administration dropped the ball 

and couldn’t find sufficient teaching staff for the 

Bundoora (Melbourne campus) philosophy course 

and decided the most appropriate solution would 

be to cancel the rural philosophy students second 

years subjects to obtain the necessary funds to hire 

some graduate students to make-up the staffing 

shortage and leave myself in the lurch… It’s not as if 

I’m paying any less for my bachelor” (Humanities, La 

Trobe, Albury-Wodonga)

The recent cuts at several universities to teaching staff 

and course diversity, particularly in the humanities 

and social sciences, was widely raised as an issue 

that would affect whether or not a respondent would 

recommend their university to a friend: 

“I would not recommend my course (Bachelor of Arts) 

in La Trobe to anyone. 

People who choose 

to go to La Trobe 

should choose 

another course 

due to the many 

structural changes 

that are happening 

with the Bachelor 

of Arts course.” 

(Humanities and 

Social Sciences, La 

Trobe University)

“I am deeply conflicted about this question. Most 

of the academics I have worked under have 

been forced out the ANU due insufferable working 

conditions. I greatly fear for the future of education at 

the ANU in the Humanities and therefore I am reluctant 

to recommend study here without also adding a 

long list of extracurricular suggestions and caveats.” 

(Humanities, Australian National University)

“Melbourne Uni subject choice in arts is pretty terrible. 

I wanted to do Gender and Development studies. All 

of the subject cuts that have occurred meant that this 

wasn’t possible so I have been disappointed with my 

course.” (Arts, University of Melbourne)

“I very much enjoy my degree, but as it is currently 

undergoing changes I am worried that some of its 

best elements might be lost due to budget-cutting. 

Amalgamating majors into large and generalised 

core subjects is one way that much of the diversity 

and personal nature of my degree is being lost, and 

increased class sizes and less electives seems to be 

having the same effect.” (Arts and Social Science, 

University of Technology Sydney)

“The budget cuts at Clayton are disturbing, every 

year I see more sessional teaching staff and fewer 

full-timers, fewer and fewer units to the point where 

there’s just barely enough to make a major if you 

take everything they offer (leaving little choice), 

and class sizes get bigger and bigger with rooms 

that often can’t cope. But those are mostly my 

complaints about the corporate university system 

run by business managers, I think everything else 

is fantastic - the staff, the students, the coursework, 

the library, the community, the events.” (Arts, Monash 

University - Clayton)

“This is my third university degree. I can state 

without hesitation that the standards of University of 

Sydney, in almost every area (teaching, resources, 

etc.) are far below what would be tolerated in 

North America. A disappointing experience which, 

unfortunately, has taken a further turn for the worse 

with recent developments (staff cuts and the gutting 

of Fisher library). It now rates one category lower: 

a thoroughly disgusting experience overall.” (Arts, 

University of Sydney)

“Over the last few years, Melbourne has cut many 

subjects, increased class sizes, and, in my opinion, 

degraded the quality of their course. Arts students 

NUS_Report_F.indd   42 22/10/12   1:03 PM



43Part C: Overall Satisfaction (All Students)

seem to be entirely overlooked when it comes to 

access to study facilities, and seem to be relegated 

to the oldest buildings, whilst new commerce and 

science buildings have been updated, and their 

students provided with near-exclusive new study 

spaces.”(Arts, University of Melbourne)

Many students placed an emphasis in their overall 

satisfaction rating on whether or not they perceived 

the university had an inclusive and vibrant campus life 

and culture: 

“Monash has a vibrant student life, you might come 

for the course but you definitely stay for the on 

campus culture.” (Science/Information Technology, 

Monash University - Clayton)

“Campus culture in general, and cultural aspects 

of the degree are lacking.” (Arts/Social Science, 

University of Queensland)

“University is WAY too expensive, with WAY less 

social activities and freebies, than 10 years ago.” 

(Archaeology, La Trobe University)

“As an international student I feel there is not enough 

effort put into orientation for students with regards to 

team building or socializing. The orientation is more 

factual lectures rather than student interaction. I found 

this rather disappointing in first year.” (Education, 

Curtin University)

“I would like more on campus facilities - for example 

being able to buy coffee after 3.30pm!” (Health 

Science, La Trobe University - Bendigo)

“Have appreciated the university societies and 

co-curricular events such as mooting.” (Arts/Law, 

University of Queensland)

Some external students raised concerns about the 

difficulty of gained proficiency over the practical 

aspects of their courses:

“Too great an emphasis on the online component of 

the course which makes it very difficult to learn and 

understand practical concepts. The learning material 

provided was often very brief in comparison to the 

understanding of concepts we were expected to 

have.” (external, Nursing, La Trobe University – Alfred 

Clinical School)
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Many of the issues raised by students about the 

quality of facilities, class and studio sizes and teacher 

availability flow back ultimately to issues about the level 

of funding for undergraduate teaching.

NUS recognises that recognises that there is a 

convergence of factors that are putting the squeeze 

on per student resources available for undergraduate 

teaching at a time when universities are experiencing a 

significant growth in places. These factors include:

•	 The	historic	legacy	of	the	failure	of	the	

Commonwealth to properly index university 

operating grants between 1995 – 2010 which led to 

a large fall in the level of commonwealth funding 

per student (and a significant fall in total funding 

per student even when the 1997 and 2004 HECS 

increases are included);

•	 Losses	on	financial	investments	made	by	universities	

associated with the global financial crisis;

•	 The	tightening	up	of	prospects	for	overall	growth	in	

the international student full fee market;

•	 The	expansion	in	student	places	associated	with	

the removal of caps on enrolment loads in 2012 

has not been matched with increases to infra-

structure funding, essentially more students are 

being squeezed into already stressed infra-structure 

capacities.

The Bradley Review of Higher Education in 2008 

recommended that the level of base funding for 

higher education needed to be increased by 10% 

($1.8 billion over 4 years expressed in 2008 dollars). 

This recommendation was not implemented by the 

government, although a proper indexation system was 

introduced in 2010.

The 2011 DEEWR Base Funding Review concluded that 

the current base funding model led to concerns about 

structural under-funding in three groups of disciplines: 

•	 accounting,	administration,	economics	and	

commerce; 

•	 medicine,	dentistry,	agriculture,	veterinary	science,	

and visual and performing arts; 

•	 law	and	humanities.	

The review panel’s view was that the evidence 

supports “the conclusion that the first two groups are 

underfunded and require additional funding, while the 

third group needs careful consideration for additional 

support”. 

Furthermore the review panel concluded that there: 

“is evidence that despite considerable investment in 

refurbishment, much of the present higher education 

infrastructure is still unfit for purpose in the 21st 

century. In addition, teaching environments are 

increasingly costly to develop and maintain, with 

simulation suites and laboratories in particular having 

shorter equipment life cycles.” The review panel 

recommended that the Australian government invest 

an additional 2% of base funding to be allocated 

according to a weighted student load. At the time 

of publication the Commonwealth has not formally 

responded to the Base Funding Review.

The 2010 and 2012 NUS Quality Reports have 

highlighted the direct experiences of students from 

the parts of the university sector are experiencing 

significant resource stresses. 

NUS is strongly opposed to the idea that the funding 

shortfalls for the university sector can be fixed by 

increasing student fees or abolishing the cap on 

maximum student contribution rates. Australian 

students already pay amongst the highest fees for any 

public universities in the OECD. Furthermore 

there is mounting evidence that large 

study debts (even those with income 

contingent repayments) may diminish 

higher education aspirations in the 

disadvantaged communities that the 

Commonwealth is trying to bring into 

higher education. 

PArT d: dISCuSSIoN & 
reCommeNdATIoNS
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In this final section we have tried to distil the thousands 

of student comments into an outline of good teaching 

and learning practices. Universities that consistently 

deliver these practices across their teaching disciplines 

will address many of the issues that have been raised 

in the 2010 and 2012 surveys by undergraduates about 

the quality delivery of their education.

Good Teaching and 
learning Support 
Practices (internal)

1. class size

1.1 Universities should not enrol more internal students 

in a course than they have seats for in lecture 

theatre(s), it is unacceptable to enrol above this 

and argue that some will drop out anyway;

1.2 The ideal size for effective participation and diversity of 

views in a tutorial group is somewhere between 12 – 20;

1.3 Where this is not possible the pedagogy utilised for 

large tutorial groups should not undermine student-

centred learning by removing direct student: 

staff interactivity or restricting discussion to lowest 

common denominator pre-formatted questions, 

tutors need space to be teachers rather than just 

facilitators of student group work;

1.4 Student: laboratory teaching staff ratios and the size 

of student work groups should be adequate so that 

students can receive effective individual support in 

developing their practical laboratory or clinical skills 

(student: staff ratios should not exceed 20:1); 

2. techNoloGy

2.1 Students should reasonably expect that there is an 

effective system of wireless internet connectivity at 

all regular university teaching sites;

2.2 Video replays of lectures should be available 

as an option to all students, this facilitates more 

equitable access (for example disability or family 

commitments), students with timetable clashes and 

also with revision;

2.3 All teaching staff need to be trained with the effective 

technical and pedagogical use of audio-visual 

equipment, microphones and video replay/relay 

equipment, this is particularly an issue with sessional staff 

who are often not paid to participate in professional 

development training and may not be familiar with the 

equipment in a particular lecture theatre;

2.4 Future redesign of the old chalk and talk lecture 

theatres should take into account contemporary 

student needs to re-charge computers during 

longer sessions, ie more power points;

2.5 Students should be informed prior to enrolment if 

the majority of their “internal” mode lectures are to 

be delivered by video relay from another campus, 

there should be a faculty teaching staff member or 

postgraduate tutor in attendance in all video relay 

classes to deal with technical issues and lecture 

follow up questions from students;

3. leaRNiNG feedback

3.1 For effective learning students need constructive 

and timely assessment feedback during the 

semester, just getting a score is not sufficient, nor is 

receiving the assessment feedback after the end 

of semester (apart from final exams), teaching 

resources may need to be adjusted to allow 

markers the time to provide this feedback;

3.2 Teaching staff should have some level of interaction 

with the official on-line tutorial discussion boards 

4. woRkplace placemeNts

4.1 Workplace placements (practicuums) should be 

appropriate to the course curriculum and level of 

the course;

4.2 Students should receive adequate notice of the 

time and place of their practicum to be able to 

re-arrange their paid work and family commitments 

(at least a fortnight);

4.3 Students should be told prior to enrolment that their 

practicum is likely to require them to live for several 

weeks or months in another city and pay for their 

own accommodation costs;
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4.4 Students should be given guidance on where it is 

appropriate to contact the academic teaching 

staff to address unresolvable issues in the 

placement workplace.

5. libRaRies

5.1 Libraries should have a reasonable amount of 

current textbooks both for long term borrowing 

and short term loans taking into account current 

enrolment levels (i.e. 10% of course enrolment load); 

5.2 Libraries should maintain comprehensive week-end 

opening hours during undergraduate teaching 

semesters, particularly in the weeks leading up to 

final exams.                     

Good Teaching and 
learning Support 
Practices (external 
and Mixed Mode)

1. techNoloGy

1.1 Distance-delivered education should no longer 

just about reading the textbook/ course reader 

and sitting the exams. This ‘non-teaching’ form 

of external delivery has no place in 21st century 

higher education. External courses that do not meet 

acceptable contemporary pedagogical standards 

should be dis-accredited by regulatory bodies;

1.2 External and mixed mode students should be able 

to access video relays/replays of lectures, where 

lectures from previous years are used the lectures 

should be reasonably up-to-date and the student 

informed that the lecture is not from the current 

year. The student course guide should outline 

where specific information in the lecture is out of 

date (for example assessment deadlines);

1.3 On-line contact phone and e-mail details for 

teaching and student support staff should be kept 

up to date;

2. leaRNiNG & otheR campUs 
sUppoRt

2.1 For effective learning external and mixed mode 

students need constructive and timely assessment 

feedback during the semester, this is even more 

acute for these students because of the difficulties 

in having face to face personal time with teaching 

staff, apart from the small minority who are using 

one to one skype sessions to accomplish this;

2.2 Teaching staff should respond reasonably promptly 

to e-mails from their students, even taking into 

account other duties performed by staff and the 

part-time nature of some teachers this should not 

normally take longer than a week; 

2.3 Students should have access to a comprehensive 

range of on-line course resources, library resources 

and relevant data-bases, this should be outlined in 

course handouts at the commencement of semester;

2.4 Students should be informed in course hand outs 

how to arrange to borrow library books (where such 

mailing arrangements exist) and how to access 

library e-books;

2.5 Inter-state external students should be able to 

access a toll-free phone number to contact campus 

academic support and student support services.
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Internal 
92.3% 

External or 
Mixed Mode 

7.7% 

are you enrolled as an undergraduate 
internal (i.e. on campus), external (i.e. 
off-campus or distance) or mixed-mode 
(i.e. both on and off campus) student 
this year?

Which university are you enrolled at?

All University Internal Mode 
5,576 responses

Australian Catholic University (1)

Australian National University (58)

Central Queensland University (9)

Charles Darwin University (1)

Charles Sturt University (1)

Curtin University of Technology (607)

Deakin University (40)

Edith Cowan University (4)

Flinders University (18)

Griffith University (122)

James Cook University (63)

La Trobe University (1,378)

Macquarie University (6)

Monash University (478)

Murdoch University (22)

Queensland University of Technology (74)

RMIT University (27)

Southern Cross University (39)

Swinburne University of Technology (46)

University of Adelaide (219)

University of Ballarat (6)

University of Canberra (8)

University of Melbourne (537)

University of Newcastle (19)

University of New England (1)

University of NSW (68)

University of Notre Dame (1)

University of Queensland (185)

University of South Australia (37)

University of Sunshine Coast (2)

University of Sydney (312)

University of Tasmania (22)

University of Technology, Sydney (917)

University of Western Australia (95)

University of Western Sydney (71)

University of Wollongong (26)

Victoria University (56)

Which university are you enrolled at?

All University External/Mixed Mode
415 responses

Australian National University (6)

Central Queensland University (14)

Charles Sturt University (2)

Curtin University of Technology (87)

Deakin University (8)

Edith Cowan University (2)

Griffith University (6)

James Cook University (10)

La Trobe University (161)

Macquarie University (1)

Monash University (12)

Murdoch University (4)

Queensland University of Technology (2)

RMIT University (1)

Southern Cross University (17)

Swinburne University of Technology (2)

University of Adelaide (4)

University of Melbourne (24)

University of New England (10)

University of NSW (1)

University of Notre Dame (1)

University of Queensland (2)

University of South Australia (11)

University of Southern Queensland (1)

University of Sydney (17)

University of Tasmania (4)

University of Technology, Sydney (5)

University of Western Australia (1)

APPeNdIX: IdeNTIFIerS
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Yes 
1.2% 

No 
98.8% 

2012 
36.7% 

2011 
26.4% 

2010 
18.8% 

2009 
10.2% 

2008 
4.3% 

2007 
2% 

2006 
0.8% 

Before 2006 
0.8% 

Full-Time 
91.3% 

Part-Time 
8.7% 

Yes 
46.8% 

No 
53.2% 

Yes 
11.6% 

No 
88.4% 

What year did you begin your degree?

Are you a full-time or part-time student?

Are you 21 years or older?

Are you enrolled as an international 
student?

Do you identify as Aboriginal or Torres 
Strait Islander?

Appendix: Identifiers
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1.  smaller class sizes
2.  access to          resources

3.  properly trained,         permanent     teachers
4.  a diversity of    course options
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