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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Why more faculties are taking direct 
responsibility for putting engaging
learning resources into the hands of 
all students



“...it can be seductive
to think that if non-
traditional students are 
clever enough, or try hard 
enough they can engineer 
their success at university...”

From Devlin et al (2012), “Effective 
teaching and support of students from 
low socioeconomic status backgrounds: 
Practical advice for teaching staff”1
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In the past, higher education was built 
upon the ‘agency’ of the student - the idea 
that ‘any student who wanted to pass, could’.
The corollary, of course, is that student 
failure represented a ‘deficit’ in the student 
– not clever, or not hard-working, enough1.

More recently, however, the makeup of 
the student cohort has shifted. The value 
of a university education is driving more 
Australians to seek tertiary qualifications.  
We have seen rapid growth and 
diversification of the cohort, as more 
students enter the system from non-
traditional backgrounds - low-SES, low-
ATAR, non-English speaking background, 
disability, indigenous, first-in-family to attend 
University (see figure 1)2.

According to some studies, over half of our 
student population is now the first in their 
family to attend university - research 
suggests that many students in this group 
will require additional support to adapt and 
thrive in a university environment3.

In addition, the way we deliver learning is 
fundamentally shifting.  The bulk of 
enrolment growth is actually being 
generated through ‘non-traditional’ 

delivery modes (such as distance and 
online).

These shifts have made the traditional 
deficit view of student success all but 
obsolete.  universities are now being 
challenged to take greater ownership of 
student engagement and outcomes4.

Unfortunately, the early signs are not good 
- while undergraduates are generally 
happy with their educational experience 
(80% respond positively), one aspect of 
their experience lags the rest – their 
satisfaction with the level of ‘learner 
engagement’ (62% respond positively)5.

This effect is particularly pronounced in 
‘non-traditional’ segments where learner 
engagement lags 2-36% behind the 
average (see Figure 1)4.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, the result has 
been falling student retention and 
completion right across the sector.  Even 
worse, while the lowest success-rates are 
found among the ‘non-traditional 
students’, student performance is falling 
almost everywhere (see Figure 1)6.

As the student cohort expands and changes, Australian 
universities are being forced to take greater ownership 
of student learning.

THE RAPID EXPANSION AND 
DIVERSIFICATION OF HIGHER 
EDUCATION IS CREATING

A SYSTEM
UNDER 
STRAIN
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Compared with domestic average (%) Change since 3 years earlier (%)

Study
mode

External

Multi-modal

Internal

Intensity
Part-time

Full-time

ATAR

30-45

50-59

60-69

70-79

80-89

90-94

95-100

Indigenous
Indigenous

Non-indigenous

English-
speaking

NESB

ESB

Socio-
economic

status

Low SES

Medium SES

High SES

-18%

+4%

-14%

+6%

-19%

+8%

-2%

+3%

-9%

-4%

+3%

-1%

0%

+2%

0%

+2%

-23%

-19%

+3%

-2%

+1%

-3%

-2%

-2%

0%

-2%

-2%

-3%

-2%

-1%

-2%

-3%

-2%

-1%

-2%

+1%

-2%

-4%

Enrolments are growing rapidly in ‘non-
traditional’ segments...

FIGURE 1. RECENT TRENDS IN AUSTRALIAN HIGHER EDUCATION

...but, student satisfaction
with ‘engagement’ lags

Outcomes are poorest in non-
traditional segments...

...but, performance
is falling everywhere

4-Year Domestic Bachelor Completion Rate (2011-14)6
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9% pa
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socioeconomic

Non-English
speaking background

Students with disability

Indigenous
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mode

ATAR
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All domestic 
undergraduate 
commencements (4%)

Commencements Offers Enrolments

-5%

-36%

-4%

+1%

-2%

+3%

+2%

-2%

NOT external mode

NOT first in family to 
attend University

English-speaking 
background

Non-English
speaking background

First in family to
attend University

Disability
reported

Indigenous

External
study mode

Traditional
students

Non-traditional
students

Non-traditional
modes

Domestic Undergraduate Student 
Growth (2012-15)2

Undergraduate Satisfaction With 
‘Engagement’ (2016)5
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Lifting student engagement is a complex 
issue which cuts across numerous 
dimensions, including pedagogical and 
social and services and support.

However, one interesting aspect of the 
problem, and one where we have some 
direct insight, is the rapidly falling levels 
of access to prescribed learning 
resources.

Our data shows a clear split between the 
high-achieving ‘WILLS’ who do ‘whatever 
it takes’ to improve their learning, and 
the less ambitious ‘WILL-NOTS’, who 
believe that ‘I don’t need a resource to 
pass’.

The worrying trend is that this divide 
seems to be growing as more of the 
‘UNDECIDED’ choose not to purchase.

Perplexingly, students continue to rate 
textbooks as one of their most important 
learning resources – 58% of students 
selected prescribed textbooks as the most 

useful learning resource in their studies, 
ahead of lecture slides (32%) and other 
online resources, tutorials, etc.

If prescribed textbooks are so useful, 
why are so many choosing not to buy? 

While affordability is often blamed, our 
survey data suggests that poor short-
term decision making is the more 
dominant factor.
 The strongest determinant of the 

buying decision is “if I decide I need it” 
(58% of students, well ahead of “if I am 
told that I need it” at 22%).

 ...but, this decision is made too early –
31% of students decide before the 
semester even begins, 69% after Week 1, 
and 92% by the end of Week 3. 

 Perhaps, then, it is not surprising that at 
this early stage, months from final 
exams, many students decide that they 
can ‘get by’ without purchasing (59% of 
students).

FIGURE 2. STUDENT ATTITUDES TO TEXTBOOK PURCHASING FROM 
WILEY’S 2016/17 STUDENT SURVEY7

THE GAPS ARE
WIDENING
While students see significant value in prescribed 
textbooks, poor short-term decision-making means 
many are choosing to go without.

39% The ‘WILLS’
Will buy every prescribed resource 
and are ambitious - want to pass 
with a better grade than just a 
credit

49% The ‘UNDECIDED’
Will make their own decision -
increasingly deciding NOT to buy

12% The ‘WILL-NOTS’
Not likely to ever buy a prescribed 
resource - affordability is a factor 
for some, but stronger factor is 
limited ambition (just want to pass) 

58%

In the ‘UNDECIDED’ segment, short-term 
decision-making prevails...

69%

59%

will buy the resource
‘only if I decide I need it’

make this decision after Week 1
(31% before the semester even starts)

decide at this early stage that they 
‘don’t need the resource to pass’
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WHILE INNOVATIVE RESOURCES 
PROMISE TO LIFT STUDENT 
ENGAGEMENT, EQUITY 
CONSIDERATIONS LIMIT THEIR 
USEFULNESS
Across the sector, universities, 
faculties and lecturers are 
implementing blended learning 
models, with the explicit aim of 
lifting student engagement and, 
ultimately, student success.  

In a recent Wiley survey, 64% of 
instructors reported that they were 
already teaching in a blended mode, 
with another 18% likely to transition 
soon.8

However, there are some 
significant challenges to be 
overcome to deliver effective 
blended learning.  In the survey, 
lecturers reported a lack of time 

(29%), a lack of resources (22%), and 
problems finding the right models to 
build student engagement (27%).8

We have the tools to lift student 
engagement...

Recent innovations in learning 
resources have a huge potential to 
help lecturers overcome these 
barriers – instant diagnostic, 
feedback and remediation solutions, 
adaptive learning and individualised 
learning pathways, social 
connections (peer-to-peer and 
student-to-instructor), data and 
analytics, and of course, deep 
integration of rich engaging content.

...but we cannot use them

Unfortunately, the current model 
of ‘student-choice’ in textbook 
purchasing stops us from 
exploring the value of these 
innovations.  

When not all students purchase 
the text, equity problems arise, 
creating the perverse situation 
where only the most ambitious 
and high-achieving students get 
access to the most effective 
learning and remediation 
strategies.

Deep integration of highly-engaging 
content into course structure

Cannot rely on rich assets as an instructional
tool if not all students have access

Data and analytics for
students and instructors

Provides a flawed picture if not all student use 
resource  - no data on low performers

Instant feedback and remediation 
from quizzes and assessment

Cannot underpin tutorials and assessment
if not all students have resource

Social connections – peer-to-peer 
and student-to-instructor

Instructors cannot fully embrace these 
channels if some students do not have access

Individual learning pathways
and adaptive learning

Non-buyers, often those with strongest need 
for guidance and structure, are locked out

FIGURE 3. SOME RECENT LEARNING RESOURCE INNOVATIONS AND THE EQUITY 
CONSIDERATIONS THAT LIMIT THEIR EFFECTIVENESS

We have the tools to lift student 
engagement...

...but equity considerations prevent us 
from exploring them
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IN RESPONSE, 
MORE FACULTIES 
ARE PURSUING

In an effort to spur innovation and 
empower success across their 
entire student cohort, faculties are 
taking on the responsibility of 
putting high-quality and engaging 
learning resources into the hands 
of ALL students.  These inclusive 
access models shift the 
purchasing decision from the 
student back onto the institution.

While inclusive models were not 
considered an option five years 
ago, we are now seeing significant 
interest from faculties exploring 
blended learning models, and 
other initiatives aimed at lifting 
student engagement and 
retention

Typically for a set price per 
enrolled student:

 All students have automatic 
access to the prescribed 
resource (and potentially a 
library of other relevant 
resources)

 Elements of the resource can be 
seamlessly embedded/ 
integrated into lecture notes, the 
LMS and instructor delivery

 Next-generation features such 
as quizzes, assessment, 
feedback, analytics and social 
connection can be embedded 
into the structure of the course

 Analytics can be used to provide 
a complete and immediately 
actionable picture of student 
performance – both of overall 
cohort competency and at-risk 
students

Unsurprisingly, students are very 
supportive of inclusive access 
models:

 An overwhelming 94% of 
surveyed students said there 
would be strong positive impacts 
on learning outcomes if 
institutions covered the cost of 
their learning resources7

 Asked to select what their
institutions could do to improve
the learning experience, 75% of 
surveyed students selected ‘paying 
for textbooks,’7 far ahead of other 
choices such as ‘more support,’ 
‘staff teaching,’ ‘facilities,’ etc.

More importantly, institutions, 
faculties and instructors who have 
embraced inclusive access models 
are seeing positive results (see 
Sidebar).

INSTITUTION-WIDE 
INCLUSIVE ACCESS AT WSU

In 2017, Western Sydney 
University (WSU) will provide 
free access to digital 
textbooks for more than 
10,000 commencing students

In their own words: “To ensure 
our students have everything 
they need to make the most of 
their studies ... delivering 
learning benefits individually 
and collectively to the entire 
class.”9

From the Vice-Chancellor: “We 
put our students at the heart of 
everything we do here at WSU. 
Our students told us that 
purchasing the textbooks they 
needed was one of the biggest 
financial hurdles to studying, so 
we wanted to help ... our 
textbook initiative is the next 
phase in an extensive student-
centred program that provides 
the highest quality educational 
experience for our students.”10

From a WSU lecturer: “Student 
performance and retention is 
enhanced by access to high-
quality resources ... textbooks 
play a vital role in engaging 
students and improving the 
quality of education - which is 
likely to improve their chances 
of completion ... we need to use 
the emerging technology to 
promote proven pedagogical 
methods. The availability of 
free textbooks is one such 
strategy that is starting to show 
results.”11

INCLUSIVE 
ACCESS
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MOVING FROM HOW CAN 
WE AFFORD IT? TO
HOW CAN WE 
AFFORD NOT TO?
While some faculties reserve discretionary 
budget to support blended learning, the 
practice is far from widespread.  In Wiley’s 
instructor survey, only 6% of surveyed lecturers 
had access to such funding, while a further 32% 
thought this type of funding could be ‘possible’8.

This means that for most Australian 
undergraduate courses the path to inclusive 
access may seem well out of reach.  This 
situation is only likely to be compounded by 
looming changes to the structure of Federal 
Government funding for higher education.

Despite this, we are seeing more and more 
faculties able to build compelling business 
cases for change based on the direct financial 
benefits that flow from inclusive access 
initiatives.

Figure 3 below shows two ways that a $9,000 
investment in inclusive access for a typical 
course ($60* per head across 150 enrolled 
students) can be recouped.

 Retaining ONE additional student for one 
additional semester (a trivial 0.7% lift in 
retention rate – less than half of the national fall 
between 2012 and 2014) - delivers $9k to the 
institution in course fees

 OR, saves THREE weeks of instructor time 
across content creation, administration and 
assessment, which can be redeployed into 
other value-adding teaching or research 
activities

And, of course, these pure financials say 
nothing about the huge indirect benefits 
delivered to students through better 
engagement and outcomes.

FIGURE 4. RECOUPING THE COST OF INCLUSIVE ACCESS FOR A TYPICAL 
COURSE WITH 150 ENROLLED STUDENTS

The investment... ...can be recouped through direct flow-on benefits

$9k upfront
investment 1 student retained 

for one additional 
semester 3 weeks of instructor

time redeployed

Estimated cost for ALL 150 
students to access digital 
resource at $60 per head

Estimated semester fees 
generated from a single 

retained student - 0.7% uplift 
in retention rate

Instructor time saved on 
content creation, admin and 

assessment activities

*Price range depending on provider and chosen solution
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