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FOREWORD
In Australia’s massified, if not now universal, higher education system, students enter our 
institutions with great diversity in academic preparedness, with varying social and cultural 
capital and with differing, often ill-formed, expectations of what is involved in tertiary 
study. In their first weeks and months, students report that they are frequently confounded 
by a lack of clarity regarding what is required for success. Many also find our institutional 
and academic language, not to mention discipline conventions, impenetrable. For too many 
commencing students, the transition to first year in higher education is an anxious journey 
from the known and familiar to the unknown and indecipherable.

Students’ successful transitions into, through and out of higher education have been issues 
of concern and dedicated research in higher education nationally and internationally for 
decades. It is clear that the cost and impact of student departure are highest in the first year –  
for government, institutions, individuals, their communities and society at large, across a 
spectrum of reputational, ethical, personal, economic and legal dimensions. In Australia, 
the introduction of the demand driven system and targeted funding for access and widening 
participation by non-traditional cohorts have further underscored the imperative for our 
sector to be clear about what works for inclusive learning, success and retention, in the 
context of student heterogeneity as the new normal. 

And that imperative is only sharpening. In 2015, the nation’s regulatory and quality 
agency, the Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA), was given a fresh 
mandate under the (then new) Higher Education Standards Framework (Threshold Standards) 
to oversee higher education providers’ performance on student attrition, retention and 
success. Specific standards have made the threshold requirements in this regard even clearer 
than was previously the case, most relevantly in this context the provisions of Clause 1.3 
Orientation and Progression. HE providers are now held accountable for the delivery of 
strategies to support successful student transition, regardless of ‘educational background, 
entry pathway, mode or place of study’, by way of early needs assessment, good learning 
and teaching, quality curriculum design, the timely provision of support services and 
monitoring for unsatisfactory progress.

In 2017, the stakes got higher again. Consequent on the government’s proposed 
introduction of a 7.5 per cent performance-based element to the Commonwealth Grant 
Scheme, the release in June of both the TEQSA Report on first year attrition1 and the 
Higher Education Standards Panel’s Discussion Paper on improving retention, completion 
and success in higher education2 have once again (re)focused sector attention.

In this context, an important part of equitably unpacking for all students the culture 
of higher education and its disciplines is to be explicit about the expectations of tertiary 

1 Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency. 2017. ‘Characteristics of Australian Higher 
Education Providers and Their Relation to First-year Student Attrition.’ Melbourne: Australian 
Government Department of Education and Training.
2 Higher Education Standards Panel. 2017. ‘Improving Retention, Completion and Success in 
Higher Education: HESP Discussion Paper.’ Australian Government Department of Education and 
Training.
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viiFOREWORD

study and the criteria for successful engagement with it. Given the foreseeability of 
transition hurdles, there is an onus on us to articulate, clearly and consistently, not only the 
explicit but also the hidden rules, expectations and behaviours fundamental to learning 
engagement and success. If we expect first-year students to become independent and self-
managing learners, they must be supported in their early development and acquisition 
of the tools they need – transferable academic skills – to engage productively with the 
learning and assessment tasks we design for them. Mastery of these basic enabling skills 
is foundational for later years’ learning success in all disciplines and for future learning. 
Essentially also, their attainment presages the acquisition of key graduate attributes, 
outcomes which TEQSA requires HE providers to evidence and the employability skills 
that are demanded of graduates on entry into the workplace.

This book makes clear for all students, whatever their background or prior learning, the 
substance of the academic skills in which they must be proficient. It does so comprehensively 
and accessibly, in a manner that is direct, inclusive, motivational and student-friendly. The 
practical advice, tips and strategies that are presented provide novice learners with the 
opportunity to acquire the threshold skills and literacies many degree programs assume 
already exist. In this way, the book makes explicit many of the hidden curriculum’s rules 
and expectations, while also surfacing the potential for disciplinary difference. Critically 
for first-year success, the authors acknowledge early the importance of the social context of 
learning and seek to normalise the predictable anxiety many new learners will encounter 
over the course of their early engagement with the student life cycle.

But students are only one half of the equation for effective transition pedagogy. Many 
higher education teachers also require assistance to unpack and scaffold the acquisition 
of these foundational skills for diverse cohorts; assistance which is not predicated on a 
deficit view of entering student ability. This is another great value of this text – the ways 
and means for empowering student learning are made explicit for both students and their 
teachers. To have maximum impact on student success, substantive references to this book 
should be embedded in core first-year curricula – in lectures and tutorials, in program 
materials, in reading lists, in eLearning and the like – as a basis for discussing these enablers 
with students in ways that are contextualised to the discipline. The research in this regard is 
clear: to be most effective, language and learning skills’ development should be integrated 
into the curriculum and context of discipline learning – their acquisition cannot be left to 
chance.

I commend the authors on the obvious care, expertise and respect for students and their 
learning they have brought to this task. The book is a valuable contribution to the effective 
deployment of transition pedagogy and should be harnessed in aid of intentional first-year 
curriculum design. I recommend this book as an invaluable learning support for diverse 
first-year student cohorts and for those who seek to engage with them for learning success. 
Both students and teachers will be grateful for the learning it facilitates.

Professor Sally Kift PFHEA
President, Australian Learning and Teaching Fellows 

ALTF Senior Fellow, Discipline Scholar: Law
James Cook University

August 2017
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BEFORE YOU READ THIS BOOK 
Students, past and present, are the characters in this book. They come from Curtin 
University in Perth, Western Australia; Open Universities Australia, and Miri, Sarawak; 
Notre Dame University, Fremantle; Edith Cowan University; and the University of 
Western Australia. They are enrolled in a wide range of courses, including fine arts, design, 
social sciences, commerce, health sciences, science, law, engineering, nursing, computer 
science, geology, spatial sciences, architecture, planning, construction management, 
cultural studies, journalism, screen arts and education courses. Most are first-year students, 
taking a unit that focuses on the learning processes they will need for university study – in 
research, academic writing, teamwork and oral presentations. These students have provided 
models for this book, and stories of effective (and not-so-effective) academic practice.

Our experience teaching and coordinating units for such students has played a major 
part in shaping this book:
• We have chosen to write informally throughout the book, addressing you, the current 

student, directly, and speaking personally about our own experience.
• We address both individual students and those working in seminar or workshop groups, 

and provide activities for both types of student throughout the book.
• We also emphasise some of the language processes you will need in your future 

professional careers in order to communicate successfully with clients, employers and 
colleagues. You can’t start to develop these processes too soon!

• The book is applicable to all undergraduate courses at university, particularly to first-
year students in these courses. You will be able to apply our advice and models to 
whatever discipline you are studying.

• The book will be useful for any student studying at a tertiary or a secondary level. 
Developing academic communications is a major educational focus in the twenty-first 
century, and the book is our contribution to this.
Although the book focuses on language development, we want to emphasise that 

education, both tertiary and secondary, is about much more than this. We like this quote 
from Allan Luke, Professor of Education at Queensland University of Technology, from his 
public address at the Brisbane Ideas Festival on 30 March 2006:

Although they always have and will continue to serve the national economic 
interest, universities must remain seedbeds for basic intellectual work, for 
speculative theory and experimental practice. they must perpetually strive to 
become more open environments where students are encouraged to engage with 
historical, scientific and narrative knowledge, to debate these matters freely and 
speculatively, and to apply these understandings to the complex worlds of new 
economies, new technologies and new cultures.

Professor Allan luke (2006). Address to Brisbane Ideas Festival

This quote sums up our approach to education. While we focus in this book on helping you 
develop the processes you will need to be successful students, we believe that these processes are 
means rather than ends in themselves. If you learn well to think, research, write, reflect, work 
collaboratively and make oral presentations, then you can benefit from the ‘seedbeds’ and ‘open 
environments’ that are universities, and you can play your part in making them such rich places. 
We wish you joy of your studies, and hope that this book will enhance them.

“

“

xi



Guide to the text 
As you read this text, you will find a number of features in every 
chapter to enhance your study of communication and help you 

understand how the theory is applied in the real world.

CHAPTER OPENING FEATURES

FEATURES WITHIN CHAPTERS

167

CONTENTSCONTENTS

9
ACADEMIC 
ESSAY WRITING

• The academic essay 
 + The analytical essay
 + The argumentative essay

• Early research
 + Primary research

• Developing your argument
 + The thesis statement
 + The concessive argument

• Writing your essay
 + First or third person?
 + Language and approaches to writing
 + The introduction 
 + The paragraph 
 + The conclusion

• Editing and proofreading your essay

ExpressThroughout this chapter, the CourseMate Express icon indicates an  
opportunity for online self-study, linking you to activities and other  
online resources.
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Identify the key concepts 
that the chapter will 
cover with the Chapter 
outline at the start of each 
chapter.

138 COMMUNICATIONS TOOLKIT

Final words from our students
Earlier in this chapter we commented that reflection at first-year level is a preparation 
for deeper critical and reflective thinking in future years. To emphasise this crucial 
point, we include a reflection from urban and regional planning student Chris Lodge 
(see Student reflection 7.13), who reflects on an issue he has been challenged to 
consider throughout his first-semester studies: ‘the Great Australian Dream’.

Reflective writing can begin your thinking processes
Many issues attracted my attention in this lecture about suburbia and the Great 
Australian Dream. Perth suburbia to me is ideal when you consider the lifestyles 
available. This made me begin to wonder what the ideal lifestyle is to the average 
person. Does a backyard that is big enough to fit another family home really satisfy 
our lifestyle needs? I considered my own lifestyle where we as a family rarely use 
the considerably large yard, with the exception of family events such as birthday 
parties, barbeques and other social gatherings. Lifestyle rarely requires the use 
of such space, but nevertheless I would never wish to lose it. The lecture made me 
realise that the majority of Australians share my attitude and drew my attention 
to what I believe is a misconception that people who think this way are selfish.

While Perth’s suburbia is extremely extensive, so is our available geographical 
area. So why is it that more and more planners are pushing for higher density 
residential development in the close perimeter areas around the city? This question 
troubled me at first as I could not think why it is that people would choose to live 
in such places. It then occurred to me that not everyone opts for the lifestyle that  
I value.

Chris Lodge, urban and regional planning student

St
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.13

When we contacted Chris the following year for permission to include his 
reflection in this book, he agreed, but added that he was embarrassed on re-reading 
this reflection because he felt his ideas had developed significantly since he had written 
it. This is almost certainly true; but it doesn’t discount the value of this piece of writing. 
In trying to penetrate deeply into his thinking on the topic as a then first-year student, 
Chris was setting the foundations for his strong future studies. The most perceptive 
thinkers are those who continue to try out ideas, shaping, discarding, developing and 
contradicting them as they go. We are more concerned about our students who have 
no questions about what they are hearing than we are about those who try out half-
developed ideas and change them frequently. Learning is about engagement!

The final words on the role of reflection in their studies belong to two students 
who reflect on what they have learned from a semester of reflective writing (see 
Student reflection 7.14). Construction management student Anna Dewar-Leahy 
is beginning to reflect on how valuable reflective thinking will be for her, while 
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Read authentic Student Reflection 
examples of real student 
communication efforts that 
illustrate theory in practice. these 
come from students across a wide 
range of disciplines. 
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Zeven has strengthened her argument by accepting in the first half of her 
thesis statement the counterargument that fairy tales have a powerful influence on 
childhood development, but claiming in the second half of this sentence that such 
positive influence does not override the destructive impact of Disney Princess films 
on young girls’ sexualisation. Head to the CourseMate website to read the complete 
essay.

Next, look at the example in Figure 9.6 of a concessive paragraph from an essay 
by Daniel Frewer, a student of engineering, who examines the role of scientists 
in the community. His thesis statement contends that scientists who take a role in 
public debate have the potential to make major scientific and cultural contributions 
to our society. He presents one counterargument – highlighted below – in the first 
two sentences of the paragraph. In the rest of the paragraph he goes on to rebut the 
counterargument by referring to the ideas of an expert in his disciplinary area (and 
strengthens his position by acknowledging her academic position).

Express

Although fairy tales facilitate essential childhood development, Disney’s animated Princess 
films, with the Disney Princess marketing image, continue to perpetuate traditional gender 
roles and promote increasingly sexualised body aspirations to young girls, which may lead to 
negative body image and low self-esteem.

Jennifer Zeven, first-year humanities student

Figure 9.5  Concessive thesis statement

Scientists, past and present, who have taken a public stand on a particular issue have often 
been attacked by members of the public who disagree with their point of view. Ultimately, some 
people also tend to question the motives of the scientist, citing the fact that some scientists 
may be outspoken in order to receive the government research grants that are so desperately 
required. But, as Mark Floyd (1999) notes in a story about Professor Mary Jo Nye, Horning 
Professor of Humanities at Oregon State University, ‘if scientists do not become involved in 
public policy debates, the result can be a decision-making process involving complex, critical 
issues that are not fully understood’. Ultimately, it was, and currently is, with the assistance 
of scientists that humanity, as a species, is able to unlock the secrets of the physical and the 
natural universe. A historical overview of scientific philosophy will result in an acceptance by 
the reader that without the intervention of men and women of science in controversial public 
issues, breakthroughs that have the potential to erase common ideologies will become scarce.

Daniel Frewer, engineering student

Figure 9.6  Concessive paragraph
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Explore Annotated examples of 
real communication that highlight 
good practice and room for 
improvement. Further examples of 
student presentations are included 
online in the coursemate Express 
website. 
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One hindrance facing Indigenous writers is the 
ethical repercussions of recording sensitive cultural 
or community information in writing. The traditional 
Indigenous way of recording historical stories is to 
pass them on orally from generation to generation. 
However, Aboriginal writers today are faced with a moral 
dichotomy between the postcolonial way of recording 
legends and history in writing, and the traditional way 
of keeping their knowledge within the community 
(Rowse 2010). An example of this is evident in Doreen 
Kartinyeri’s autobiography (2008), when she describes 
the consequences of publishing private information 
that belonged to her people. Rowse (2010) claims that 
Kartinyeri felt an obligation, as a prominent historian 
and genealogist, to use her influence to try to stop the 

Topic sentence 
linking from 
previous 
paragraph, 
which 
mentions 
‘issues 
that keep 
Indigenous 
voices from 
being heard’

Introduces 
example, 
which she 
will develop 
throughout the 
paragraph

Elaborates 
on the topic 
sentence 
(previous 
sentence)

The paragraph
The building blocks of your essay are your paragraphs, and the body is no more 
than a series of interconnected paragraphs that develop your analysis or argue for 
the thesis statement you have presented in your introduction. Refer to the section 
on paragraphing in Chapter 6 for a detailed discussion of how to write effective 
academic paragraphs.

After you have read this section, look at Figure 9.9, a paragraph from an essay by 
professional writing and publishing student Freyja Taverner, which demonstrates 
many of the qualities of a good paragraph. Head to CourseMate to read the full 
essay, which is entitled ‘The role of Aboriginal autobiographical literature in the 
recognition of the social injustices experienced by the Stolen Generations’.Express

Activity 9.3: Writing your introduction

As an individual or with another student
Write the introduction to your essay, following the instructions and model described above. 
(If working with another student, discuss how you will approach your writing and write each 
introduction together, if desired; but be careful not to finish with similar introductions for your 
two essays.)

In a class or group
Pin up introductions and critique them for each other. Consider how each critique informs your 
own introduction, and make changes as necessary.

Applies 
scholarly 
research to 
example

BK-CLA-GRELLIER_4E-170321-Chp09.indd   180 12/02/18   6:49 PM

240 COMMUNICATIONS TOOLKIT

How to spot and fix common redundant phrases

How to spot sentence fragments How to fix sentence fragments

Global warming has been proved to be increasing 
throughout the world today. Despite the doubts 
of a few global sceptics. (No verb)

The Australian film industry has not been strong 
in recent years. Not since the Labor government 
economic support of the seventies. (No verb)

Connect the fragment to the preceding sentence with a 
comma:
Global warming has been proved to be increasing 
throughout the world today, despite the doubts of a few 
global sceptics.
The Australian film industry has not been strong in 
recent years, since the Labor government economic 
support of the seventies. 

Sustainable architecture is an essential part of all 
university architecture courses. Being the most 
important subject for training socially responsible 
architects. (No finite verb)

Rephrase the sentence fragment (and often also the one 
before) to fit the situation:
Sustainable architecture is an essential part of all university 
architecture courses, since it is considered the most 
important subject for training socially responsible architects.

An interesting article discussing ‘the Mozart 
Effect’. (No verb)

Add an extra phrase containing a verb to the beginning 
of the sentence:
This interesting article discusses ‘the Mozart Effect’.

Why not write only in simple sentences?
simple sentences are fine, but they aren’t capable of explaining complicated relationships 
among ideas, or of helping you develop your own thinking in sophisticated ways. For these 
purposes, you need compound and complex sentences, which describe relationships of time, 
cause and effect, comparison, purpose, illustration, exception and so on.

Compound sentences
A compound sentence is a combination of two simple sentences joined together in one 
of three ways: 
1 by a coordinating conjunction 
2 by an independent marker 
3 by a semicolon. 

The two sentences that are joined together to form a compound sentence are 
called independent clauses – each has a subject and a verb, and each could work 
independently to form a separate sentence.

HINT
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test your understanding as 
you go via the Activity boxes 
which include questions to 
help you review, integrate, 
and comprehend information. 
Answers to selected activities 
can be found online in the 
coursemate Express website.

learn How to identify the 
most common mistakes and 
errors students make and 
how to address or improve 
on them through the How to 
spot and fix tables.
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You must reference most primary research in a slightly different way from 
secondary research. In the case of cultural artifacts, such as local newspaper articles 
or published photographs, you can often reference them in the same way you 
would reference secondary resources. However, you can’t include personal surveys, 
observations, interviews or email conversations in your list of references because 
these are unpublished sources and so your readers can’t follow them up. Because of 
this, you must embed full details of the research in your own sentence. For example, 
if you conducted an interview or an email conversation, you would give the name 
and position of your interviewee, the place the interview was held and the date on 
which it was held; if you ran a survey, you would explain how many people you 
surveyed, what types of people were surveyed and what results you obtained. For the 
correct in-text citation formats for these, check your department’s referencing guide. 
You might add as an appendix to your essay a transcript of an interview, the list of 
survey questions or similar evidence.

Look at Figure 9.2 and notice the way Jonathan Lendich, a student of urban and 
regional planning, has integrated and referenced an interview with a farmer living 
and working on the urban/rural fringe. Notice how the author has included a phrase 
within his own sentence (highlighted below), as well as the in-text citation, to 
explain the context of his primary research.

Figure 9.2  Example of how to incorporate primary research into an academic essay

Don’t let research get in the way of writing
Be careful if you’re one of those people who overloads on research so much that you can’t 
get down to writing. The amount of research you do needs to be proportionate to the size of 
your assignment task. some people suggest you should spend about one-third of the time you 
have allotted to an assignment on research, and the remaining two-thirds on writing, editing 
and proofreading your work.

Farmers have to change the practices they have used all their lives on the land; and now that 
housing is being built right up to the farming precincts, numerous complaints are surfacing 
from home owners recently moved into the areas on rural fringes (Turkich 2012). Con Bosanich 
(personal communication 2 April, 2012), in a conversation at his home in West Swan, says that 
over the last three to four years, ever since the new housing developments have occurred near 
his farm, he has experienced a handful of anonymous complaints from the public in regard 
to his usual farming practices such as using a tractor and spray units, which can be very 
noisy, whereas for years there were no complaints at all. All of this comes at a cost because 
if farmers’ practices are affected by urban sprawl, this impacts on the production of goods.

Jonathan Lendich, urban and regional planning student

HINT
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Visit http://login.cengagebrain.com and use the access code that comes with 
this book for 12-month access to the resources and study tools for this chapter.

Revision activity: Revise these ideas
1 Scholarly reading at university is often very different from the reading 

you have done in your previous education. You need to read actively – 
that is, adapt your reading strategies to suit your purpose.

2 Some scholarly texts are very complex and, as a first-year student, you 
need specific strategies to help you make meaning from them.

3 Active listening involves deliberately engaging yourself in the lecture 
you are listening to in order to avoid being just a passive recipient of 
information.

4 Mind-mapping is a particularly valuable active-listening technique; you 
may find it particularly useful throughout the rest of your studies.

5 Examinations can be a daunting time for some first-year students. It is 
valuable to remember any successful exam strategies you learned in your 
previous education, and also to read and practise new techniques that 
may be helpful to you.

6 The most valuable preparation for end-of-semester exams is to read and 
listen actively throughout the semester, so that your final revision period 
is simply a time to refine your ideas.

Thinking activity: Critical and reflective questions
1 What study approaches and techniques have worked well for me in the 

past? Do I need to adapt them so that they will suit university study?
2 What mistakes and misunderstandings have I experienced in the past that 

have harmed my results? How can I organise my studies this year in such 
a way as to start overcoming these problems?

3 Could I benefit from discussing ideas and studying with a small group of 
other students? How might I help organise an informal study group so 
that it runs successfully?

4 Most advice about successful study focuses on being prepared and 
keeping up to date with set work. Do I need to adapt any of my lifestyle 
and habits to help me be more successful?

5 What are my priorities at this stage in my life? Where do studies fit with 
the rest of my life?

Express
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Useful websites
The following online resources provide further useful information about essay writing:

Australian National University Academic Skills and Learning Centre: ‘Essay Writing’: 
http://www.anu.edu.au/students/learning-development/writing-assessment/essay-
writing.

University of Sydney Learning Centre: ‘Planning your Essay’: http://writesite.elearn.usyd.
edu.au/m3/m3u1/index.htm.

University of New South Wales Learning Centre: ‘Essay and Assignment Writing’:  
https://student.unsw.edu.au/essay-and-assignment-writing.

Purdue University (US) Online Writing Lab (OWL): ‘Academic writing’:  
http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/section/1/2/.
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TRANSITIONING  
TO TERTIARY  
STUDIES

PART

1
Over the past few decades, the digital revolution has caused disruption in how tertiary institutions 
create and deliver education. These institutions have been working hard to transform how they 
help you learn skills to enhance how innovative, entrepreneurial and collaborative you will be in 
solving real-world problems. This approach is supported by industry and governments across 
the globe that are ‘prioritizing education reforms that emphasize more 21st century practices’ 
(Adams Becker et al. 2017, 12). Every tertiary institution is committed to helping you stay and 
succeed in whatever you have chosen to study with them, and so they make big investments to 
help you have a smooth transition. As Professor Sally Kift has stated, ‘it is clear that first year 
students face unique challenges as they make very individual transitions to study; particularly 
academically and socially, but also culturally, administratively and environmentally’ (2015, 53).  
In Australia, the Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA) monitors the 
standards of these higher-education institutions to ensure you receive a quality learning 
experience. The first Part of our text should help you get off to a good start. 

Part 1 will be useful if you are beginning your higher-education studies – whether you are a 
recent school-leaver or are returning to study after doing other things. Many of you will make a 
smooth transition to tertiary studies, adapting to new expectations and approaches to learning; 
some of you, however, will experience challenges. You may have difficulties organising yourself, 
adjusting to the course you have chosen or developing the particular communication skills 
required for success at this level.

You may be an older student (i.e. who has not come straight from school) who hasn’t done 
extended writing for 20 years and may feel overwhelmed by the apparent expectations around 
digital literacy. Or you might be a student who is very confident with mathematics, but not so 
sure of your oral-presentation skills. You may even be the first person in your family to enrol in 
higher education. Whoever you are, this section Part contains hints that will be useful for you.

Part 1 has two chapters. The first introduces you to some key aspects of life in higher education, 
while the second outlines some reading, note-making and exam-preparation skills that you may 
find beneficial. If you already feel confident in both of these areas, go straight to Part 2.

1: Making the transition
2: Developing effective study skills
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CONTENTS

1
MAKING THE 
TRANSITION

• Your first months as a tertiary student 
 + Studying fully online
 + Connecting with peers
 + Connecting with faculty
 + The online learning environment
 + The library
 + Academic learning support 
 + Course and unit/subject outlines
 + Calendars and study plans
 + Overview of the semester
 + Class formats – virtual and physical 
 + Study groups

• Respecting diversity

• Mature-aged students

• English-language proficiency 

• New international students

• Communicating with members of staff
 + Formal emails

• Challenges you might face
 + Dissatisfaction with assessment results
 + Falling behind in your studies 
 + Course too difficult or motivation low

Surviving university is actually a great experience! Nearing to the end of my  
degree, I now realise and value the time and effort I put in since first-year.  
I got through uni by setting little goals for myself each semester regarding 

achievement of learning outcomes and assignments. It’s important to remember 
that you are responsible for your own learning. Draw upon what motivates you  

to complete tasks – think of your life in a bigger picture. 

Rebecca Chang, health sciences student

“

“

ExpressThroughout this chapter, the CourseMate Express icon indicates an  
opportunity for online self-study, linking you to activities and other  
online resources.
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Your first months as a tertiary student
Whether you are a recent school-leaver or someone returning to study after a break 
of several years, and whether you have chosen to study mostly by attending classes on 
a physical campus or completely online, it is important that you develop a toolkit of 
strategies to help you survive – and, indeed, thrive – as a tertiary student. So, before 
you get into the chapters on communication skills, read through this chapter for 
some ideas you may find useful during those first months of study.

Studying fully online 
Today, more and more students are studying fully online, sometimes from overseas 
but generally from within Australia. If you are beginning to study in the online 
mode, be prepared to be patient with yourself, and to take some time to develop 
sound study routines.

Your first task is to find your way around the learning management system (or LMS) 
through which your unit is run. Don’t be daunted by this – if you were attending 
a tertiary campus for the first time you would probably get lost frequently over the 
first few weeks, and would certainly need some time to become familiar with the 
resources available to you. Online learning is no different, and you need to do what 
you can to become familiar with your environment:
• Read the ‘welcome packs’, introductory information and study guides you are 

sent, and then re-read them. View any introductory videos.
• Click on all the links in your unit website so that you become familiar with it 

as quickly as possible. Don’t worry about ‘breaking’ anything – you can’t do any 
harm by clicking on links.

• Search for your unit program or calendar, which lists due dates for assignments. 
(This will usually be in your unit outline.) Download it to your own computer, 
and consider printing a copy for your study desk.

• If your unit includes a discussion board or other means of communicating with 
your tutor and fellow students, introduce yourself to them early on. We find 
that those students who leave this until after the first week often feel awkward 
‘arriving late’, and so have problems participating.

• You will know best how to organise yourself. Plenty of advice is available online 
about how to ensure you organise your life appropriately to complete your online 
study, but only you know what will work for you.
Here are some helpful websites to guide you as an online student:

• Online Study Australia – ‘Are you a good online student?’:  
https://onlinestudyaustralia.com/are-you-a-good-online-student/.

• Online College – ‘Ten traits of a successful online learner’: http://www.
onlinecollege.org/2011/07/14/10-traits-of-a-successful-online-learner/.

• Southern Nazarene University – ‘Online learning habits’: https://home.snu.
edu/~hculbert/habits.htm.
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Our last piece of advice should possibly have come at the beginning; but, after 
thinking through some of the above advice, you may now be in a better position 
to receive it. Think again about your commitment to online study and, more 
importantly, about how much you will be able to undertake. Online study is not a 
method of ‘rushing through’ a course while applying less effort than in face-to-face 
learning. In fact, it will often be more time-consuming than on-campus study, and it 
can be more difficult to maintain your commitment to study when you are working 
alone. Its value is that it allows you to be flexible in time and space; but it will still 
make large demands on your time.

At least at the beginning of your online studies, do not overload yourself with 
many units. Take your time, be patient with yourself and focus on developing good 
online study habits. 

Connecting with peers
Whether you generally prefer working alone or in big groups, the first thing we 
advise you to do, whether in online or face-to-face contexts, is to make friends. 
Connecting with people should be easy in the early weeks, since a number of 
activities will be set up that encourage you to introduce yourself. (This applies to 
online as well as on-campus learning.) Take any such opportunities given to you 
by lecturers and get to know other students. Do not rely only on social media, but 
quickly access the online meeting spaces provided within your courses and become 
an active participant as soon as possible. This will enable you not only to get to 
know your peers but also to see who you might prefer to work with (i.e. on group 
assignments). Whether or not you get involved in extracurricular activities, you can 
easily and naturally make links with peers within your course. In your course, you 
will meet people who have chosen the same subjects as you, and with whom you 
therefore already have something in common. Don’t wait until it’s too late, like the 
students in one university study (Case 2007) who realised in their third year that 
they had missed out by only getting to know one or two people in their first year. 
Make use of opportunities to work in groups (see Chapter 15 for specific advice on 
this), since this should help you make friends more quickly, and thus feel supported 
as you study.

Connecting with faculty
Get to know your faculty or department quickly. Know the answers to the following 
questions: 
• Who are my lecturers and how do I contact them? 
• Where is the main office for my faculty or department? 
• Where is the key information about my course located on the website and in the 

LMS? 
• How do I submit assignments? 
• Does my area have a special room or online space for first-year students?
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If you don’t yet know these details even though you have been studying for a 
while, don’t be afraid to go and find out about them now. After all, you’re likely to 
be studying within the same area for at least three years.

The online learning environment 
As we mentioned earlier, most tertiary institutions use a learning management 
system (or LMS), such as Blackboard, Moodle or Canvas, to organise their learning 
material. However comfortable you are in the online environment, make some time 
to explore the LMS at the institution where you are now studying and to see how 
your lecturers have used it for their subjects. If everything is new to you, look 
for help online, attend sessions organised by the library and ask other students for 
help. Explore your LMS before classes start to ensure you won’t miss out on crucial 
information. 

Another reason for becoming familiar with, and regularly using, the LMS is that 
this is likely the place where you will be required to submit assignments. Even if you 
do not submit all your assignments through the LMS, assessment requirements and 
grading processes are likely to be outlined and recorded in this environment. 

The library
More than ever before, higher-education libraries are the places to go to learn all 
you need to know about succeeding in tertiary environments. As a tertiary student, 
you will need to use more than just general websites for your research; lecturers 
will generally expect you to use a range of sources, including discipline-specific 
e-journals, which can often only be accessed via the library. Don’t forget the 
librarians themselves, because they are usually at the forefront of digital technology, 
making them invaluable when you are conducting secondary research at this level. 
(See Chapter 3 for further details.) As well as speaking directly to the librarians, you 
can also communicate with them online. Whatever resources are available at your 
institution’s library, access and use them.

Thus, as soon as you are enrolled, whether you’re studying on campus or online, 
you should do a tour of your library’s website so that you will know what the library 
can offer you.

Academic learning support
If you are having difficulties with any aspects of your studies, the best place to go 
for help, in the first instance, is your institution’s main website. Most, if not all, 
tertiary institutions have highly visible links from their homepage to webpages 
where you will find either answers to your questions or directions about where 
to go to find those answers. These websites are ‘one-stop shops’ for students, and 
we encourage you to explore them as soon as you can so you know what your 
institution can offer you. 
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In addition to online support, every campus will have places where students can 
go to get free assistance with their studies. This may include help with essay writing, 
academic study skills seminars and assistance with English-language proficiency. 
Explore what is available so that when you need some help, you will know where 
to get it. Most tertiary institutions house this information ‘one click away’ from 
the homepage, such as at Swinburne University (http://www.swinburne.edu.au/
student/study-help/las.html) and at Queensland University of Technology (see the 
‘Cite/Write’ link at https://www.student.qut.edu.au/). If you’re having problems, 
especially in areas such as organising your life or writing your assignments, go and 
ask for help. It is there!

If you are an Australian Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander student – and 
especially if you are from a remote community – you may choose to seek out the 
areas of your campus that are especially for Indigenous Australian students. Search 
the website and you will find information such as Nura Gili at the University of 
New South Wales (see https://student.unsw.edu.au/additional-support). 

Whoever you are, you should find out what your institution can offer you.

Course and unit/subject outlines
The way in which programs and parts of programs are named differs across tertiary 
institutions. In this book, we will use the word ‘course’ to describe a full program 
lasting three or more years (e.g. Medical Imaging, Psychology) and ‘unit’ or ‘subject’ 
for one subject within that course, lasting a semester or perhaps a year.

Read your course and unit outlines as soon as you receive them. The unit outline 
contains essential information about the unit, such as learning outcomes, assessment 
details and the topics for each class. Make time to check every outline carefully – 
especially before you start assignments – because your success will depend on 
knowing exactly what you are required to do.

Calendars and study plans 
Use an online calendar to organise how and when you will study. Create a study 
plan as soon as possible, and refer to the official academic calendar (available through 
the website of your place of study) as you do this.  You can then make a weekly study 
plan, as well as a semester study plan. Set up calendar alerts to remind you of key 
dates. Place all your deadlines in your calendar, as well as weekly times to prepare for 
classes and then to review after each class. Set aside time in Week 3 or 4 of semester 
to reassess your study plan to see if it is realistic, and reorganise if you need to. 

Check your study timetable and work commitments, as well as the demands 
of  ‘the rest’ of your life, and get organised about how you want to live it. If you don’t 
have a plan, you will be more likely to fall behind in your work and get stressed. 
Making your plan public, at least to the important people in your life, is also a good 
idea, so that they will support you rather than sabotage your plans.

The key dates in your study plan will be the assessment due dates. It is likely that 
several assessments will be due around the same time, but you are expected to start 
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working on them well in advance. You won’t be able to complete them all in the week 
they’re due. Even if you were a person who could start and finish an assignment in one 
night at secondary school, you will not be able to do this with tertiary-level studies. 

When you prepare your study plan in the first week of semester, indicate the 
blocks of time that you will spend on each assignment. If the assignments are all due 
in Week 12, setting aside only Week 11 to work on them is risky. Here are some tips 
to help you:
• Talk to your peers about how they organise their homework and study time (but 

ignore people who say they don’t do any work and ‘wing it’ the night before). See 
the section later in this chapter about the value of study groups.

• If you need to submit a hard copy of your assignment, don’t leave the printing 
until ‘the night before’. There may be problems – e.g. with a printer breaking 
down – so organise your printing well in advance of the due date.

• If everything gets too much and you are behind on an assignment, speak to the 
relevant lecturer (in person or by email) as soon as possible. If possible, it’s a good 
idea to indicate what you have completed so far and how much more you plan to do. 

• You may need a short extension on the submission date. Remember that you usually 
need to apply for this before the assignment is due. Check your unit outline for the 
rules about extensions. Some of our students leave it until it’s too late to apply for an 
extension, and then they might have marks deducted for making a late submission. 

• Another option is to use your institution’s academic learning support services 
or visit its counselling service. Counsellors are not just there to assist you 
when life is difficult; they are there for students who simply get tired, stressed 
or disorganised. So don’t forget to check out the relevant information on your 
institution’s website.
Whatever you decide to do, do something. Your lecturers can’t read your mind 

and, even if you don’t believe you have a valid excuse, if you are not coping and are 
having difficulty meeting an assessment deadline, speak to someone about it.

Overview of the semester
Though all institutions and courses vary in how and when they conduct their first 
year, they all follow similar processes. The following sections provide a summary of 
what is likely to happen during your first semester or trimester.

Orientation Week
For most tertiary institutions, Orientation Week (or ‘O Week’) is the time when 
students are introduced to their study environment and, more specifically, to their 
course. You will be introduced to key staff members, receive information about your 
course and be expected to familiarise yourself with the campus or online environment. 
You will confirm your class timetable, check course and unit/subject information 
online, explore on-campus (or online) classrooms and create a study plan.

It’s normal to experience information overload during this time. However, you’ll 
soon start to feel familiar and more at ease.
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Early weeks of semester
The first two to three weeks of a course will often seem easy, since little may be 
expected of you and you will be given plenty of information (often too much!). This 
will include information about assessment requirements.

Participate in Orientation Week!
Lots of fun things happening during ‘O Week’, but this is also the time for course introductions. 
Attend these sessions, because if you don’t, it will be like missing the beginning of a movie; 
you can catch up, but you will need to put in extra effort to do so. If you do miss a session, be 
proactive: communicate with your unit coordinator and peers to find out what you need to know.

Hint from a recent graduate

Completing assignments and fulfilling the obligations of your degree well 
before the due dates will grant you the gift of ultimate freedom to experience 
the joys of university, like friends, partying, sports and other events, to their 
fullest potential.

Hursh Dodhia-Shah, Bachelor of Commerce graduate

“
“

HINT

HINT

The last day for enrolling in a new unit/subject to your course is usually 
within the first week of semester. You may be overwhelmed with expectations 
and information, but if you are starting to feel unsure about your current course 
and you think you may want to study something else, get advice now before the 
deadline.

The last day for withdrawing from a unit/subject without paying fees often occurs 
within the first weeks of semester. If you are not sure whether you want to study all 
the subjects you are enrolled in, get advice before this payment deadline. You may 
need to withdraw from one unit or get help to create a viable study plan.

If you’re having problems understanding the assessments in your course, ask 
lecturers for help and use websites such as those named throughout this chapter. 

Tuition-free weeks 
Throughout the academic year, every institution will have breaks from course 
delivery – but not from learning. During these tuition-free weeks, use your time 
away from class contact wisely by catching up on assessments and study notes.

Lecturers will be available during these periods, but their contact times may be 
more restricted than in other weeks, so check their availability in advance.
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Later weeks of semester
In the final weeks of semester, course delivery continues and more assessments are 
due. You should work consistently on assignments during this time. Remember 
that, although major assignments are often due late in the semester, you should start 
working on them early so that you won’t feel overwhelmed in the last weeks. 

Maintain your class attendance and regular study. Contact with your peers and 
lecturer is invaluable to your learning experience, so make a consistent effort to attend classes.

Lecturers often give advice about exams in the last weeks of semester, so you 
can’t afford to miss these classes! (In our experience, students sometimes fail exams 
because they don’t know the exam requirements, such as instructions about materials 
they need to take into the exam rooms.)

Study break
In the period in between the end of scheduled classes and the start of exams, there 
is a block of time, often called ‘Study Week’, during which you will have time to 
study for your exams. 

Lecturers are available for help during this time. Contact them if you’re feeling 
desperate or if you need to clarify any last-minute issues.

Examination weeks
It’s your responsibility to check when and where your exams are to be held. Be 
careful to check the final timetable on your institution’s website. Don’t rely on the 
draft timetable, as details can change.

See the section on preparing for exams in Chapter 2.
If you cannot attend an exam because of illness or another major crisis, contact 

your lecturer or your institution’s counselling services before the exam. They will 
help you resolve your issue.

If you have attended an exam but have major concerns about your performance 
(e.g. your car broke down on the way, and so you missed half the exam; you had a 
migraine and could not complete the paper), communicate with your lecturer or 
your institution’s counselling services immediately after the exam. Don’t wait until you 
receive your results.

Class formats – virtual and physical
The delivery format of your classes may vary widely: from online classes in a standard 
LMS or via a meeting application (e.g. Google Hangouts), to an on-campus seminar with 
desks and chairs, to an augmented-reality learning experience outdoors. We provide 
explanations for the learning experiences given within these delivery formats in the 
following list; note that these may be slightly different from what your institution uses:
• In lectures, a lecturer presents information to a mass audience of students. See 

Chapter 2 for information about how to take notes in lectures.


