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Abstract
While there are several formal “for credit” professional preparation courses for people working in or
aspiring to work in student support and development roles in higher education in the United States of
America (USA) and the United Kingdom (UK), to date, no such qualification has been available in
Australia or New Zealand. In 2018, a new Student Support and Development course (the Course) was
piloted though Host University, Australia. The course was offered as a fully on-line course, either as a
credit pathway to the Graduate Certificate in Professional Learning (Host University), or purely for
professional development for those not wishing to undertake formal assessment items. A total of 39
participants initially enrolled in the Course with 29 completing some or all of the Course components. On
completion of the course, 72% (N = 21) of participants received a Certificate of Completion with almost
43% (N=9) of those undertaking additional tasks and receiving 10 CP credit (AQF Level 8) into further
tertiary study. Twenty-eight percent of participants (N=8) received a Certificate of Participation for
completing some of the course modules. Overall feedback indicated that the Course was relevant, would
positively impact practice, and reported a general satisfaction with the mode and delivery of the Course.
However, it was also noted that the diversity of participants’ prior experience needed to be considered and
that the course needed to be more focused to provide multiple pathways for differing levels of experience
and training. Other insights together with reflections of staff facilitating delivery, will be used to inform
planning for, and future development of the Course.
I am really enjoying it, it has already opened-up many ideas and actions for me – I can’t believe I haven’t
studied this sooner1
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Introduction
Post-secondary education institutions (e.g., universities, VET) in Australasia commit significant
resources to the provision of student support and development services and programs [SSDSP]. These
services and programs include, but are not limited to, learning and academic skills assistance,
personal and mental health support, financial aid and financial literacy programs, chaplaincy,
disabilities support and careers and employment services. Funding for these sorts of services comes
from base grants, student fees (Department of Education and Training, 2018) and identified program
sources (Department of Industry, Innovation & Science, 2019).
1
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Legislation in Australia stipulates the requirement for the provision of SSDSP for all students
attending post-secondary institutions, and specifically in relation to international students, with the
expectation that these programs and services are quality assured, audited and subject to internal and
external review. The Tertiary Education Quality Standards Agency (TEQSA) sets standards for the
provision of these services and programs and has issued guidelines for institutions to demonstrate
they have appropriate services and programs in place around student wellbeing and safety. Similarly,
in New Zealand, the Tertiary Education Strategy outlines the expectations for institutions to support
the access persistence and success of post-secondary learners (Ministry for Education, New Zealand
Government, 2018).
Data shows that hundreds of thousands of university students in Australia and New Zealand access
SSDSP every year and, through their fees or student contribution, pay towards their continued
operation (Australian Department of Education and Training, n.d.; New Zealand Tertiary Education
Commission, n.d.). The delivery of these programs and services requires a significant workforce of
professional and support staff who work in student support and development units across these two
countries. These support and development units may vary in structure and in their location within
their institution, but the nature of services and programs offered is relatively common across the
sector and, indeed, globally (Manning, Kinzie, & Schuh, 2014).
With a growing focus on student outcomes for institutional funding and for recruitment, increasing
attention has been given to the role and impact of student support and development services. In
particular, how these services work in collaboration with faculty and other agents, in supporting
student recruitment, transition, engagement, retention and graduate employment has been under
investigation (Coates & Ransom, 2011; Kezar, 2003, 2011; Kezar, Eckel, Contreras-McGavin &
Quaye, 2008; Ludeman, Osfield, Iglesias, & Oste, & Wang, 2009; Stone, 2005; Stone, 2005a). The
complexity of the roles in SSDSPs and the ability of those to be able to work from the micro level
(i.e., with individual students) to a macro level (i.e., across the whole of the institution and beyond)
requires a range of specialised and contextualised skills.
Importantly, with SSDSPs under scrutiny, the importance of appropriate training and qualifications
for those entering professional and support roles in student support and development units cannot be
overstated. Staff working within these units have been given a remit to deliver a broad range of
services and, as such, are required to have a broad range of knowledge and skills to be effective in
their roles. Equally important is the requirement for appropriate and high quality continuing
professional development for these practitioners, to ensure effective execution of their
responsibilities.
Continuing and effective professional development can take a variety of forms including attendance
at conferences and symposia, membership of professional associations, subscriptions to relevant
journals, on-the-job training, mentoring and coaching, networking, professional supervision and
formal study. However, the specific focus of this paper is on opportunities for professional
development through formal study. To date, formal study options available in Australia and New
Zealand for both preparation and for continuing professional development for those working in
student support service units have been within (a) the expectations of a discipline area (e.g.,
psychology, social work), (b) in a generic “tertiary skills” domain (e.g., Masters in Business
Administration, leadership) or (c) in a “higher education” qualification (e.g., Graduate Certificate in
Higher Education).
Methodology
The Student Support and Development Course (the Course)
Since the early 1990s, the executive and members of ANZSSA (Australian and New Zealand Student
Services Association) have consistently stated the need for a formal preparation course for those
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working in student support and development units in Australian and New Zealand universities. Given
that such programs in the USA and UK are full degree qualifications (Graduate Diploma or Masters),
there was a recognised need for the development of a formal qualification to support and enhance the
work of staff working in SSDSPs in Australia and New Zealand. ANZSSA decided to develop a
single Student Support and Development Course (10 CP, AQF Level 8), that could articulate into the
Graduate Certificate in Professional Learning offered through a host university.
The development and offering of the Student Support and Development course as a single unit of
study required careful consideration of the content that needed to be prioritised. The Course was
structured in four modules, namely: Module 1: Student development theory; Module 2: Models of
student support, development and advising; Module 3: Supporting and developing students from
diverse backgrounds; Module 4: Understanding our role in student support, development and/or
advising. These topics reflected the focused content of graduate preparation programs for student
affairs’ professionals in the US (NASPA Graduate Program Directory). The content was also
contextualised for those operating in the Australian and New Zealand educational landscapes.
Data collection for program evaluation
In broad terms there are three functional types of program evaluation: needs assessment (to determine
the value proposition of initiating a new program); formative evaluation (for monitoring
implementation and process, to improve these) and summative evaluation (to measure the outcome
or impact of the program. As noted above, the needs assessment had already been undertaken as noted
through the absence of availability of formal qualification programs across Australasia as well as
being a consistent topic raised by the ANZSSA executive and membership. As such, both formative
(to inform delivery) and summative (to assess value and impact) evaluation was deemed important.
The evaluation used a mixed methods approach drawing on analysis of both quantitative and
qualitative feedback (Creswell, 2017; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). Participant feedback was
received via a number of sources including an Exit Survey, a Module Review Question at the end of
each Module, and unsolicited feedback given directly to facilitators via emails. Ethics approval was
gained through the host university for the survey.
Participants
Thirty-nine people enrolled initially in the Course, however, two withdrew due to a lack of funding;
two withdrew due to personal (medical) circumstances; six enrolled and accessed the Course learning
platform (Blackboard) but did not engage beyond that with any of the materials on the site. Although
these six potential participants enrolled in the course, the course statistics showed that they had not
engaged in any of the course materials, nor had they provided any comment or feedback on the course.
As such, these six participants were excluded from the results to provide a more accurate reflection
of participants’ engagement and perceptions of the course. In total, 29 participants actively engaged
with the Course.
Profile of respondents
Of respondents to the Exit Survey, 73% identified as female (N=21) and 27 % (N=8) as male; the
median age was 34 years (age range 23-48 years); and the median number of years in student support
and development roles was four years (range 1-12 years). For 50% of respondents their highest level
of education was a postgraduate qualification (doctorate; masters, graduate diploma) and the
remaining 50% had an undergraduate degree. Eighty percent of respondents (N=23) said they did the
Course purely for their own professional development with 71% (N=20) of respondents reporting
that they had not done any professional development training in this area before. The wide range in
pre-Course education level of participants and differing levels of experience in a student support and
development role might account for the likely different goals of the for credit versus for professional
development groups. Therefore, caution is warranted in interpretation of survey results and participant
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feedback about certain aspects of the Course.
Exit survey
The Exit Survey was modelled after a similar survey used by the Professional Learning Hub for other
professional development courses (Author), and also included questions (in Section 1) that reflected
the items in the host university’s standard evaluation measures for student assessment of learning and
teaching – namely a six item Student Experience of Course (SEC) scale, and a five item Student
Experience of Teaching scale (SET). This approach was taken to enable comparison of feedback for
this Course against that recorded for equivalent postgraduate on-line courses for 10 CP credit
delivered at the host iniversity. Demographic data of respondents was also sought, as was their ratings
on two general questions about overall value of the Course to them, and likelihood they would
recommend it to others. Comments were also invited about what they liked about the Course (overall)
and the “teaching/instruction”, what could be improved, and “any other comments”.
Response rate
Seventeen participants responded to the Exit Survey, a response rate of 59% of people who engaged
with the Course. While 70% of those who did the Course for professional development responded to
the Survey, only one third of those who did the Course for credit did so. As questions relating to
assessment were most relevant to the latter group, this was disappointing, and caution therefore is
needed in extrapolating too much from this feedback. This response rate of the “for credit” group
however is comparable with the range of response rates at Host for postgraduate on-line courses over
the period 2014-2018 (34%-45.6% for SEC items, and 25.4% - 43.3% for SET items).
It was anticipated that those who did the Course for credit were likely to have held different
expectations, and had different experiences as participants, from those who did it for professional
development.
Results and comments on specific datasets
Seventy-two percent (N=21) of participants received a Certificate of Completion (significant
engagement with material across all four modules) with almost 43% (N=9) of participants also
completing the formal assessment items to achieve the offered 10 CP credit. The remaining eight
participants (28%) were provided with a Certificate of Participation for completion of at least one of
the modules. Differing levels of participation may have been due, in part, to the broad range of
participant SSDSP experience, with some participants electing to only complete the modules most
relevant to their learning. However, further investigation into potential reasons for this difference is
warranted.
Section 1 of the Exit Survey asked 12 questions about scope, content, format and delivery of the
Course. The questions were presented using a five-point Likert rating scale (SD (strongly disagree);
D (disagree); N (neutral); A (agree); SA (strongly agree) and aligned with standard SEC (student
evaluation of a course) and SET (student evaluation of teaching) evaluation questions used for other
Host on-line postgraduate courses. Section 2 asked a series of questions to measure the impact of the
Course in terms of professional development of learners. The last section of the Survey asked for
demographic information from participants as well as their professional profile (qualifications and
work experience). Results are discussed below.
Section 1 - Scope, content, format and delivery of the Course.
Tables 1 and 2 below show the responses to these questions, for all respondents, and also for those
respondents who did the Course for credit. The mean ratings for both the SEC and SETs in the Course
compared as equal to or above comparable online courses offered at a tertiary level (host university,
2014-2018).
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Table 1: SEC – Student experience of course questions – mean all respondents and “for credit” respondents
Question

All

For Credit

1. Overall, I am satisfied with the quality of the Course

3.6

4.3

2. The teaching (instructors, on-line resources) was generally
effective in helping me to learn

3.5

4.3

3. This Course engaged me in learning

3.5

4.3

4. I received helpful feedback on my assessment

3.6

4.0

5. (a)The assessment information (tasks, instructions, marking
criteria) was clear

3.5

4.7

3.4

4.0

5. (b) The assessment tasks were fair (related to course content,
reasonable weighting)

6. The Course was well organised
3.6
4.7
Note: The standard SEC question 5 combines “clear” and “fair” in one rating statement but for this Course wanted to
differentiate these factors – hence the question has two parts.
Table 2: SET – Student experience of teaching questions - mean all respondents and “for credit” respondents
Question

All

For Credit

1. Overall, I am satisfied with the teaching of the instructor (minilectures and guest lectures)

3.7

4.3

2. The instructors (mini-lectures and guest lectures) presented
material in a clear and organised way

3.7

3.3

3. The instructors (mini-lectures and guest lectures) presented
material in an interesting way

3.5

4.3

4. The Course facilitators treated participants with respect

4.6

5

5. The instructors (mini-lectures and guest lectures) showed good
knowledge of the subject matter

4.1

4.3

Comment
Ratings from those participants doing the Course for credit were higher in all but one instance (SET
– Item 2) than for those doing the Course purely for professional development. There may be various
explanations for this including those in the “for credit” group having a stronger engagement with the
Course, and closer scrutiny of content and delivery as this related to “passing” it. It could also possibly
reflect more familiarity of this group with equivalent Courses at comparable levels. Ratings from the
“for credit” group were also equal to or higher than comparison scores (i.e., for all postgraduate
courses delivered on-line at the host university over the period 2014-2018), for all the SEC items and
for all but the same SET item (i.e. SET item 2).
Ratings on SET Item 2 suggest that all respondents and more especially the “for credit” group were
less favourable about the clarity and organisation of how the Course content was presented. Some
quotes from participants might go some way to shed light on what this was referring to:
I understand the potential usefulness of having a number of shorter 'mini-lectures' interspersed with
additional material - to the extent that breaking the information down into smaller chunks could make
it easier to set aside short periods of time to the material. However, this became possibly the biggest
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deterrent for me to actually work through the course in small chunks - because I couldn't easily tell
where I left off last and what I had done before.
PROGRESS INDICATOR and flexible navigation within the content would have had a huge help!

Responses to a question elsewhere on the Exit Survey asking about whether the optional assessment
items were relevant to their professional practice (see below) showed that 41% agreed/strongly
agreed that they were, and that 53% were “unsure” (presumably reflecting the fact that many
respondents did not do the assessment items).
Overall value and likelihood to recommend.
The Exit Survey also invited participants to rate the Course overall in terms of value to them as a
student support and development professional, and to say how likely they would be to recommend
the Course to others (5 being highest and 1 being lowest for both scales). The median score for the
“value to them as a professional” was 4. The median score for “likelihood to recommend” was 4.
These results demonstrate the value in the overall Course as a form of professional development for
this cohort, and more generally for SSDSP colleagues.
Qualitative feedback
The Survey also asked participants to provide comments (open ended question format) about what
they found “particularly good” about the Course overall; how it could be improved; the aspects of
“teaching” most valuable to their learning; and how the teaching could be improved. A general “any
other comments” question was also included – although, through a glitch in the survey design, this
question was posed before the other open-ended questions. This anomaly in the survey design may
have contributed to repetition and some frustration for participants who had already provided
“specific” feedback in the “general” question. Feedback to the “general” question is shown in Table
3 categorised as “strengths” (what they liked) and “areas for improvement”. Comments tended to
reflect what was expressed in the other open-ended text questions addressing the same sorts of
questions.
Table 3. Key themes from qualitative feedback
Participant feedback
Strengths/positive aspects of teaching most
valuable to learning

Areas for improvement (general and/or for
teaching)

Learned new frameworks and perspectives

Needed a longer time frame to go through Course
materials, not friendly to people with full-time work

Excellent and relevant, and essential to all people
working in this field

Spent too much time on theory compared to practice

Great professional development for new people in the
field

Quite intensive and condensed

Concrete examples to illustrate abstract conceptions

Some students who have background knowledge
found some content repetitive

Open response text boxes help students to stop and
think, encouraging critical reflection

Technical issues with the platform itself

Learned strong foundational knowledge of student
development and support the practice is informed by
theory and have better understanding of the reasoning
of the practice and ways of improving services

Longer lectures
Some content of lectures too shallow
Australia-centric – need to integrate NZ content
Some content assumed students had wide and deep
background knowledge; while some seemed to be for
complete novices
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A thematic analysis of the feedback to each of these questions, and some examples of comments are
given below (note that sometimes comments reflecting these themes were in response to different
questions – or the “general feedback” question).
What did you find particularly good about this Course?
Respondents liked the incorporation of theory and practice; the lectures and videos; research and best
practice from elsewhere; learning about context; and opportunities to critically reflect on the learning
materials and their own practice.
I liked the layout of it, i.e. how it was structured and flowed from theoretical perspectives into
practical applications.
The structure flowed well, i.e. went from a broad historical overview of theories into more practical
ways to apply SSD
The questions where you needed to reflect on your practice - really good reflection opportunities

How could this Course be improved? (Including responses from the ‘general feedback’ question)
Areas for improvement that were suggested included: technical issues with the way the learning
platform worked (difficulties moving through modules and “bookmarking” progress made; sound
quality on some videos); the way Collaborate sessions were sequenced; perceived redundancy
(repetition and/or irrelevance) of some material; the content of the mini-lectures being delivered
orally (video) as well as on downloadable slides; perceived under-representation of New Zealand
specific content; lack of (individual vs collective) feedback on participant reflection activities in the
Course site (non-assessable); and access to Course content no longer being available after the Course
closed.
The platform was not very intuitive - one example being that it didn't indicate how far you'd got, to
find which page you'd got to you had to flick through each page of the module, every time you logged
in.
Some of the polls also didn't display properly or didn't seem to save my response/update the pie chart.
The platform was very limiting in terms of delivery and interaction.
If you didn't do the assessments, there was no feedback provided throughout the course - it would be
nice to have a feedback summary in answers were provided for the questions - I think this would have
help with learning the content.

What aspects of the “teaching” were most valuable to your learning?
Respondents listed a number of things that were valuable to their learning including: the minilectures, Discussion Board; activities that forced critical self-reflection; opportunities for sharing
observations and practice; and concrete examples of abstract concepts.
The lectures/videos were fantastic and very informative.
The mini-lectures. Once I listened to that, it was very obvious what the topic was going to be about.
Encouraging us to share our observations and practice experience
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I enjoyed how all presenters provided concrete examples, even when the content was somewhat
abstract. To me, I found this very beneficial.

How could the “teaching” be improved?
Suggestions for improving instruction included: changing the time spent on different aspects of the
Course (e.g., theory versus more “practice-focussed” content); range of “depth” of content presented;
longer and more in-depth lectures; more variety/interactive material.
I’m not sure it (the teaching) could be improved
Longer lecture videos. More in-depth.
Maybe the teaching could be more 'interactive' so to speak. Instead of talking through a PPT
presentation, teaching could embed more engaging means of delivery, e.g. pause lecture and do an
activity, or a video of good practice that reflects the dot points in the PPT

Other feedback (general, and drawn from other questions where related to overall impact)

Overall, my practice is informed by theory now and I have a much better understanding of why we do
the things we do and how can we improve.
I thought this course was excellent and very relevant to student services/student affairs staff. I think
anyone wanting to work at a university should undertake this training.
Overall this course provided great PD in SSD. For me, someone who is very much new in the space, I
learned a great deal and gained some valuable insights that will help me now, and in to the future.
I wish the course materials can be accessed any time after the course completion

Feedback on Module Review question
As participants had completed each Module, they were invited to provide feedback on the content
they had just covered. Participants were asked to comment in relation to good aspects and areas for
improvement and these comments were entered directly into the learning platform in the same way
as participant answers to questions posed, or responses to reflective exercises were entered. This
continuous feedback was useful for facilitators to gauge participant involvement in, and satisfaction
with the Course as they went along.
Fourteen participants (48%) provided qualitative feedback in relation to good aspects and areas for
improvement on Module 1, eight (28%) participants provided feedback on Module 2, seven
participants (24%) provided feedback on Module 3, and six participants (21%) provided feedback on
Module 4.
Different participants had quite different reactions to the level or depth at which the Course content
had been pitched. Some found it too basic, while others said too much prior knowledge was assumed.
This contradiction was a recurring theme from the feedback on each Module Review Question and
in the Exit Survey. The wide range of prior educational levels of people enrolled in the Course (from
doctoral level to secondary school level), and/or the diversity of SSDSP experience (from novice to
very experienced) might account for the disparity of views.
Other related themes from the Module Review Question feedback aligned with the overall feedback
in the Exit Survey and included concerns around (a) the amount of content overall, including required
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and recommended readings (too much); (b) the amount of time required each week to cover the
material (underestimated); (c) the length of Course duration (could have been longer to allow
coverage of the material); and (d) the variability in conceptual density of mini-lectures (some were
seen to be too basic, and others too complex).
Participant activity
As well as feedback through the Exit Survey and Module Review Questions, facilitators also
examined the amount and patterns of participant activity in the learning platform itself.
These activity statistics showed that there was an extremely wide range of participant engagement
with Course content, from 556 visits by one participant and only five visits by another participant.
Given this range, the median (85 visits) was taken as the most accurate indicator of engagement with
the Course content, and for the group as a whole. The median number of visits for those doing the
Course for credit was higher (median = 217) than for those doing it purely for professional
development (median = 66), possibly reflecting the former group’s learning strategy in support of
successfully completing assessments for credit.
The level of participant engagement with the learning activities on the Course site was also used as a
criterion for whether a Certificate of Completion, or a Certificate of Participation, would be issued at
the end of the program. This was communicated through weekly announcements, to encourage
enhanced engagement for those doing the Course solely for professional development (not credit).
Of all of the mechanisms within the course to enhance opportunities for participant engagement with
each other, the Discussion Board proved to be the most used, with all 29 participants engaging with
this at least once. Of those doing the Course for credit, only two participants were in the highest
activity rate band, with the remainder lower than the median rate of participation with this tool - for
the group as a whole. This suggests that engagement with the Discussion Board may not be a reliable
indicator of course engagement, especially as participation was voluntary and not required for course
credit. The for-credit cohort may have focused their time engaging with the content or readings in
preparation for the assessment items, rather than with peers for sharing ideas or insights.
Only five participants (17%) attempted to engage with the scheduled Collaborate Sessions
(synchronous on-line classes) and so the decision was taken to cease these due to the technical
difficulties experienced by some participants and other issues related to time zone differences and
scheduling. There was also minimal engagement with Voice Thread which offered an ideal fusion of
the benefits of the Discussion Board Forum (asynchronous) and Collaborate Sessions (synchronous),
and which was actively promoted once the decision was taken to cease Collaborate Sessions.
Feedback on the Exit Survey was extremely positive regarding the relevance and impact of the Course
for participants. Some key data are shown in Table 4 below.
Table 4. Items from exit survey relating to relevance to and/or impact on participants’ practice
Agreement

Statement

100%

Putting what I learned into practice will improve student outcomes

97%

Having done this course, I can see areas where I can improve or learn more

94%

The topics covered in the course are relevant for meeting my institution’s goals

88%

I will be able to put that I learned into practice

87%

The Course will enhance my approach to student support and development

87%

I gained new knowledge, insight or skills that are related to my profession

75%

I learned more about relevant professional resources (e.g. journals and websites)
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Results from Table 4 indicates that all participants agreed that if they applied the content of the course
into their practice, it would improve student outcomes. Most participants (97%) also noted that
undertaking the course helped them to identify areas where they needed further training or where they
could improve their practice. Results identified in Table 5 also indicate that the form and delivery of
the Course were also highly rated on a number of indicators.
Table 5. Items from exit survey relating to form and/or delivery of the course
Agreement

Statement

94%

I was given opportunities to actively reflect on my practice

94%

The course facilitator/s treated participants with respect

94%

The instructor/s showed a good knowledge of the subject matter

88%

I was given opportunities to actively reflect on my understanding and knowledge

88%

I think there would be benefit in spreading the course over more weeks

81%

I was given the opportunity to share ideas with other participants

When learning online, a key mechanism for participants to increased understanding is when learning
activities provide opportunities for individual reflection (Means, Toyama, Murphy, Bakia, & Jones,
2010). Within the course, 94% of participants agreed that they were provided opportunities to actively
reflect on my practice 88% of participants agreed that they were provided opportunities to actively
reflect on my understanding and knowledge. Overall, the literature supports the effectiveness of
reflection activities as a means to improve online learning outcomes (Means, et al., 2010).
Discussion
Participant feedback
From the rich data provided by respondents to the Exit Survey, feedback on each Module, and
unsolicited feedback from participants throughout the Course a number of themes emerged. First, it
was clear that the Course had served a need, that is, for a formal program that offered professional
development for those in student support and development roles in postsecondary education in
Australia and New Zealand. How well it did that for each particular participant appeared to vary,
according to their prior knowledge of, and experience in these sorts of roles, their expectations about
study at this academic level (AQF Level 8), and their intentions in doing the Course (for credit or for
professional development).
Survey responses and other feedback during the Course indicated issues with the Course content.
Some participants reported that there was too much content, the depth and range of the content
presented suited some participants but not others, and reference to similar content (within and across
Modules) was viewed by some participants as redundant rather than as reinforcing or scaffolded
learning. Some feedback that supported the too much content proposition was actually framed in the
positive. For example, some participants stated they would have liked, or needed, more time to cover
the content presented. A number of participants requested keeping the Course site open longer, which
was done (three extra weeks) so they could cover all the material.
Participants also gave clear messages about the learning platform itself, and how this impacted their
experience. The limitations of Blackboard in terms of user-friendly progress markers and movement
between screens was evident in feedback, as was technical difficulties some participants experienced
in using the engagement tools. As mentioned earlier, an aspect of the Course that warrants attention
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is the rather limited amount of active engagement of participants via the mechanisms in place to
support peer-peer and participant-facilitator interaction.
While a couple of survey items asked participants about feedback on the assessment items, some
participants would have valued more feedback on the self-reflection activities in the Course site itself
(not assessable). Facilitators gave general feedback through weekly announcements and via posts on
the Discussion Board Forum, but this may have seemed too general or some participants may not
have routinely accessed these.
Other feedback
The Course facilitators were approached by a number of people who had not been able to participate
in the pilot course. Reasons for not enrolling in the pilot of the Course included those who had missed
the deadline for enrolment, were unable to secure funding, had withdrawn due to medical issues, or
who wanted to do it in a subsequent offering when other commitments were more compatible with
the time commitment. This interest also suggests a felt need for a Course such as this in some form
or another.
Facilitator insights
This Course was developed, marketed and pitched to early career staff, or people new to student
support and development roles, having come from other career fields. As this was a pilot of a new
professional development “product”, the Course was offered either for professional development
only, or for 10 CP credit towards a Graduate Certificate (AQF Level 8). On reflection, and from
reading the Exit Survey and Module Review Question feedback, it is apparent that the Course was
attempting to serve different purposes and would have been better offered as either a course for credit,
or as professional development course. This would have enabled a more focussed approach, to not
only content selection and delivery, but also to designing elements.
Asynchronous engagement between participants, and with facilitators, was available via the
Discussion Board, Voice Thread, or (where participants had shared contacts details with each other)
via email. It was evident from activity data that the Discussion Board was the most used tool.
Participants also contacted the facilitators by email either in response to the weekly Announcement
Email, or randomly when they had a question or suggestion. Given the unsuccessful attempt at
synchronous (real-time) engagement using the Collaborate Session functionality, Voice Thread was
proposed as a solution but had minimal uptake.
Feedback also suggested that some participants wanted to engage with other learners, and with
facilitators, and others did not, or found this logistically difficult. This feedback is supported by
previous research (see, for example, Croxton, 2014), and in the shared experience of academic
colleagues teaching on-line in other units. The irony was not lost on the facilitators that one topic
covered in the Course concerned engaging with on-line learners, and the importance of employing a
suite of strategies to meet the needs of different learners’ preferences and styles.
In the review of studies investigating whether and which learning strategies of on-line learners in a
higher education environment impacted academic achievement mentioned earlier, Broadbent and
Poon (2015) found that four strategies were significantly, but weakly associated with academic
achievement – metacognition, time management, effort regulation and critical thinking. According
to these researchers :
These findings suggest that on-line-students who make good use of their time, are conscious of their
learning behaviour, are critical in their examination of content, and persevere in understanding the
learning material despite challenges faced, are more likely to achieve higher academic grades in online settings(2015, p.11).
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While the introductory materials in the Course spoke to the issue of participants developing strategies
to persist and succeed, and to overcome challenges in the on-line learning space, perhaps more
attention could have been paid to articulating potential challenges, or even “teaching” participants
how to learn on-line, and highlighting more of the research (Kuo, Walker, Schroder, & Belland, 2014)
around predictors of success in this learning mode early in the curriculum.
Recommendations
In terms of whether and how the Course might be offered in the future, a number of considerations
are relevant. While the scope of the content reflected material covered in preparation programs
elsewhere, any redevelopment of the Course, in whatever format this might take, would need to be
informed by ongoing research about what such programs should be focussing on in the current climate
for student affairs (Cooper, Mitchell, Eckerle & Martin, 2016; Herdlein, Riefler & Mrowka, 2013;
Kimball & Ryder, 2014; Latz, Ozaki, Royer & Hornak, 2017; Lee & Helm, 2013; Renn & JessupAnger, 2008), and preferably as this relates to this geographical region and educational contexts in
both countries. Further, other questions to be considered are, (a) What constitutes appropriate
professional preparation and development? (Dickerson et al., 2011; Herdlein, Kline, Boquard &
Hadda, 2010); How is professional identity framed and formed? (Pittman & Foubert, 2016); and (c)
What is the role of professional associations in brokering this professional identity? (Janosik,
Carpenter & Creamer, 2006).
Another key recommendation would be to design the course with multiple pathways to cater for
participants’ diversity in terms of their level of experience in an SSDSP role as well as previous
opportunities for professional development. Redesigning the course into focused modules could more
effectively meet the needs of such a broad and diverse group.
Other considerations include ways to design and deliver the content that take account of good practice
in on-line pedagogy. With the growth in on-line delivery of professional development, best practice
in on-line learning needs to be constantly reviewed in light of emerging research around this,
supported by both social network/communication as well as learning theory (Croxton, 2014), and
reflecting on learner preferences for on-line collaboration (Muir et al, 2019). Consideration could
also be given to other ways to evaluate learning and assess impact on participants beyond self-report
on satisfaction and experience such as measuring change (pre and post involvement), on particular
indicators such as self-efficacy (Shetty, Chunoo & Cox, 2016).
Conclusion
There were a number of stakeholders involved in the development and delivery of this Course.
Designing, building, convening, facilitating and evaluating it has proved a valuable learning, and
indeed, a professional development, experience for all involved. For participants, involvement in the
Course appears to have provided, for the most part, an opportunity for professional development that
was tailored to the profession, had applicability to their practice, and that would contribute to the
achievement of their institution’s goals and to enhancing the student experience.
The value in the Course is evidenced by the formal recognition that participants received. All
participants who gained a Certificate of Completion will also receive a “digital” badge
retrospectively. This digital badge will recognise the elements of learning within the Course and may
be used to demonstrate competency in the knowledge and skills covered in the course. A number of
participants also opted to complete the additional formal assessment items and achieved 10 CP credit
towards a Graduate Certificate in Professional Learning offered by the host university (or potentially
towards another award, depending on the institution). The viability of this form of professional
development was also evident to two professional associations (ANZSSA and EPHEA - Equity
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Practitioners in Higher Education Australasia) that provided sponsorship by way of fee payment for
members (via competitive application) to do the Course.
This program provided an opportunity for the host element (Professional Learning Hub) to expand
its on-line delivery reach to a cohort that consisted of both international and national participants.
This raised a number of considerations for the delivery team including finding a mutually suitable
time for “real time” interaction, with the aim of maximising engagement and encouraging cohort
discussion.
With the inaugural offering piloted and evaluated, the next steps will involve decisions around the
future of the Course and what form it might take, and negotiations with various stakeholders about
who will own, host, curate and deliver the next iteration. The Course could be updated, improved,
streamlined and re-offered in the same 12-week format as a “for credit” option only. Alternatively,
the content from the Course could be rewritten and modularised for those interested in professional
development only or could be made available as “stackable micro-credentials” – where completion
of a required number of micro-credentials could count towards credit.
If the leading professional associations concerned with student support and development in Australia
and New Zealand (and possibly beyond these shores) see their role as contributing to advancing
professional preparation and development of people who will and do work in these sorts of domains,
then this pilot has provided a “first step” in assessing the need for, and the value and viability of such
a program – and the indicators are promising.
It’s been fantastic to have the opportunity to do this type of professional development…I’ve found so
much of it extremely useful2.
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