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An example of a long term strategic development aimed at improving first year student 
engagement and retention in an Australian-based university is presented. One innovative 
practice has been the creation and implementation of the First Year Advisor (FYA) role, an 
academic position, situated at a degree level within the Faculties/Schools across the 
University. This paper presents vignettes of local level FYA initiatives as well as strategic 
institution-wide activity as an example of one approach which sought to engage in sustained 
first year student experience improvement. 
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Understanding the first-year experience 
plays a critical role in managing 
transitions to tertiary study, in retaining 
students, and in setting up the 
educational foundations for academic 
success. (Krause & Coates, 2008, p. 495) 

The higher education sector in Australia 
has experienced spiralling attrition rates, 
major changes to Government funding and 
unprecedented massification (Bradley, 
Noonan, Nugent & Scales, 2008; Kift, 2008; 
Krause, 2005, 2006). Increasingly, pressure 
is being placed on university staff 
(academic and professional) to retain first 
year students who previously may not 
have had an opportunity to enter tertiary 
studies. Greater efforts are being placed on 
getting first year student transition and 
sense of connection and engagement right 
in an effort to raise students’ overall 
satisfaction with their undergraduate 
experience as well as increasing the 
likelihood of degree completion (Kift, 
2008; Leese, 2010; Tinto, 2002, 2009; 
Yorke & Thomas, 2003). 

The innovative strategic approach 
presented in this paper was developed at 
Griffith University, a multi-campus public 
institution in South East Queensland, 
Australia. There are approximately 30,000 
students enrolled across five campuses. 
Each campus is diverse in relation to its 
location, programs offered, and student 
cohort. The University offers a wide range 
of undergraduate and postgraduate degree 
programs across a range of disciplines. As a 
result of changes in the Australian higher 
education sector outlined previously, this 
particular university has taken a pro-active 
stance and embarked upon cultural change 
designed to enhance the quality of first 
year student experience and improve 
learning and teaching within the 

institution. These initiatives draw on work 
by Tinto (2009) who identified 
expectations, support, feedback and 
involvement as the four conditions 
necessary for quality student retention. 
The initiatives at Griffith have top-down 
support from senior administration (for 
example, Deputy Vice-Chancellor 
[Academic]), as well as bottom-up schemes 
which recognise, develop, and support the 
local capacity to work towards effective 
and collective institution-wide cultural 
shifts. National recognition of the growing 
success of the First Year Advisor (FYA) role 
and approach at Griffith was received in 
2009 with nomination for and receipt of 
both an Australian Learning and Teaching 
Council (ALTC) Citation and National 
Program award. 

This paper will explore the FYA initiative 
by beginning with the framework and 
strategies underpinning the role and 
practice including the Five Senses 
Framework (Lizzio, 2006a) and a Student 
Experience Model (Burnett, 2006). 
Strategies for facilitating strategic 
institution-wide change will be outlined as 
a means of understanding and engaging 
with this process. Finally a series of 
vignettes will be presented to illustrate the 
outworking of the FYA role as it applies to 
a range of local Faculty/School contexts. 

Early work began with the Griffith 
Retention Project (Lizzio & Peters, 2004) 
and the instigation of multiple FYA roles 
held by academic members of staff within 
each of the University’s four organisational 
groups in 2006 (Lizzio, 2006a, 2006b). 
Each of the FYAs is supported by their 
group Dean/Deputy Dean (Learning and 
Teaching). A framework was developed by 
Lizzio (2006a) which investigates the five 



senses of success for students, staff and the 
institution. Each of the three areas of 
student, staff, and institutional activity and 
experience can be unpacked and 
understood in terms of the five senses of 
success and reflection, namely: developed 
senses of capability, connectedness, 
purpose, resourcefulness and academic 
culture (see Figure 1 from Finger, 2009). 
The framework connects complex bottom-
up and top-down activity and allows for 
multiple data points and inputs at the three 
levels of student, staff and whole-of-
institution.  

The model in Figure 1 illustrates how all 
five senses are connected, inform practice 
and experience, and provide a common 
language and understanding at the three 
levels of student, staff and institution. This 
framework is particularly useful for FYAs 
who are academic members of staff who 
understand and are interested in first year 
students, their issues and experiences. 

FYAs are charged with the responsibility 
of: 

1. helping students settle into their 
first year of university study; 

2. assisting students to become self-
managed learners and take 
responsibility for their studies and 
career; 

3. facilitating orientation and on-going 
activities to support students at the 
local level; 

4. engaging in the scholarship of 
learning and teaching, focusing 
particularly on the first year; and  

5. providing leadership in enhancing 
the first year experience. 

As a further means of supporting the FYAs, 
the appointment of an FYA University-wide 
Coordinator was made midway through 
2007. Previously, the position was a fixed 
term seconded position facilitated by the 

 

 

Figure 1 Coherent practice model—student process:  
Five senses of success (Finger, 2007) 

 



 

Office of the Deputy Vice-Chancellor 
(Academic). The creation of a continuing 
FYA Coordinator position signalled a 
commitment by the University’s senior 
management for ongoing support and 
growth of the FYA role within the 
University. The focus of this new role from 
the later part of 2007 until early 2010 was 
on developing appropriate structures, 
resources, and supports for greater impact 
of the FYA role within the University and 
ongoing practical planning and resource 
development.  

Activities, resource development and 
support for FYAs in relation to enhancing 
the first year student experience, and 
ultimately improvement in institution-
wide retention rates, was informed and 
supported by strategies including, but not 
limited to, the University’s Planning and 
Quality Framework Assurance System; a 
large scale, systematic commencing 

students’ survey (Student Orientation and 
Engagement Committee [SOEC], 2006, 
2007, 2008, 2009); development and 
sharing of exemplars of best practice 
within the institution; and funding for 
attendance at the Pacific Rim First Year in 
Higher Education conferences in 2008 and 
2009 to support FYA professional 
development and networking 
opportunities with the wider Australian 
first year experience arena. 

The activities devised by the FYAs in a 
team approach with other teaching staff, 
Program Convenors, Course Convenors and 
support services at the local 
Faculty/School level were informed by and 
connected to the Five Senses Framework 
presented earlier developed by Lizzio 
(2006a) and the Student Experience Model 
(see Figure 2) designed by Burnett (2007) 
and discussed below. The notion of burden 
sharing instead of burden shifting has been 

 

Figure 2 The student experience model 
(with a focus on first year experience) (Burnett, 2007) 

 



widely discussed within the University as a 
result of ongoing refinements of the FYA 
role since its inception in 2006. 

The Student Experience Model (Burnett, 
2007) identifies six key phases and 
provides an holistic view of understanding 
and enhancing the student experience with 
a focus on the first year student experience. 
A number of these phases actually occur 
outside the immediate university 
environment and well before first year 
students arrive on campus. These phases 
require and depend upon the fostering of 
strong and authentic community links. 

Most established universities within 
Australia have a well developed suite of 
Orientation Week activities designed to 
ease student matriculation into higher 
education. Events in Orientation Week 
usually focus on social networking (for 
example, information and demonstrations 
by student clubs and societies, free 
barbeques, market days, and dance parties 
or concerts), academic skill development 
(for example, library and information 
technology sessions, time management 
courses, and essay writing information 
sessions), and specific program 
information (for example, welcome and 
information sessions either at a Faculty, 
School or program level). Current research 
in the area of first year experience 
recognises that while well organised and 
planned Orientation Week information and 
activities are essential in welcoming 
beginning students into university culture, 
more sustained and program-driven 
activity which provide “just-in-time” 
information is needed for successful 
transition such as the work currently being 
undertaken by FYAs at Griffith (Krause, 
2006; Leese, 2010).  

There are many strategies which one can 
use to bring about long lasting positive 
institution-wide change with a view to 
enhancing the first year student 
experience. Based on earlier work by 
Burnett (2006), the most important 
include a coordinated and well developed 
plan of action and communication with 
whole-of-staff buy-in which is  
evidence-based and scholarly; processes 
for recognising and identifying good 
practice; funding to grow initiatives at the 
local level; systematic recognition and 
measurement of impact (local and 
institution-wide); authentic support from a 
high-level champion; recognition of and 
support for advance standing and 
postgraduate students; and a student-
focused model (see Figure 2) which 
recognises the need to engage in  
learner-centred proactive initiatives and 
activities. 

This section examined a series of 
connected strategic institution-wide 
change processes that supported the 
development and implementation of the 
FYA role. The following section will present 
a series of vignettes of FYA activity from a 
local Faculty/School perspective as a 
means of illustrating the range of 
distinctive activities which take into 
consideration the unique culture and 
student cohort within each respective 
organisational group. 

The University’s four organisational groups 
(Arts, Education and Law including the 
Queensland College of Arts and Queensland 
Conservatorium of Music; Business; Health; 
and Science, Environment, Engineering and 



 

Technology) have established the FYA role 
within different timeframes. Each of the 
groups has identified varying needs, issues 
and student cohorts that have informed 
and shaped work at the local level. Given 
this, the FYA role has been uniquely 
performed within each group context and 
not surprisingly has varying levels of 
integration and acceptance. However, data 
from the SOEC surveys (2007, 2008, 2009) 
indicate increased recognition of and 
connection with the FYA role from the 
student perspective and denotes success in 
staff efforts in getting commencing student 
transition and sense of connection with the 
institution and discipline to fit (see  
Figure 3).  

The Arts, Education and Law group is the 
largest of the four organisational groups 
and is spread across each of the five 
campuses. It also includes the Queensland 
College of Art and the Queensland 
Conservatorium of Music. In an effort to 
capture the uniqueness of the five  

sub-groups, each will be briefly explored 
with a vignette of FYA activities in 
Criminology. 

The Arts sub-group is located across four 
of the five campuses. It prides itself in 
offering a range of distinctive and 
innovative multidisciplinary programs in 
Humanities, Social Science, Criminology, 
Languages and Creative Arts. While there is 
consistency in programs offered on 
multiple campuses, each maintains a 
uniqueness which reflects the 
characteristics and needs of the local 
students and campus (see Vignette 1). 

 

 

Figure 3 Sense of resourcefulness—Awareness of staff in key roles, university-wide:  
“I know the First Year Advisor for my degree program” 
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The FYA in the School of Criminology and Criminal Justice has designed a holistic 
academic orientation process for first year students which extends beyond the traditional 
Orientation Week program. This process collaborates with and integrates staff across the 
university, connects with later year students and graduates, and is embedded within 
Lizzio’s (2006a) Five Senses Framework. This extended academic orientation program 
includes: 

School Orientation Week Committee—The FYA chairs this committee and assures two 
formal orientations occur throughout each academic year. These orientations make sure 
commencing students are introduced to School academic and support staff, student 
services, learning services, information technology, welfare and careers and security and 
facilities. Activities are an integral part of the orientation and are designed to foster and 
build peer relationships, familiarity with the campus, and develop strategies for surviving 
at university. 

First Year Management Team—A first year management team has been initiated by the 
FYA to ensure consistent information and messages are given to first year students. This 
team involves key stakeholders within the School and from central service units. The team 
meets regularly throughout the year to coordinate curriculum design, review, and 
assessment. 

First Year Student Support System—This system allows the FYA to consult regularly with 
Course Convenors and model supportive strategies appropriate for all students, but 
particularly first year students. The FYA is able to identify at-risk students early (i.e. those 
who fail to submit assessment items) and bring them to the attention of the appropriate 
Course Convenor. These students are followed-up and contacted by telephone or face-to-
face. 

CSI (Criminology Students Investigating)—CSI is a zero credit point course deliberately 
designed to offer support, clarify student/staff expectations, and introduce students to 
research skills and self-directed inquiry. In 2008, the FYA was able to invite third year 
Applied Theatre Education Drama students to the CSI session. These later year students 
role play just-in-time issues pertinent to first year students throughout the first semester. 

Throughout 2008, the FYA has also developed and commenced tutor training each 
semester for Tutors and Course Convenors teaching directly into first year courses. This 
training is supported by a tutor training handbook adapted from a manual designed by the 
School of Psychology, Health Group. The FYA has also designed a systematic filing system 
for keeping notes on all students who could potentially be considered at-risk in the future. 

 



 

The Education sub-group is located at 
three campuses; a small boutique inner city 
suburban campus which was formerly a 
teacher’s college, the largest growing 
campus based in a south-east corridor, and 
an outer suburban campus with the 
majority of students being the first in their 
family to attend university. Following the 
example set by the Health group, Education 
has actively embraced the FYA role and has 
been proactive in supporting and 
validating the important work being 
undertaken by their FYAs. They have 
identified three coherent practice meta-
messages for their work as FYAs: First, 
literature and evidence-base enables staff 
confidence and buy-in. The meta-message 
is that “we are approaching this in a 
scholarly and systematic way”; next, 
notions of shared language facilitates 
students’ confidence in the system provide 
the basis for the meta-message of “we have 
really thought about this and we know 
what we are doing”; and finally, clearly 
articulated framework facilitates students’ 
self-management leads to the  

meta-message of “we are not just giving 
you information – we are providing you 
with tools to do a job” (Finger, 2007, p. 2). 
Regular forums and workshops were held 
where FYAs, following the University’s 
Planning and Quality Framework 
Assurance System (PIRI3 Model), shared 
and reflected upon their practice, identified 
strategic areas which required combined 
effort, and developed new plans for future 
implementation. Their work is reflected in 
the Starting@Griffith survey data (SOEC, 
2006, 2007, 2008, 2009) (see Figure 4). 

The Law sub-group is spread across two 
campuses and encourages its students to 
combine their law studies with another 
discipline to ensure their cohort possess 
well-rounded knowledge, skill and 
practice. This sub-group is distinctive 
through its strong connections and 
partnerships with industry and community 
groups. There is a strong culture of 
diversity, inclusiveness and social justice. 

                                                            

3 Plan, Implement, Review and Improve model. 

 

Figure 4 Sense of resourcefulness—Awareness of staff in key roles in Education:  
“I know the First Year Advisor for my degree program” 
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Queensland College of Art and Queensland 
Conservatorium of Music are 
predominantly based at the inner city 
campus. Some programs are also offered at 
the Gold Coast campus. Staff members 
across all year levels in both areas form 
close bonds with their students as a result 
of their respective discipline areas and as a 
result experience different issues in 
comparison to the other organisational 
groups. 

The Business group is predominantly 
located on three campuses and emphasises 
the important relationship between 
business and society in promoting 
sustainable business practices and 
communities (see Vignette 2). This group 
has the highest proportion of international 
students in its cohort and also deals with 
extremely large class sizes.  

The Health group have been the 
forerunners in proactively engaging with 
the FYA role. The Dean (Learning and 
Teaching) has been able to secure annual 
funding from the group specifically to 
support FYA initiatives (see Vignette 3). 

Regular local level FYA forums are held 
throughout the year where FYAs share 
their activities and experiences, explore 
future plans, and submit annual written 
applications for funding. A full-time 
Learning Development Officer is also 
employed and is central in supporting the 
Dean (Learning and Teaching) and FYAs 
across the four campuses. There are more 
than 5,000 students enrolled in multi-
disciplinary programs across the Health 
group. Results from the Starting@Griffith 
survey (SOEC, 2006, 2007, 2008, 2009) 
show impressive increased improvements 
and recognition of FYAs (see Figure 5). It is 
recognised within the University that these 
results are because of the focused, 
considered and coordinated whole of 
group approach taken with first year. The 
Health group have willingly shared their 
strategies and approaches with other 
groups within the institution and work 
undertaken by the Education sub-group 
presented earlier in this paper is testimony 

to this leadership. 

In 2008 with the advent of a new suite of accelerated and professional business programs, 
the FYA at the Logan campus designed and implemented a three day Orientation Program. 
The program managed student/staff expectations, developed strategies for academic skill 
development, facilitated peer networking and linked commencing students with industry 
mentors at a professional breakfast function. An internship program for students in the 
professional suite was also incorporated into the 3 day orientation. A series of ongoing 
professional development days are planned throughout the year to extend on activities 
and concepts introduced in the Orientation Program. This program was nominated for and 
won a prestigious 2010 ALTC award. 

 

 

 



 

The FYA in the School of Human Services and Social Work has worked with key staff 
involved in the first year Bachelor of Human Services and Social Work programs to 
enhance the matriculation of first year students. A key strategy that underpins the first 
year orientation and engagement plan of the school is the common time program. 
Common time is a weekly forum for first year students focussed on developing greater 
cohesion within the first year cohort and exploring generic skills critical to academic 
success.  

Common time is designed to provide students with social and academic support within a 
flexible learning environment to assist their transition into University and their 
integration into the Human Services programs. Students and first year staff meet at a 
designated time and place each week and follow a semi-structured program that provides 
both formal didactic instruction and less formal whole and small group activities focussed 
on the first year experience. Students' skills and knowledge in areas such as essay writing, 
oral presentations, information skills and professional development are enhanced through 
a mixture of structured and informal academic and professional sessions which include 
guest speakers from the Human Services fields. A key emphasis of the common time 
strategy is to provide opportunity for students to establish peer networks and consult 
with teaching staff in a safe and supportive environment. 

In a recent survey developed to examine the efficacy of the common time approach, 
students reported that their initial experiences within the School of Human Services were 
significantly enhanced as a result of their engagement in common time. Specifically, 
students indicated that common time provided a regular space where students could 
interface with one another, meet collectively and one-on-one with first year teaching staff 
and discuss common concerns relating to their studies. The School of Human Service's 
FYA and first year teaching staff are committed to facilitating ongoing evaluations of 
common time to ensure that it continues to assist students as a key strategy to promote 
active engagement within the school and the broader university culture. 

 



The SEET group has over 4,000 students 
enrolled and is located across three 
campuses. As a result of the range of 
disciplines and campus locations, 
engagement with the FYA role has been 
varied. However, excellent work has been 
undertaken by many FYAs (see Vignette 4). 

One of the reasons students find 
transition to university so tumultuous is 
that it often challenges existing views of 
self and one’s place in the world. ... 
Transition is a time of re-shaping and 
coming to terms with whether 
expectations about university life have 
been met, or need to be revised, or, in 
fact, if the mismatch between 
expectation and reality is too great to 
warrant persistence. ... The  
well-established argument for the 
importance of academic staff 
involvement in the lives of 
undergraduate learners early and often, 

both within and beyond the classroom 
[cannot be under-estimated]. (Krause & 
Coates, 2008, p. 500) 

Griffith University’s FYA initiative, in 
conjunction with the Five Senses 
Framework (Lizzio, 2006a) and work by 
Tinto (2009), provides a cogent suite of 
strategies for proactive engagement with 
first year students to enhance the first year 
student experience and retention at the 
macro, meso, and local levels. The 
implementation of the FYA role at 
Faculty/School level has been pivotal in the 
described practice of engaging in an 
institution-wide change capable culture 
(Scott, 2004; Scott, Coates & Anderson, 
2008). While take-up of the FYA role has 
varied among the University’s four 
organisational groups, those that have 
been proactive are accumulating strong 
long-term evidence about the impact of 
their practice and engagement with 
students; clearly supported in results from 
the Starting@Griffith survey (SOEC, 2006, 
2007, 2008, 2009) and the vignettes 
provided. Practical support and 
recognition of the importance of the FYA 

 

Figure 5 Sense of resourcefulness — Awareness of staff in key roles in Health:  
“I know the First Year Advisor for my degree program” 

 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

2006 2007 2008 2009

Disagree or Strongly Disagree

Neutral

Agree of Strongly Agree



 

role has also yielded other positive results 
in the form of FYA Learning and Teaching 
awards (for example, in 2007 a prominent 
FYA received the Prime Minister’s National 
Award for University Teacher of the Year 
and in 2009 the program received both an 
ALTC Citation and National Program 
award), early work towards career 
recognition and pathways, and the 
development of a community of practice 
which engages with the Scholarship of 
Learning and Teaching. 

The approach and vignettes presented here 
support research (see for example, Yorke & 
Thomas, 2003; Zepke, Leach & Prebble, 
2006) which indicates institutions with 
programs focused on a student-centred 
approach to success rather than attrition 
rates are more successful because they 
recognise there are multiple and complex 
reasons why undergraduate students fail to 
complete their undergraduate studies. 
Zepke et al. (2006, p. 598), suggest that a 
learner/student-centeredness approach 
“improves retention where students feel 
they belong in an institutional culture, 
where they experience good quality 
teaching and support for their learning and 
where their diverse learning preferences 
are catered for.” And work by Krause and 
Coates (2008) identify programs which 
concentrate on student engagement and 
relationship building with the institution, 
such as the FYA initiative, as pivotal in 
establishing the foundations for future 
student success. 

This paper has presented and connected 
the FYA initiative with cogent frameworks 
and strategies which have underpinned the 
role and practice and led to positive long 
term institutional change. A synopsis of 
Lizzio’s (2006a) Five Senses Framework 
was presented and connected with the 
Student Experience Model (Burnett, 2006) 
to illustrate the connection between 

philosophical assumptions undergirding 
the FYA role and everyday practice. A 
range of strategies were described that 
influenced strategic institution-wide 
change in relation to the FYA role. The 
paper concluded with a series of vignettes 
as a means of illustrating how the FYA role 
was operationalised across a range of 
contexts and student cohorts as an 
example of one Australian University’s long 
term commitment to improving first year 
student experience. 

The authors would like to thank Dr 
Fernanda Duarte, University of Western 
Sydney and Professor Kerri-Lee Krause 
from Griffith University for providing 
feedback on earlier drafts. Sincere thanks 
also to Dr Merrelyn Bates, A/Prof Paul 
Bates, and Dr Mark Brimble for sharing 
their FYA stories and activities. 



The FYA in Aviation recognised the specific pilot requirements (for example, strong 
leadership, teamwork and analytical skills) needed by the airline industry and has spent 
the last 12 months developing and implementing an extra-curricular program to support 
and enhance student experience across all year levels with a specific focus on the first 
year. 

In 2007, all students were randomly divided into flight groups, ensuring equal distribution 
of female students across the groups (female students make up approximately 20% of 
enrolments in this program). Each flight group is allocated a number of student leaders 
with one overall leader known as the Chief Student Pilot. Flight groups meet one night a 
week to organise activities, flight events, and participate in a public speaking activity. First 
year students are not graded on their public speaking as this activity is intended to allow 
them to practice their oral presentation skills in a safe environment and build their 
confidence. Topics for first year students begin with the familiar and progress to airline- 
or aviation-specific topics as the year progresses. 

At the end of 2007, the flight groups decided to design a series of welcome events for the 
2008 student cohort. One of these events eventuated into a peer mentoring program, 
Mentoring Aviators Through Educational Support (MATES). The mentoring program was 
introduced through a series of events designed and run by the later year students during 
Orientation Week. At the end of the Orientation Week, the first year students were asked 
to complete a questionnaire and there was a 100% return rate. Ninety percent of students 
felt more comfortable about university after participating in the MATES events during 
Orientation; Eighty-two percent of first year students felt their MATES mentor was 
helpful; Eighty-seven percent felt the small groups provided them with a sense of 
belonging to the program and the university; and 99% felt their initial questions and 
concerns about university had been answered and/or they knew where to go to get the 
information they needed. 
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