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The study itself 

Reflections 



Our Context 

• Centre for Distance Learning 

• A ‘virtual campus’ within the wider institution 

• Fully distance – no face-to-face requirement 

• About 90 EFTS, 280 students 

– Most part time, a few full time 

• Covers all of NZ, some overseas 

• Some choose DL because of flexibility, rather 
than location 



Our Context: Student support 

Academic Support – separate to tutors 
• One FTE academic support coordinators 

• Programme and course selection advice 

• Personalised workload advice – phone/email 

• Proactive support for early success 
- Watch for engagement indicators – tutors 

- High awareness of ‘at risk’ students 

• Student advocacy 

• A holistic approach to academic support 
 



Theoretical background 

• Transition pedagogy (Kift et al., 2010) 

– Whole of institution approach (CDL a microcosm of Laidlaw) 

– Developing perceptions of engagement, belonging and being 
supported (rather than a focus on student heterogeneity) 

– How do critical affordances relate to student perceptions (of 
support)? 

• Sense of community among learners (Oliver et al., 2007) 

• Social, cognitive and teaching presence (Garrison, 2007) 

 

Research Goal: To understand student experience more 
deeply to further improve retention and student 

performance 



Method 

Online survey 
 

Survey instruments 
• Sense of community adapted from Rovai (2002) 
• Perceptions of support adapted from Arbaugh et al. 

(2008) 
• Reading strategies adapted from Mokhtari & Reichard 

(2002) 
• Developed our own survey questions on preferences for 

formats of materials 
 

Obtained sample 
• N = 114 
• 40% response rate (current students) 
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Perceptions of support 
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Perceptions of Academic support 

NB: Students who commented are a broad mix 
(no differences on demographics) 

 

• Variability of tutor quality 

• Students don’t distinguish between 
components of educational delivery (e.g. tutor 
vs advisor) 

• Students experience study holistically 

 

“I probably would have not 
been able to complete some 
of my semesters without [the 

advisor’s] encouragement 
and assistance.” 



Top-level findings 

• Perceptions of different aspects of learning 
experience are inter-related 

• The transition experience is significantly related to 
perceptions of connectedness 

• No significant  

     differences across; 

– demographics, or 

– previous educational  

   experience 



Potential Implications 

• Students have holistic perceptions of the 
institution and their learning experience 

• Is ‘Digital Native’ past its use-by date? 
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Questions 

• What has worked elsewhere? 

• Limitations to a holistic approach? 

• Small vs large institutional issues? 

• Distance, f2f, blended approaches? 
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