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Auckland University of Technology (AUT)
First-Year Experience (FYE) Programme 

Tāwhaitia te ara o te tika, te pono me te aroha, kia piki ki te taumata tiketike. 

Follow the path of integrity, respect, and compassion; scale the heights of achievement.

Context and purpose 
The First-Year Experience (FYE) programme is a university-wide student engagement and retention 
initiative, supporting students at-risk of disengaging from their studies. Once identified, proactive 
intervention occurs in the form of advice and referrals to student support services, faculty or external 
community services. This contact is made by FYE Assistants who are senior students employed 
as casual staff. As the university’s only outbound contact centre, ad-hoc campaigns take place to 
support other university initiatives.

Established in 2003, the programme was developed in response to high first-year attrition rates.3 
It was decided that a focussed, methodological approach was needed to identify and proactively 
support ‘at-risk’ students. Acknowledging that student success and retention is a complex matrix of 
responsibility between academic staff, support staff and the student themselves, the programme was 
designed to identify at risk students via a series of ‘trigger points’.

An FYE assistant calls the student to discuss their studies, offer advice and, if necessary, make a 
referral to the appropriate student support service. After the initial contact is made, FYE assistants will 
make a follow-up call within the next fortnight to see if any further assistance is required. If a student 
decides to withdraw, they will conduct an exit interview to identify any areas where the University 
could better support its students, finalise any administrative issues, and ensure the student leaves 
with a positive experience.

The Programme is consistent with AUT’s position as a university of opportunity, and its mission to 
increase access to higher education to traditionally under-represented groups. The programme is 
designed to ensure all new students receive the targeted assistance to ensure successful educational 
outcomes, thereby improving retention and success rates across the University. The FYE Programme 
is recognised as a leading retention initiative within the New Zealand tertiary sector.

3 First year attrition is termed as student enrolled in year 1 but does not return onto any programme in year 2.
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The primary goals of the FYE Programme are to contribute to:

• The reduction of the first year student attrition rate

• The improvement of AUT’s Educational Performance Indicators (Successful Completion  
and Retention)

• The increase of student knowledge and engagement with student support services

• The effective resolution of student concerns and issues 

• The improvement of AUT’s reputation.

Key stakeholders
• Student Service, responsible for the provision of professional services such as orientation, tertiary 

readiness, student advice, careers, cultural support, financial support, support for international 
students and students with impairments.

• Learning Development & Success, based in Student Services and responsible for academic skills 
development, advice and resources.

• Faculty-based paper4 and programme leaders.

Key institutional references
AUT Strategic Plan 2012–2016. Retrieved from:  
http://www.aut.ac.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/263139/AUT_Strategic_Plan_2012-16_FINAL.PDF

AUT Annual Report 2011: 
http://www.aut.ac.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0012/272010/AUT_AnnualReport2011Web.pdf

Scale of the activity
The FYE programme has grown dramatically since 2003, driven by student population growth, and 
an increase in the scope of the programme in terms of campaigns and intervention points. The graph 
below shows both the annual number of contacts, and the number of distinct students contacted at 
least once.

4 A ‘paper’ is a term synonymous with ‘unit’ or ‘course’ as a semester-long teaching activity.

http://www.aut.ac.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/263139/AUT_Strategic_Plan_2012-16_FINAL.PDF
http://www.aut.ac.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0012/272010/AUT_AnnualReport2011Web.pdf
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Organisational process
The FYE Programme monitors the progress of first-year undergraduate students, with intervention 
triggers at points where students tend to experience stress or disengagement. However, ad-hoc 
campaigns may target additional cohorts at the request of university stakeholders. The diagram 
below shows the different points at which an intervention may be triggered.

Each campaign is subsequently broken down into several sub-campaigns which are operationalised 
through a series of call lists. A summary of the campaigns, objectives, sub-campaigns and examples 
of ‘at-risk’ indicators are provided on the following page. 

AUT
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Campaign Sub-campaigns Objectives
Examples of  
‘at-risk’ indicators

Application management

When: Applicants at 
varying points during 
admissions season

Lapsed applications.

Firm offer made.

Re-enrolment calls.

To provide advice about 
university processes and 
support.

To assist with 
administrative issues 
related to enrolment. 

• Delay in accepting 
offer

• Has not re-enrolled

START (New for 2012)

When: Once applicant is 
confirmed student  
(weeks -6 to 0)

N/A To assess all new 
incoming students to AUT 
for tertiary readiness and 
establish early proactive 
contact with high-priority 
students.

• Entrance type

• Low NCEA score

• Low school decile

• Performance of 
programmme

• High student 
readiness survey 
(SRS) score

Orientation calls 

Weeks -3 to 0

Welcome call inviting 
students to attending 
Orientation and Tertiary 
Readiness Programmes.

Follow up orientation 
survey to select cohort.

To support commencing 
students by providing 
university and course 
specific information and 
advice.

To reduce anxiety 
and uncertainty about 
commencing tertiary study.

To encourage attendance 
at university Orientation 
events.

N/A — all new 
students

At-risk intervention

(Weeks 2–13 of semester)

Students in particular 
courses/programs.

Students enrolled in 
particular units.

Follow up after 
intervention — case 
management approach.

To improve persistence 
and achievement of at-risk 
students.

• Absence from 
classes

• Not accessing AUT 
Online (Blackboard)

• Failure to submit or 
failure in progressive 
assessment items

University exit interviews All students that have 
withdrawn from a 
programme.

To gain insights as to 
reasons for university exit.

To assist the student 
with any remaining 
administration issues.

To leave the student with 
a positive experience of 
AUT.

Students that 
withdraw

Ad-hoc campaigns Student feedback on 
specific initiatives/events.

Case management and 
information gathering for 
students transferring from 
institutions in Canterbury 
region during earthquakes.

Varied. N/A

AUT
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Student Analysis of Readiness Tool (START)
Despite the effectiveness of the FYE Programme, there was an identified need to become even more 
proactive in supporting students, in particular new incoming students making the transition to tertiary 
study. Issues could be more effectively remedied if AUT staff were aware of them earlier, but even 
the student themselves may not be aware of these prior to starting study. In an effort to gather more 
intelligence, the START initiative was developed.

START is designed to assess all new AUT students to determine readiness for tertiary study. All new 
students receive a survey after their enrolment at AUT is confirmed, seeking information on a range of 
demographic factors shown to influence likelihood of success. These include work and other external 
commitments, family educational background, and internet/computer access. Survey responses are 
then combined with a series of quantitative measures, including entry qualifications, school decile 
and programme of study, to identify those students considered as being at higher risk of failure. 
These students are termed high priority, and are contacted by a Student Advisor to offer appropriate 
advice and support. 

Depending on when the new student completes the application process, this contact may be several 
weeks prior to Orientation. The aim is to begin the relationship with the advisor earlier, to more 
effectively mitigate any academic, personal or situational issues that may affect a student’s successful 
completion of their studies.

Outcomes and evaluation
The FYE Programme is an integral retention strategy at AUT, operating in partnership between central 
student support services and the faculties. Annual evaluation is undertaken on the programme 
selections of the most recent (2011) findings are below:

• Failure of assignment/test/exam: Where students showed either failure of an assignment/test 
or failure to submit an assignment/test, successful contact from the FYE team had a very positive 
impact on student success. Students that were contacted showed significantly higher successful 
paper completion rates (84%) when compared with those unable to be contacted (61.70%).

Successful contact from the FYE team also had positive impact non-completion rates. Students 
that were contacted showed significantly lower rates of Did Not Complete (DNC) and Withdrawn (W) 
grades (2.86%) when compared with those unable to be contacted (14.89%). 

AUT
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• Not accessing AUT online (Blackboard): Where students were contacted because they had 
no activity on Blackboard, successful contact from the FYE team had a very positive impact 
on student success. Students that were contacted showed significantly higher successful paper 
completion rates (86.51%) when compared with those unable to be contacted (85.88%).

Successful contact from the FYE team also had positive impact non-completion rates. Students 
that were contacted showed significantly lower rates of Did Not Complete (DNC) and Withdrawn (W) 
grades (3.43%) when compared with those unable to be contacted (6.01%). 

Critical success factors
These include:

• Key partnerships with institutional stakeholders

• Support and engagement of senior officers 

• Philosophical basis that ensures operations are not based on a deficit model 

• Continuous development of technological solutions to support staff interaction

• Acceptance and buy-in of academic staff

• Institutional take up for scale and reach

• Respecting the expertise of AUT staff (both professional and academic).

Challenges
• Extension of FYE Programme into programmes/papers with low performance

• Maintaining relationships with key stakeholders

• Timely reporting to meet the range of audience needs. 

Contacts and key staff
• Joanna Scarbrough, Group Director Student Services

• Kurtis Bell, Manager Projects & Insights, Student Services.

AUT
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Key dissemination
Australian Universities Quality Agency. (2007). Good practice database. First year experience 

intervention and support programme. Retrieved from http://www.auqa.edu.au/gp/search/detail.
php?gp_id=2907

Carlson, G., & Holland, M. (2009 June/July). AUT University FYE programme. A systematic, intervention 
and monitoring programme. Presented at the 12th Pacific Rim First Year in Higher Education 
Conference. Retrieved from http://fyhe.com.au/past_papers/papers09/content/pdf/14D.pdf

Carlson, G., Scarborough, J., & Carlson, J. (2010). Holistic Intervention Program for At-risk Students.  
In D. Nutt & D. Caldern (Eds), International Perspectives of the First-Year Experience in Higher 
Education. (pp. 75–80). Columbia, SC: University of South Carolina. National Resource Centre for 
the First-Year Experience & Students in Transition.

Artefact A

Type: Student Survey 
The AUT Student Readiness 
Survey (SRS)

At the beginning of 2012 a survey was sent to approximately 7,500 students that were new to AUT 
and had confirmed their offer of place. The survey is sent to the students’ personal email address a 
week after they had confirmed their offer of place. The email explains that the survey is optional, will 
not affect their offer, and is designed to let AUT staff know more about their personal situation so they 
can effectively offer support and advice.

Once a student completes the survey, they see immediate responses based on how they have 
answered the question. These are included below each question. These responses are also emailed 
back to the student so they have a copy they can refer to throughout the year. The survey scores 
are arbitrary in nature, in that they are designed to highlight multiple factors, rather than weighted. 
However, work in 2013 will examine if certain responses should carry more weight than others. The 
total survey score is factored into the START tool as one of five indicators.

The average response rate throughout 2012 was approximately 50%. Work in 2013 will investigate 
using an incentive to raise this, with a target of 75% of all new students to complete the survey.

Alignment to the Social Justice Principles

This resource clearly articulates both the principles of Self-determination and particularly Access 
whereby the student, even prior to their commencement of study, is equipped with information 
tailored to their particular circumstances.

AUT
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Sample survey question

Q6: Do you have any other commitments besides studying or employment? Please include 
looking after family members, sport, church, or other activities that you regularly take  

part in.

 Yes (8)   No (0)

Q6A: If yes, please tell us about them below:

Q6C: How many hours in total do you spend per week on your additional commitments?

  0 1 2 3

    

  1–9 10–19 20–29 30+

YES: It is important for you to consider how the additional commitment(s) you have besides study 
and any part-time job will affect your study. We recommend that you talk to a Student Advisor to 
discuss strategies that will help you to manage your study and other areas of commitment effectively.

(Click here for Student Advisor contact information)

(Click here for Māori Liaison Services contact information)

(Click here for Pasifika Student Support contact information)

NO: It’s great that you can focus more of your time onto your study. However as you progress, don’t 
forget to keep a balance between study and your personal life. Be aware of the time commitment 
it takes you to be involved in any activity. You can talk to a Student Advisor to discuss possible 
strategies that will help you to manage your study and other areas of commitment effectively.

(Click here for Student Advisor contact information)

(Click here for Māori Liaison Services contact information)

(Click here for Pasifika Student Support contact information)

To access the complete survey and view other artefacts from AUT please visit:  
https://safeguardingstudentlearning.net/?page_id=430

AUT
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Institutional profile*

Auckland University of Technology (AUT) is a New Zealand university that was established in 2000 with its 
origins as an education centre going back to 1895. AUT has three main campuses around Auckland: City, 
North Shore, and Manukau. It also has two specialised campuses, AUT-Millennium Campus based on the 
North Shore and Radio Astronomy based at Warkworth.

Total student enrolment 26,243
Undergraduate 76%

Postgraduate 13%

Domestic 87%

International 13% (NZ’s second largest enrolment of international students)

Priority student groups
Māori 9%

Pasifika^ 12%

Mature age (over 25 years) 37%

Student study options
Full-time 68%

Part-time 32%

*This profile differs slightly in content to the Australian institutional profiles in accordance with the varying 
measures of student participation. All profile information is from Auckland University of Technology 
2011 Annual Report. Retrieved from http://www.aut.ac.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0012/272010/AUT_
AnnualReport2011Web.pdf

^Pasifika describes a diverse grouping of people from Pacific nation heritages living in New Zealand. With 
more Pasifika people born in New Zealand than overseas, ‘Pasifika’ are no longer an immigrant population. 
Retrieved from www.tec.govt.nz/.../TEC-Pasifika-Strategy-2013-2016-DRAFT.pdf

AUT

Case study 1: AUT

http://www.aut.ac.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0012/272010/AUT_AnnualReport2011Web.pdf
http://www.aut.ac.nz/__data/assets/pdf_file/0012/272010/AUT_AnnualReport2011Web.pdf
https://www.tec.govt.nz/.../TEC-Pasifika-Strategy-2013-2016-DRAFT.pdf

