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UniSA

Case study 8

University of South Australia (UniSA)
Enhancing Student Academic Potential 
(ESAP)

Context and purpose
The Enhancing Student Academic Potential (ESAP) program is a proactive student retention initiative. 
It is currently in trial mode and will be evaluated in the final quarter of 2012. It is modelled on the 
Queensland university of Technology’s (QUT) Student Success Program (SSP) and shares many of 
its characteristics, such as: identifying students whose behaviour might classify them as being at 
risk of disengagement; courses and course owners as conduits and partners in the intervention; risk 
identified via early assignment results or attendance, call centre intervention campaigns personed by 
experienced students, support and referral as intrinsic goals, success and retention as key extrinsic 
goals.

Scale of the activity
The contact process of ESAP underwent an early trial aimed at approximately 1400 students across 
six courses in 2011. This was an extension of a very similar program in operation, the main difference 
in this trial was the use of experienced students rather than University staff to make the calls. It is 
currently monitoring 3,400 students across eight courses and expects to attempt to contact 700 
students by the close of 2012. 

Organisational process
The target of the initiative is currently commencing first year 
students in the first six weeks of their studies. These first six weeks 
of university study are known to be crucial to student success and 
retention. ESAP is designed as a proactive intervention to support 
students to succeed by removing any impediments (for example, 
psychological issues such as mistaken concepts about required 
course workload or physical barriers such as disabilities) to their 
engagement with their studies. ESAP also has a limited number of 
campaigns assisting students in the second half of the year. It is 
anticipated that if the program is successful it may be expanded to 
other years and particular cohorts.
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ESAP is managed jointly by the University’s Student and Academic Services unit (SAS) and the 
Learning and Teaching Units (LTU), with substantial support from the Information Strategy and 
Technology Service (ISTS). The manager of the ESAP program is the central figure in the day-to-day 
operation of the program and is the connection between the academic community and these key 
support units. In practice this means that the manager works with the course coordinators of selected 
courses to identify the triggers that will indicate at-risk behaviour and result in students being added 
to the call list. The manager also supervises the technical and interpersonal aspects of the call centre 
operation, feedback to stakeholders, process improvement and project evaluation.

In early 2012 a new Client Relationship Management system (CRM) became the key pivot for the call 
centre process. The CRM facilitates the operation of the call centre (by managing call lists, student 
information, and automating emails and referrals), stores the outcomes and interaction history with 
each student, and accommodates the data that will later be used for evaluation. 

The students identified as at risk of disengagement are contacted by phone by trained, experienced 
students who are employed as staff (called Student Advisers) for this purpose. These Student 
Advisers are selected from a pool of ‘Ubuddies’, who are students trained as front line support for 
student enquiries. Once selected the students are given additional training in the interpersonal skills 
required to perform the contact work. The principle aim of the phone contact is to offer collegial 
support, advice scripted by the course coordinator and, where necessary, referral to Learning and 
Teaching Unit experts in the relevant area: Language and Learning, Counselling, Disability, Careers, 
or International Student Support Services. Where contact by phone cannot be made an email offering 
the course coordinator information and other relevant tips and information is sent.

Evaluation 
2012 is considered a trial period. There will be an end of year evaluation and Senior Management 
Group approval will be necessary for full rollout of the Program in the future. Preliminary results 
indicate that ESAP is well received by students who perceive it as a helpful process and often change 
their study practices as a result of contact. Students contacted are 8% more likely to pass their 
courses than otherwise equivalent students that ESAP was unable to contact personally (but who did 
receive an email with Course Coordinator information and other advice). The retention rates between 
these groups do not differ, however.

Critical success factors 
• The prior knowledge and experiences of the student advisors (their U-Buddy background)

• Peer to peer phone contact may assist in normalising the student experience and de-mystify the 
relationship between the student and their lecturer/tutor

• Stakeholder engagement

• The timing of the student contact e.g. around census date.

Challenges 
ESAP is designed to help students with essentially extra-curricular issues and overarching aspects 
of their study (such as strategies for engaging with tests or essays). The program does not currently 
have a ready mechanism for assisting students with content specific issues and these can be quite 
common. In some courses extra support has been offered and so the students can be advised to 
attend these. In others courses there may be no available additional support and ESAP may only be 
able to refer students to their tutor.

The integration of the CRM and the development of various processes around it has been a significant 
undertaking and the time allocated to managing this significant technological integration has been 
considerable.
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Contact 
Dr Tim Rogers, Manager ESAP.

Key resources 
• Recruitment materials (used to advertise Student Advisor role)

• Training materials for student advisors — scenarios and scripts

• UniSA Teaching & Learning Strategies

• Follow-up emails to contacted students.

Artefact H

Type: Training 
ESAP Support Scenarios

This two-person exercise allows the trainee Student 
Advisers to practice dealing with common scenarios. The 
idea is that the student advisers will get into a sufficiently 
deep conversation to uncover not just the surface issues 
but also the underlying, and often hidden, issues. 

The trainee ESAP Student Advisers undertake this 
exercise after two three-hour sessions on interview skills 
that include non-judgemental questions, open questioning 
and various strategies for keeping the conversation going 
such as paraphrasing and summarising. 

In total there are seven scenarios and each scenario has three cards: The ‘Student’s notes’;  
the ‘Adviser’s notes’ and finally, the ‘Elements of a solution’ card.

Instructions

• Form pairs and pick one scenario. There are two roles in each scenario. One adviser trainee role 
plays the Student Adviser role; the other takes the role of the student. Each role has a written 
background description. These student and adviser role descriptions are on separate cards so 
that the advisers in a scenario will not be aware of the student’s underlying issues. 

• The ‘student’ and ‘Student Adviser’ now read their cards. When both are ready, the Adviser ‘makes 
the call’. The aim is to engage the student and tap into the underlying issues the student has. 
When finished (should take no longer than 5 minutes) the trainees swap notes to see the other half 
of the role play back-story. They can then discuss the strategies the adviser took in the call and 
how they might be improved to get at more of the underlying story. 

• Finally, they can look at the ‘Elements of a Solution’ card to see if that adds important considerations.

Alignment to the Social Justice Principles

This resource articulates both the principles of Access and Equity. The information transfer from 
advisor to student interprets university systems and protocols. Engagement with another student 
humanises the sense of confusion or isolation the student may be feeling at university.

To access more information regarding the training scenarios please visit:  
https://safeguardingstudentlearning.net/?page_id=451

UniSA

Case study 8: UniSA

https://safeguardingstudentlearning.net/?page_id=451


94

Good Practice Guide: Safeguarding Student Learning Engagement

Case study:

Institutional profile*

The University of South Australia (UniSA) is a public university established in 1991. The University has six 
campuses in South Australia including Magill, Wyhalla and Mawson Lakes with two campuses in Adelaide 
city.

Total student enrolment 36,853
Undergraduate 26,676

Postgraduate 8,850 this is a very high number compared to other institutions

Domestic+ 70%

International+ 30%

Student demographics

Indigenous 1.5% this is high compared to other institutions

Regional/remote students+ 16.76%

Low SES+# 20.33%

Non-English speaking background+ 4.16%

Mature age (over 25 years) 
undergraduates

33% this is high compared to other institutions

Student study options
Undergraduate part-time 26% this is high compared to other institutions

Undergraduate external or mixed mode 13% this is high compared to other institutions

Postgraduate part-time 53% this is low compared to other institutions

Postgraduate external or mixed mode 29% this is average compared to other institutions

Student entry details
School-leavers 60% this is high compared to other institutions

Prior TAFE credits 10% this is average compared to other institutions

International undergraduates 8,645 this is a very big number compared to other 
institutions

International postgraduates 4,306 this is a very big number compared to other 
institutions

*Except for items marked with ‘+’ all profile information is from The Good Universities Guide (2012). 
Retrieved from http://gooduniguide.com.au/ratings/compare/UniSA?studyType=UG&state=SA&action 
Search=Search

+This profile information is from the Australian Government website MyUniversity with data collected for the 
2011 year. UniSA information is retrieved from http://www.myuniversity.gov.au/The-University-of-Adelaide/
Statistics/3010

#Currently in Australia the SES of higher education students is determined by the geographic area or 
postcode of the student’s home. The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) Socio-Economic Indexes for 
Areas (SEIFA) Index of Education and Occupation (IEO) is used to rank postcodes. The postcodes that 
comprise the bottom 25% of the population aged between 15 to 64 years at the date of the latest census, 
based on this ranking, are considered low SES postcodes. Students who have home locations in these low 
SES postcodes are counted as ‘low SES’ students.

Source: Department of Education, Employment and Workplace Relations. (2009). Measuring the  
Socio-economic Status of Higher Education Students. Discussion Paper. Retrieved from 
http://www.innovation.gov.au/HigherEducation/Documents/LowSES_Discussionpaper.rtf
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