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Case study 6

RMIT University
Student Success Program 

Context and purpose
RMIT’s Student Success Program takes an early, proactive approach to retention by contacting 
students before they disengage from their study. Specifically, the Student Success Program monitors 
first year students’ engagement and performance in selected courses, and contacts those students 
showing early signs of disengagement or poor performance. The program model is a ‘third generation’,  
whole-of-institution approach to student engagement and learning, whereby students’ success and 
retention in their first year is increased. 

Scale of the activity
The Student Success Program began with a small pilot project in three Schools – Global Studies, 
Social Science and Planning (GSSSP, now GUSS); School of Electrical and Computer Engineering 
(SECE): and Business TAFE – at the beginning of 2011. Courses for monitoring are selected as 
they are part of the common core architecture for the programs with relatively strong enrolments of 
students from low SES backgrounds. 

During 2011, the Student Success Program monitored over 2000 students in 12 courses, from all 
Colleges. Overall 831 students (40%) were identified as showing signs of disengagement or poor 
performance; the Student Success Program contacted 576 (69%) by phone. 

In semester 1, 2012, 2,562 were monitored in eight courses, with 952 (37%) showing signs of 
disengagement or poor performance; the Student Success Program successfully contacted 621 
(66%) of these students by phone or text message.
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Organisational process 
RMIT’s Student Success Program takes a ‘whole-of-person’ approach to student success, as 
students’ personal, social and academic circumstances impact on their learning engagement and 
performance. Students benefit from a range of personal and academic supports. Specifically, 
the Program takes a particular interest in the performance and retention of students from low  
socio-economic status (low SES) backgrounds. Together with the College of Business ‘Early 
Intervention for Student Success’, the two programs support the Australian Government’s agenda of 
increasing the participation of students from low SES backgrounds in Higher Education across all three 
Colleges. The Student Success Program currently partners with Schools within RMIT and monitors 
particular courses from programs with high numbers of students from low SES backgrounds.10 

A Typical Student Success Program through the semester

Organisation of campaigns (by semester week)
Pre-semester Orientation During semester

-1 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Contact 1st stage at-risk students,  
and students repeating a course

Monitor learning engagement

Monitor academic performance

Contact 
disengaged 

students 
prior to 
census

Contact mid-year intake 
students, and commencing 

international students

Signs of students’ disengagement or poor performance are identified by monitoring their Blackboard 
use, attendance in class, submission of work, and reviewing assessment results. Attempts are 
made by a Student Success Contact Officer (SSCO) to contact by phone all students at risk of 
disengagement. SSCOs are senior students in each disciple selected on their academic competence 
and strong interpersonal skills. They receive extensive training and supervision about the supports and 
resources available to students at RMIT. SSCOs provide advice, information, clarity, encouragement, 
and referrals to support services to strengthen specific learning domains as required utilising Lizzio’s 

10 Low SES enrolments were drawn from the Performance Annual Review (PAR) data for the years 2008–2011.
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Five Senses of Success model (2006)11 to assess students’ capacity to engage and succeed in their 
learning at RMIT (these five senses are addressed below according to RMIT’s Student Success 
Program). This peer-to-peer contact also provides peer modelling for success, and fosters a sense of 
belonging to the University community. 

After each phone call, a summary of the steps that were identified with the student to address their 
difficulty is written up as a Plan of Action and emailed to the student. Plans of Action include contact 
details and access points to administrative and student support service areas, and what the student 
can expect when they contact these areas. Where student administration steps are required, the 
Plan explains these and attaches any relevant forms. Students overwhelmingly reported that they 
appreciated being contacted by Student Success Program and being provided with advice when they 
were having difficulties. Not all students are successfully reached by phone, in which case an email 
is sent to them with details of relevant resources and supports.

Five Senses of Success — the Student Success Program

The Student Success Program increases the sense of ‘Connectedness’ by:

• employing senior students with previous leadership experience who model successful attitudes 
and learning practices

• encouraging students to connect with others by joining in organised student activities

• normalising and encouraging students to engage with their teaching staff.

I feel this program instils a sense of belonging in new students; being contacted by RMIT 
and more specifically fellow students of RMIT, and establishing a support avenue for 
them. 

(Student Success Contact Officer, 2012)

The Student Success Program develops a student’s sense of ‘Purpose’ by:

• connecting them with senior students in their discipline

• strengthening the connection between their study and their vocational direction

• referring them to the Careers Service for advice.

The Student Success Program increases a student’s sense of ‘Capability’ by:

• providing effective learning strategies

• referring students to learning supports provided by their School and Student Services

• clarifying with students what is expected of them to succeed at RMIT.

Hello: I want to meet one from student success team to help me understand some issues 
regarding how to study for the online test. It’s my first time having this kind of test as I’m 
an international student.

(Student Success Contact Officer, 2012)

The Student Success Program improves a student’s sense of ‘Resourcefulness’ by:

• showing where to find resources and support on campus and online

• showing how to ‘navigate’ their way through RMIT procedures

• advising on how to achieve a balance between study and other commitments.

Awesome, thanks Jennifer :) I just checked out the RMIT counselling service on the net 
and may give them a call soon. thanks again! 

(Student feedback, 2012)

11 Five domains contributing to student’s capacity to engage and succeed in their learning: sense of connectedness; sense of 
purpose; sense of capability; sense of resourcefulness; sense of academic culture. Lizzio, A. (2006). Designing an orientation 
and transition strategy for commencing students. A conceptual summary of research and practice. Griffith University: First Year 
Experience Project. Retrieved from http://www.griffith.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0008/51875/Alfs-5-Senors-Paper-FYE-
Project,-2006.pdf
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The Student Success Program enhances a sense of ‘Academic Culture’ by:

• enlisting peers to tell students ‘how things are done’ at RMIT and in their School

• communicating messages that increase students’ identity as an independent learner in Higher 
Education.

As a Contact Officer within the SSP, I’ve enjoyed communicating with students and 
working together with them to find solutions to their problems and learning more about 
how to ensure success at University.

(Student Success Contact Officer, 2012)

Outcomes 

Retention was increased

Students who were contacted by the Student Success Program in 2011 were retained at a rate of 
64.8%. Non-contacted students were retained at a rate of 57.8%. This additional 7% – or 40 students 
– being retained in their programs, is estimated to retain $1,135,000 (based on $20K per student 
per year EFTSL, and after taking out costs for the Student Success Program) of projected student 
funding revenue (McMillan, 2005).12

Persistence was increased

There was a significant association between students being contacted by the Student Success 
Program and them persisting to attempt their final assessment in the course. 28% of students not 
contacted did not submit their final assessment, whereas only 21% of students who were contacted 
did not submit their final assessment for the semester. 

Performance was increased

The Student Success Program has, through increasingly tailored interventions for student cohorts 
in 2012, increased the rates at which contacted students pass their course. The Student Success 
Program successfully improves student outcomes when:

1. Student cohorts known to be at risk of poor academic outcomes are provided with academic 
supports and resources by week one of semester.

2. Specific cohorts of students receive a ‘welcome call’ to facilitate their transition and sense of 
belonging at RMIT.

3. In additional to student services referrals, specific academic supports are provided at the time of 
intervention.

4. One trigger is a piece of assessment which provides formative feedback and is due no later than 
week 3.

5. Significant deficits in academic literacies are identified early and referred on for continuous skills 
development.

6. Student engagement in class and online is monitored for the first five weeks of semester.

7. The provision of information to the Student Success Program regarding student information, their 
engagement and performance is well supported by the use of administrative and online learning 
systems.

12 58% of student attrition occurs in the first year of study, the remaining 42% occurs during the second year. 
McMillan, J. (2005). Course change and attrition from higher education. LSAY Research Reports. Longitudinal 
surveys of Australian youth research report; n.39. Retrieved from Australian Council for Educational Research website  
http://research.acer.edu.au/lsay_research/43
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Performance of low SES background students

In the courses monitored, students from low SES backgrounds generally had comparable results to 
their peers. In the courses where low SES background students’ average score was lower than their 
peers, the Student Success Program, Study and Learning Centre, and the Schools addressed this 
issue in 2012 by proactively providing additional learning resources.

A regression analysis of student cohorts revealed three groups of students who are particularly at risk 
of poor outcomes: those who reported having chosen the wrong course or program; midyear intake 
students; and students already at formal academic risk. 

At my most distressed, I couldn’t help myself. The Student Success Team helped me get 
through. Much appreciated.

(Student feedback, 2011)

We were also able to help some of the struggling students who felt regenerated after 
being contacted and wanted a second chance. 

(Academic staff feedback, 2011)

Critical success factors
These include:

• strong cooperative partnerships amongst academic and professional staff working in the Student 
Success Program

• comprehensive training of Student Success Contact Officers.

Challenges
Now that the SSP has succeeded in identifying the student cohorts for intervention, established 
partnerships with school and program staff, and developed protocols to contact students, the 
challenges it faces are concerned with the expansion of the program into an Institution wide initiative. 
The challenges then are to make the initiative ‘generalisable’, ‘sustainable’ and ‘measureable’ across 
increased undergraduate first year programs.

Other challenges identified include:

• Moving to a commercial database that will assist in the management and reporting of the increasing 
volume of data

• Identifying suitable premises from which to operate the call centre

• Move the intervention design towards a unified approach for all courses being monitored

• Ensuring protocols are established that will provide data on student engagement and performance 
within set timeframes

• Accessing student demographic data that is provided on enrolment up to one month before 
semester commences

• Recruiting SSCOs from the diverse range of discipline areas that RMIT offers

• Coordinating its activities with an increasing number of embedded academic supports (e.g. PASS, 
English language development)

• Identifying additional student cohorts who are at risk of disengagement or failure

• Publishing the program’s initiatives and findings to a wider audience of both academic and 
professional staff

• Ensure the program’s communication strategies remain current and relevant to students

• Track an increasingly large numbers of student outcomes including course results and retention.
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Future directions
In the light of the experience so far, the goal now is to achieve a strategic, university–wide, consistent 
approach to frontloading retention efforts via a coherent, consistent, coordinated and high quality 
orientation and transition experience for all students. In 2013 the Dean of Students and the Dean of 
Learning and Teaching will collaborate to lead a body of work on the first year experience — both 
within the curriculum and the co-curriculum at RMIT. This work will reference and build on RMIT’s 
Transition principles as well as the large body of work done by Queensland University of Technology 
and other universities internationally on the First Year Experience. Key to the expansion of retention 
strategies such as the Student Success Program to all first year courses will be the establishment of 
business analytics to support data collection, systemic response, and reporting processes. 

Contacts
• Mr Andrew Brown, Senior Program Coordinator, Student Services Group

• Dr Kitty Vivekananda, Assistant Director, Student Services Group.

Key resources
• Contracts with RMIT Schools stating the outcomes that the intervention is designed to bring about

• Training resources for SSCOs — e.g. You Tube, role playing activities, guest speakers

• Phone/Email/SMS scripts to students.

Artefact F

Type: Engagement with institution and staff 
Student Success Program Contract with Schools

RMIT’s Student Success Program enters into ‘contracts’ with the various schools the Program is 
active in at a particular time. The contracts with schools state the outcomes that the intervention is 
designed to bring about providing clarity around expectations for both academic and professional 
staff supporting students.

The contract is typically aimed at the Course Coordinator (lecturer) and is negotiated face-to-face 
with and then documented by the Student Success Program co-ordinator for circulation. Other 
professional staff key to the intervention are also included in the negotiations.

A portion of a contract is presented below:

In conjunction with the School of XXX, the SSP aims to:
1. Identify students with language difficulties and connect them to the S&LC, and their resources.

2. Identify students requiring additional instruction to meet the academic requirements of the course and 
connect them with the S&LC, and their resources.

3. Ensure that students repeating the course are aware of what they need to do to be successful, and what 
supports are available to help them do this.
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Round 0: Supporting students repeating the course
Nominated outcomes Identification Intervention 

1. Students will know what they are 
required to do so be successful in the 
course this year.

2. The students will be orientated to 
the new XX Resource in the S&LC 
Learning Lab.

The SSP will download the 
course enrolment list on the 
Thursday 16th Feb. 

Students who are repeating the 
course will be identified. 

Students repeating the course 
may or may not be at First 
Stage At Risk of Unsatisfactory 
Progress.

The list will be forwarded to XX 
prior to contact for approval 
and/or comment.

The identified students 
are contacted by phone 
commencing Monday 20th Feb

The conversation will identify 
with the student where 
changes and/or improvements 
are required for them to be 
successful in the course this 
year. 

Where students are at First 
Stage At Risk, confirmation that 
they have received their APIP, 
and that they understand the 
document will be sought. 

If they have not attended 
their APIP interview, the 
conversation will state the 
urgency to address any issues 
to avoid moving to second 
stage At Risk.

Alignment to the Social Justice Principles

This resource illustrates both the Equity and the Rights principles. 

To access a copy of this resource, plus other artefacts associated with RMIT’s Student Success 
Program, please visit https://safeguardingstudentlearning.net/?page_id=445
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Institutional profile*

RMIT University (RMIT) is an Australian public university that was established in 1887, becoming a university 
in 1992. RMIT has three main campuses around Melbourne, Victoria with two offshore campuses in Vietnam.

Total student enrolment 49,337
Undergraduate 37,586

Postgraduate 11,441 this is a high number compared to other institutions

Domestic+ 49.3%

International+ 51.7%

Student demographics
Indigenous 0.43% this is low compared to other institutions

Regional/remote students+ 10.39%

Low SES+# 15.13%

Non-English speaking background+ 6.66%

Mature age (over 25 years) 
undergraduates

18% this is average compared to other institutions

Student study options
Undergraduate part-time 19% this is average compared to other institutions

Undergraduate external or mixed mode 2% this is low compared to other institutions

Postgraduate part-time 48% this is low compared to other institutions

Postgraduate external or mixed mode 10% this is low compared to other institutions

Student entry details
School-leavers 56% this is high compared to other institutions

Prior TAFE credits 20% this is very high compared to other institutions

International undergraduates 20,278 this is a very big number compared to other 
institutions

International postgraduates 4,292 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/RMIT?studyType=UG&state=VIC&action 
Search=Search

+This profile information is from the Australian Government website MyUniversity with data collected 
for the 2011 year. RMIT information is retrieved from http://www.myuniversity.gov.au/RMIT-University/
Statistics/3034

#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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