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Staff Accessibility and Online 
Engagement With First-Year Students:
An Autoethnographic Reflection
Andrew Kelly, Edith Cowan University, Perth, Australia

ABSTRACT

Studyingonlineisbecominganincreasinglyattractiveoptiontoprospectivestudentsworldwide,yet
externalcompletionratestendtobeconsiderablylowerthanthoseenrolledoncampus.Throughan
autoethnographiccriticalreflectionprocessofteaching27first-yearonlinestudentsataregional
Australianuniversity,thisarticleconsidersmethodsforincreasingaccessibilityandstudentengagement
aswellasmanagingpersonalchallengessupportingonlinestudentsfromnon-traditionalbackgrounds.
Amongsevenkeyimplicationsforpractice,thisarticlearguestheneedforgenuineandopen-ended
interactionwithonlinestudentsattheearlystagesofasemester.Italsorecommendsthatteaching
staffconsciouslyrecognizethelimitationsofprovidingacademicsupporttonon-traditionalstudents.
Basedonthesepractices,thisarticleconfirmsthebenefitsofcriticalreflectioninhighereducation
settingsandthebroaderimpactitcanhaveonpedagogicapproachestotertiaryteachingandlearning.

KEYWORDS
Accessibility, Autoethnography, First-Year Experience, Non-Traditional Students, Online Teaching and Learning, 
Reflective Practice, Student Engagement

INTRODUCTION

Onlinestudentsaremakingupanincreasingportionoftotalhighereducationenrolmentsworldwide,
dueatleastinparttothisstudymodeofferinggreaterflexibilityaroundfamily,employmentandliving
commitments.However,onlinecompletionratestendtobeconsiderablylowerthanthoseenrolled
on-campusor inablendeddeliverymode.Foronline students,many recent studiescite student
difficultieswithfindinganappropriatework-life-studybalance,feelingsofisolation,andunderstanding
academicculture inanonlineenvironmentaskey reasons forwithdrawal (Cochranet al.,2014;
Davidson,2017;Merrill,2015;Sutton,2014).Thesedevelopmentshavebeenespeciallyconcerning
intheAustralianhighereducationsector,witharecent2018federalreporturginguniversitiestogive
greatersupporttoonlinestudentsbecausetherespectiveattritionrateisapproximatelydoublethat
oftherateforinternalandmultimodalstudents(DepartmentofEducationandTraining,2018).This
reportfollowedonfromapreviousgovernmentstudythatemphasisedtheroleuniversityeducators
mustplayinsupportinglowsocioeconomicstatusstudents;acohortthatishighlyrepresentedin
onlineenrolmentsduetotheflexibilityitoffersaroundworkandfamilysituations.Thereportstressed
theneedforuniversityteachingstafftoengageregularlyandensurethatstudentscanaccesssupport
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easily.Italsohighlightedtheimportanceofbecomingareflectivepractitioner(Devlin,Kift,Nelson,
Smith&McKay,2012).

Universityeducatorscannotcontroltheindividualcircumstancesinstudents’livesthatimpact
theirrespectiveabilitytostudysuccessfullyonline,yetsupportcanbeofferedifstaffareaccessible
andengageregularlywithonlinestudents.Teacherpresenceplaysakeyroleinkeepingstudents
motivated andbuilding a senseofbelonging in anonline tertiary environment.Onemethod for
continuallydevelopingthesecapabilitiesisforteachingstafftoreflectcriticallyonexperiencesand
perceptionsofonlinestudyandadjustpracticesaccordingly(O’Shea,StoneandDelahunty,2015;
Stone,2017).Tothisend,criticalreflectionmustbecomeagreaterfocalpointforthedevelopment
ofuniversityteachingstaff,especiallywhenteachingdiverselearnersthatarestudyingatuniversity
forthefirsttime.Assessmentswithafocusoncriticalreflectionareusedwidelyacrossexperience
basedlearningunits1,yetthereisstillcontestationoverwhatreflectivepracticeactuallyconstitutes,
howcriticalreflectionskillscanbedeveloped,andtheoverarchingimportanceofreflectingcritically
inatertiaryteachingenvironment(Harvey,Coulson&McMaugh,2016;Merierdirk,2016).

Framedinthislight,thisarticledetailsaqualitativereflectivepracticestudythatanalysedmethods
forincreasingaccessibilityandstudentengagementinanonlineteachingenvironment.Thestudy
alsocontainedelementsofanautoethnography,inwhichtheseself-reflectionswereconsideredin
relationtothebroadersocio-culturalandeducativecontextinwhichthesestudentswerestudying
(Chang,2008;Adams,HolmanJones&Ellis,2015).Looking introspectivelyoveronesemester
teaching first-year undergraduate students online at Charles Darwin University (CDU), critical
reflectionswere recordedbasedonhow the researcher increasedaccessibilityandengagedwith
studentsaboutacademiccontent.Contrarytomoststudiesthatfocusedon“accessibility”inrelation
togreaterstudentaccesstohighereducationorsupportingstudentswithlearningdisabilities,this
studydefinedthetermastheextenttowhichstudentscouldeasilycontactteachingstaffduringa
teachingperiod(Lee,2017).Italsoadoptedalimiteddefinitionoftheterm“studentengagement”,
focusingspecificallyonthemultimodalwaysinwhichstudentslearnthroughinteractionwithteaching
staffregardingacademiccontent(Kahu,2013).Reflectionswerealsorecordedonpersonalviews
aboutinteractingwithstudentsfacingdifficultstudychallenges,inthehopethatitwouldchallenge
underlyingassumptionsaboutstudentlearninginthiscontext.Finally,thisarticleoutlinessevenkey
implicationsforpracticebasedonthesereflectionsandoffersbroaderconclusionsabouttheneedfor
reflectivepracticeinsupportingonlineuniversitystudents,particularlythoseinthefirstyearofstudy.

TEACHING CONTEXT: SUPPORTING NON-TRADITIONAL STUDENTS ONLINE

Onlinestudyoptionsofferflexibleopportunitiesforstudentswhohavepreviouslybeenunableto
attenduniversityduetofamilyorworkcommitments.Thisdeliverymodeisespeciallyappealingto
“non-traditional”students,acohortthathasbeencharacterisedelsewhereas“low-socioeconomic
status,mature-agewithfamilycommitments,thefirst-in-familytostudyatuniversity,orstudying
part-timeexternallywhileworkingfull-time”(Kelly,2018,p.73;Trowler,2015).Itcanalsoinclude
indigenousstudentsandstudentsfromnon-Englishspeakingbackgrounds.However,duetothese
variedbackgroundsandcommitments,non-traditionalstudentstendtofaceadditionalchallengeswhen
studyingatthetertiarylevel(Devlinetal.,2012;Probert,2013;Rolls,Northedge&Chambers,2017).
Somecommonexamplesincludeconflictingprioritiesrelatedtoraisingchildren,aswellaslittleto
nobackgroundinusingcomputersorreadingcomplexliterature.Whilerecentstudiesdemonstrate
thatnon-traditionalstudentsoftenhavehighresilienceinrelationtoacademicstudiesandgeneral
well-being,currentuniversityteachingpracticesarenotnecessarilyinclusiveofnon-traditionalstudent
experiences(Chung,Turnbull&Chur-Hansen,2017;Meuleman,Carrett,Wrench&King,2015).

Thisprojectwas conductedatCDU,a regionalAustralianuniversitybased in theNorthern
Territorywhichenrolsahighnumberofnon-traditionalstudentsinitsonlineprograms.Inthiscontext
theresearchertaughtCUC100(AcademicLiteraciesthroughExploringSustainability),afirst-year
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academicskillsfocusedunitthatexploressustainabilityissuesoveratwelve-weeksemester.Forthe
externalcohort,weeklyclassesaredeliveredonlinebytheunitcoordinator.Generalteachingtasks
foronlineteachingstaffincludepenningapersonalisedweeklyemail,answeringemailandphone
queries,followingupwithstudentsthathavenotaccessedtheLearningManagementSystem(LMS),
andgradingassessments.Overall,theunitisdesignedtobeoneinwhichnewundergraduatestudents
learnhowtocommunicateacademically,andassuch,thereisahighdegreeofresponsibilityfor
teachingstafftofacilitatetheacademicdevelopmentofadiverserangeofstudentsatacriticaltime
intheirundergraduatestudy(vanderZanden,Denessen,Cillessen&Meijer,2018).Encapsulating
thisstudentdiversity,a2013reportbyAlexBarthel—formerPresidentoftheAustralianAssociation
forAcademicLanguage&Learning—describeda“typical”CDUstudentasa“38yearoldsingle
mumwith2schoolagedkids,livinginSouthAustraliaandcompletinganundergraduatedegree
viadistanceeducation”(Barthel,2013,p.26).Thisdescriptionprovidesasharp insight into the
challengesmanynon-traditionalstudentsfacewhenstudyingatuniversity,bothatCDUandother
highereducationinstitutions.

REFLECTIVE PRACTICE IN UNIVERSITY TEACHING

Whilegreateronlineaccesstouniversitystudyhasonlyledtoarelativelyrecentincreaseinnon-
traditional student enrolments, exploring characteristicsofquality tertiary teachinghas attracted
scholarlyattentionfordecades.Weimer(1990)notedthatresearchintothisareaextendsasfarback
asthe1930s,commentingthatthereisnopredefinedcriteriaorguidelinesforwhatconstitutesquality
teachinginahighereducationenvironment.Whileaspectsofqualitytertiaryteachingarestillopen
todebateand interpretation, there isagrowingconsensus that theability to reflectcriticallyon
one’spracticeisanimportantcharacteristicforuniversityeducatorstodevelop(Harvey,Coulson&
McMaugh,2016;Merierdirk,2016).CoghlanandBrannick(2014,p.52)providedausefuldefinition
forcriticalreflection,describingitas:

“a process of interiority and is normally explained as a process of stepping back from experience to 
question it, and to have insights and understanding with a view to planning further action. It is the 
critical link between the concrete experience, the judgement and taking new action”.

AnothervaluabledefinitionisLarrivee’s(2000,p.293)outlineforreflectivepractice,which
described it as “critical inquiry, the conscious consideration of the ethical implications and
consequencesofteachingpractice,withself-reflection,deepexaminationofpersonalbeliefs,and
assumptionsabouthumanpotentialandlearning”.Bothdefinitionstouchonimportantelements:
CoghlanandBrannick(2014)emphasisedtheabilitytostepbackfromoneselfandreflectinorder
toact,andLarrivee(2000)additionallypointedouttheneedtodeeplyquestionunderlyingbeliefs
andtheimplicationsoftheseforstudentlearning.Inthecontextofuniversityteaching,thisinvolves
lookingintrospectivelywithacriticallensonhowstudentsaretaughtandsupported.Italsoinvolves
questioningassumptionsaboutstudentsandthelearningprocess,aswellasusingtheseobservations
meaningfully to improve teaching practice. Without thinking about implementing change based
onreflectiveobservations,theeffectivenessofreflectionisseverelylimitedforbothteachersand
students(Fook,2015).

Criticalreflectioncanencompassseveralaspectsofuniversityteaching,includingassessment
design,curriculumdevelopment,teachingdelivery,andfeedbackpractices.Regardlessofthefocus,
however,students’academicdevelopmentisstrengthenedwhenuniversityeducatorscanreflect
onpractice toprovidegreatersupportaswellasconsidermethodsforstudents to takegreater
responsibilityfortheirownlearning(McCabe&O’Connor,2014).Itisalsoaninterdisciplinary
tool;alluniversityeducators,regardlessofsubjectareaandexpertise,canandshouldbeareflective
practitioner.Broadthinkingabouttheimportanceofbeingareflectivepractitionerwasnotably
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championedbySchon(1983)inthe1980s,butitsrelevancetocontemporaryhighereducation
teachingcontextsremainsevercritical.

Yet,despiteincreasingrecognitionthatcriticalreflectionplaysanimportantroleinuniversity
teaching,therehasnotbeenwidespreadacceptanceofthepractice.Attheturnofthe21stcentury,
Davis(2003)arguedthatreflectivepracticeinhighereducationwasnotuniversallyacceptedbecause
ofbarrierssuchasalackofresources,recognition,andthechallengesinvolvedinsupportingnon-
traditionalstudents.Whileacknowledgingitsbenefits,shewassimplynotconvincedthatreflective
practice“willnottakeplacewithintheworkinglivesofcurrentacademics”(Davis,2003,p.243).
Thesetypesofreflectivepractices—or,tobemoreprecise,lackofreflectivepractices—aremore
commonatsomeinstitutionsthanothers.McCormackandKennelly(2011,p.515),forinstance,
notedparticularlythatovertime“reflectiveconversationsseemtohavedisappearedfromeveryday
academicpractice”whenreflectingonbothoftheircareers.Otherstudies,however,havecontested
theseclaims,pointingoutthatuniversityeducatorsalreadyreflectcriticallyonpractice,andthatit
isalsoacommontraitofhighqualityteachers(Bell&Mladenovic,2015;Bell&Mladenovic,2013;
Kane,Sandretto&Heath,2004;Winchester&Winchester,2011).Theconsensus,overall,appears
tobearecognitionoftheimportanceofcriticalreflection,butthattherealitiesofworkinginabusy
teachingenvironmentultimatelyrestrictitswidespreadpractice.

METHODOLOGY

Theresearcheradoptedacriticallyreflectivemethodologytoexplorepersonalexperiencesofteaching
non-traditional first-year studentsonlineoverone semester. It also adopted an autoethnographic
approach, in which critical self-reflection was considered in relation to the wider socio-cultural
andeducativecontext inwhich the researchwasconducted.AsAdams,HolmanJonesandEllis
(2014) outlined, autoethnographies collect qualitative data using a deep reflective process and
thenconnectone’sownreflectionstoabroaderaudienceorculture.Thisresearchmethodologyis
becomingincreasinglypopularinthehumanitiesandsocialsciencesdisciplinesbutrequiresanhonest
andmeticulousapproachtotheanalysis that isassessedagainstsetcriteria(LeRoux,2017).As
authoethnographiesrelyonanunorthodoxmethodologyofcriticalself-reflectionandanalysisfordata
collection,thisstudyappliedLeRoux’s(2017)criteriaforreliableandauthenticauthoethnographic
studies:Subjectivity,Self-Reflexivity,Resonance,Contribution,andCredibility.Thissetofcriteria
wascreatedinlightofpreviousstudiesthatexploredaspectsofhighqualityautoethnographiesand
howacademicrigourcouldstillbeuphelddespiteafocusontheself(Méndez,2013;Tracy,2010;
Ellis&Bochner,2000).

LeRoux’s(2017)fivecriteriawereaddressedthroughoutthedevelopmentofthisresearchprocess.
Subjectivityreferstothereflectivepractitionerbeingprimarilyvisibleintheresearch,andasaresult,
datacollectionincludedpersonalviewsontheteachingprocessandfrequentlyusedthefirst-personto
articulateeventsandactions.Self-Reflexivityreferstoawarenessofthebroaderhistoricalandcultural
contextoftheself-analysis,whichinthiscasethepedagogicimplicationsforstaffaccessibilityand
engagementwithstudentswereconnectedtothelearningcontextfornon-traditionalstudentsand
thewiderteachingcontextforonlineeducators.BothResonanceandContributionrelaterespectively
todevelopinganemotionalandmeaningfulconnectiontoothersandgeneratingnewbestpractice
models.Thiswasachievedbyagenuineattempttowritehonestlyandopenlyineachreflection,as
wellasproposeimprovementstopracticebasedonexperiencesthatwererecorded.Finally,inorderto
addresstheCredibilitycriterion,theDeanoftheCollegeofEducationoversawtheresearchprojectfor
qualityassurancepurposesinplaceofformalethicsapproval(NationalHealthandMedicalResearch
Council,2014).Thestudywasexemptfromaformalethicsreviewprocessduetothenegligiblerisk
oftheprojectandthattheresearchmethodologywasprincipallyaself-evaluationactivity.

Theresearcherobservedrelevantstaffandstudentactivitiesduringtheteachingperiodandwrote
weeklyreflectionsregardingtheengagementwith27onlinestudentsenrolledinCUC100.These
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studentshaddiverseeducational,culturalandlinguisticbackgrounds.Mostofthecohortcomprised
ofmatureageddomesticstudentslivinginthemajorAustraliancapitalcitiessuchasMelbourneand
Adelaide,butitalsoincludedstudentsthatoriginatedfromanothercountry(SouthAsiaandAfrica
werethemostcommonregionsoforigin),spokeEnglishasasecondlanguage,orlivedinremoteareas
ofAustralia.Onestudenthadarecordedhistoryofdyslexia,attentiondeficitdisorderandanxiety.

Reflectionswerebasedonemailandtelephonecommunications,asthesewerethetwoprimary
methodsofindividualstudentinteractionwithonlineteachingstaff.Studentengagementwithunit
contentontheLMSanddiscussionforumspostsdidnotformthebasisofthereflectiveanalysis
becausethesedutiesareprimarilymanagedbytheunitcoordinatorandnotindividualteachingstaff.
Assessment feedback was also not considered; however, student enquiries regarding assessment
itemswereincluded.Allspecificreferencestostudentswereanonymisedinthereflectionsandhave
subsequentlybeengivenpseudonymstoprotectstudentprivacy.

Aspartofthesereflections,responseswererecordedbasedonthreethematicareas:increasing
accessibility,engagingwithstudentsaboutacademiccontent,andpersonalviewsaboutinteracting
withstudentsfacingdifficultchallengesimpactingthelikelihoodofacademicsuccess.Thesequestions
wereadaptedfromsuggestedreflectivequestionsposedbyBrodie(2012):

1. WhatwaysdidImakemyselfaccessibleforstudentsshouldtheywishtocontactme?DidIfeel
thiswaseffective?Whyorwhynot?

2. How did I encourage students to communicate with me about their academic study? What
evidencewastherethatthisworkedthisweek?

3. DidIfeelinanywayfrustratedordemotivatedbystudentbehavioursuchasnon-submissionor
failuretorespondtofollow-upcontact?HowdidImanagethis?WhatcouldIdopersonallyto
respondmorepositivelytotheseprofessionalchallenges?

Weeklyresponseswerecategorisedintotheseareasandrecordedinajournal.Theseresponses
were reviewedandanalysedat theendof thesemesterby lookingforsalient themesrelevant to
improvingstaffaccessibilityandengagementwithstudents.Basedontheseresponses,thisarticle
wasdevelopedwithamindsettochallengebroaderassumptionsandperceptionsofteachingfirst-
yearundergraduatestudents,aswellasprovideabasisforalteringfutureteachingpracticestobetter
supporttheneedsofonlinecohorts.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION: AN AUTOETHNOGRAPHIC 
REFLECTIVE PRACTICE APPROACH

Increasing Accessibility
Likeeverysemester,mindfulnessaboutaccessibilityandstudentengagementwasakeyfocusin
Weeks1-3.IreviewedmystaffpictureandcontactdetailsontheLMS,andsentoutthestandard
weeklyemailstomystudentgroupaftersomesmallcustomisededitstomakeitmorepersonable.I
alsoaddedacommentattheendoftheseemailstoencouragestudentstocontactmeviaphoneor
emailiftheyhadanyquestionsorconcerns,as“Iwouldbeveryhappytoassistthem”.Thisfeltroutine
andadministrativeinsteadofintellectuallystimulating,butIactedasifIwasgenuinelyenthusiastic
andexcitedfortheupcomingsemester.IrecordedinaWeek2journalentrythatthisfelt“somewhat
disingenuous”and“insincere”becauseintruthIdidnotfeelparticularlyexcited;Ihadalreadytaught
theunitbeforeandhadjustfinishedabusyteachingperiodduringtheprevioussemester.Iwrote,
quitecandidly,that“IhopedIwouldnotbeinundatedwithstudentphonecallsandemails”inthe
earlyweeksbecauseIhadothertaskstocompleteandfeltlikeIwasstillmentallyrecoveringfrom
markingmanyfinalreportsandfinalisinggradesfromtheprevioussemester.
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Onreflection,IexaggeratedmyinterestandmotivationforthenewsemesterbecauseIwanted
students to feelcomfortableanddetermined tostart theirstudiespositively. Ialsoknewsuchan
approachwassupportedbyamajorAustralianresearchstudybyKrauseandCoates (2008) into
studentviewsontheirfirst-yearuniversityexperience,whichsuggestedstudentsrespondwell to
academicstaffmemberswhoshowenthusiasmanddemonstrateapersonalinterestintheirstudents.
WhileIrecognisedthatthereweregoodreasonswhyIwouldexaggeratemyexcitementandinterest,
Ialsoreflectedthatitwouldbeimportanttoshowgenuineempathytofirst-yearstudentsandremind
myselfofthenewlearningsituationtheyarein,particularlyinanonlinecontextwhichcanoftenbe
isolating.Thiswouldnotonlyencouragestudentstomakecontactifneeded,butalsotoencourage
studentstocontinuetoengagewiththeunitcontent.

By Week 5 and 6, I received a larger amount of student communication because a major
assessment,anannotatedbibliography,wasdueinWeek7.Ianticipatedthisincreaseincommunication
andwasinfactencouragedthatIreceivedquestionsabouttheassessmentbeforeitwasdueinthe
hopethatstudentswouldbetterunderstandthetaskrequirementsandsubsequentlyproduceahigher
qualitypieceofwork. Inemails leadingup to theassessmentduedate, Iemphasised that Iwas
availabletotalkwithstudentsaboutanyconcernsorquestionsthattheyhadabouttheassessment.
IalsoindicatedthattheycouldmakecontactbyphoneoremailatanytimeandIwouldrespondas
soonasIcould.Ithoughtthiswasimportant,asanannotatedbibliographycanbeadifficulttask
forafirst-yearstudenttocompleteandonlinestudentswouldpotentiallyhavelessopportunitiesto
understandthetaskthroughpeerdiscussionsiftheyhadnotmadeconnectionswithotherstudents
inthesameunit.BasedontheresponsesIgottomyemail,IfeltthatIhadsuccessfullymademyself
availabletostudentsfortheassessmentinthisinstance.IrecordedinaWeek6entrythat:

Six students replied to my email asking follow up questions about the annotated bibliography. I think 
this is a decent level of engagement from a cohort of 27 students and shows that they can contact 
me easily. One student also requested a phone conversation about the task … Sandra was a mature 
aged student living interstate, so perhaps she felt more comfortable speaking rather than through 
email. It was encouraging that she made contact and felt confident to ask about having a discussion 
in a way that best suited her needs.

Ifeltpositiveaboutthisexperience.ItalsoconfirmedIshouldcontinuetoexplicitlyofferboth
phoneandemailcommunicationchoices,asIhadnoticedschoolleaverstendtoprefercontactvia
emailwhereasmatureagedstudentsoftenopttomakecontactviatelephone.2Inthiscase,however,
uponviewingthatSandra’sassessmentsubmissiondidnotquiteaddresstherequirementswediscussed,
thereseemedtobesomemiscommunicationormisinterpretationinmyconversationwithher.Upon
reflection,IrecordedinalaterweekthatIshouldfollowupeveryimportantphonecallwithanemail
summarisingthetopicoftheconversation.Thiswouldensurethatthereisawrittenrecordofwhat
wasdiscussedandthereisareducedchanceofanyambiguityintheadviceorsupportIoffered.
Italsoprovidesanotheropportunitytoshowempathytostudents’situationsorlearningneedsand
assurethemthattheywillbesupportedduringtheirstudy(Mikkonen,Kyngäs,&Kääriäinen,2015).
Myonlyhesitationtothisextrastepwastheadditionaltimeitwouldtaketowriteadetailedemail
afterlengthyphoneconversations.Toaddressthesetimemanagementconcerns,Iconsideredthatit
mightbeusefultoprovidemyselfwithgeneralguidelinesastohowmuchtimeIshouldaimtospend
oneachstudentinteractionviaemailorphone.

Bythefinalweeksofthesemester,Ihadengagedwithmostofmyonlinestudentsoutsideof
assessmentfeedback.Idevelopedapatternofencouragingstudentstomakecontactforanystudy-
relatedquestionsandincludedcontactdetailsclearlyinallcorrespondence.Nearingthefinalessay
assessment(whichwasweighted50%oftheunitgrade)dueinWeek12,myreflectionsbecame
focusedonstudentengagementwithacademiccontentratherthanaccessibility.However,bytheend
ofthesemester,IdidnotethatIfelt“disconnected”withmyonlinestudentswhencomparedtothose



International Journal of Online Pedagogy and Course Design
Volume 10 • Issue 1 • January-March 2020

54

Itaughtoncampus.Duringface-to-faceclasses,IfeltthatIgottoknowstudents’background,their
reasonsforstudying,aswellastheirstrengthsandareasofimprovement.Onlinestudents,incontrast,
felthardertorecogniseandrememberbecauseIdidnotseetheirfacesorengagewiththemona
weeklybasis.Lookingforwardtofutureteachingpractices,IrecordedthatIshouldinvitestudents
atthestartofasemestertomakecontactbyemailorphoneandsharealittleaboutthemselves,such
astheiracademicbackgroundandreasonsforstudy.Ienvisagedthatthiswouldbejustanoptional
exercise,andonethataimedtorelatethesedetailstotheiracademicstudyratherthandiscussing
irrelevantpersonaldetails.Whilethismaybetimeconsuming,Iponderedthatitwouldbeaneffective
methodforincreasingaccessibilitywithonlinestudents,aswellaspotentiallymotivatingoneselffor
sharingthelearningprocesswithstudentsthroughoutthesemester.

Engaging with Students about Academic Content
Regularengagementwithstudentsaboutunitcontentisacriticalcomponentofteachingonline.In
thiscontext,academiccontentreferstotwoelements;asCUC100isaliteracy-focusedunit,itrefers
notonly to thestudyofsustainabilitybutalso to theunderstandingandapplicationofacademic
skills.Inearlycommunicationswithstudentsthroughemail,Imadeaconsciousefforttoinclude
anopen-endedcontent-basedquestionattheendofthefirstcorrespondencewitheachstudent.This
wasasimpleyeteffectiveexercise.Forexample,asthecontentinWeeks1and2promptedstudents
toreflectontheirunderstandingofsustainabilityandtolistexamplesofsustainabilityconcernsthey
havecomeacrossintheircommunity,Ifounditrelativelyeasytoincludefollow-upquestionsby
simplyaskingstudentstoconsidertheeconomic,environmentalandsocialelementsoftheexamples
theyprovided(Collins,Galli,Patrizi&Pulselli,2018;Herremans&Reid,2002).AsIrecordedin
Week2,thisexerciseproducedaresponsefromalmosteverystudentthatwasasked.Ialsorecorded
thatIfelt“positive”and“confident”thatthesecommunicationswereengagingonlinestudentsand
developingtheirunderstandingofkeyunitconceptsatanearlystageofthesemester.

As the unit concepts and literacy skills increased in complexity over the course of twelve
weeks,engagingstudentsacademicallybecameprogressivelymoredifficult.Forinstance, itwas
timeconsumingtoexplaintheliteraryanddeliveryfeaturesofanannotatedbibliographyororal
presentation,anddoingsowouldoftenpromptstudentstoaskadditionalclarifyingquestionsabout
howtoapproacheachtask.Onestudent,Ryan,requestedanextensionforhisonlineoralpresentation
inWeek8becauseofpersonaldifficultiesrelatingtohislivingsituation.Healsosenttwoemails
andtelephonedonce,askingforfurtherguidanceonhowtoputthepresentationtogetheraswellas
howheshoulddeliverit.IrecordedinWeek8that:

From the records available to me, Ryan completed high school in Australia less than ten years ago. 
I write this because I would expect a student from his educational background to know how to use 
PowerPoint and have a general understanding of how to give an oral presentation. He either seems 
quite confused about the task or determined to ensure he completes it perfectly. In any case, I think 
if I provided more guidance when he first contacted me or engaged with him earlier in the semester 
it may have saved time and/or put him on an earlier path toward success.

Thiswasaninterestingcaseinwhichtherewasclearoverlapbetweenmyeffortstoengagestudents
academicallyandthepersonalcircumstanceswhichwereaffectingtheirrespectiveabilitiestostudy.
WhileIacknowledgedinthesubsequentweeklyentrythatIneededtorecognisethelimitationsin
engagingstudentswithunitcontentiftheyfacedchallengingpersonalsituations,itwasimportant
tonotethatIreasonedhaving“asupportivediscussionaroundmeetingstudycommitments”aswell
asprovidingclearandcomprehensiveadviceaboutassessmentitemswouldensurebestpracticefor
teachingonlinestudentsinthiscontext.

Anotherstudent,Jenny,alsocontactedmeviaemailtoaskforguidanceontheoralpresentation.
Sheappearedconfusedabouthowtorecordhervoiceforthepresentationaswellashowtodevelop
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herthesisstatementforthefinalessay(thepresentationrequiresstudentstopresenttheirresearch
andproposedplanforthefinalsustainabilityessay).InWeek8,Ireflected:

Much like Ryan, Jenny seemed to struggle with understanding the assessment task guidelines. Perhaps 
rather than taking a deficit view on students’ lack of understanding, these student queries may reflect 
a need to revisit the instructions given to students and ensure that these guidelines provide enough 
support to complete the task (such as providing instructional videos for recording audio in PowerPoint 
or how to refine a thesis statement).

Overandaboverethinkingwaysinwhichuniversityeducatorsengagewithstudents,thisreflection
impliesthatadjustmentstopracticeshouldalsopromptpossiblerevisionstoassessmentsandcurricula,
particularlywhenmore thanonestudentdemonstratesa lackofunderstanding.Supportingnon-
traditionaluniversitylearners,inshort,additionallyinvolvesregularreviewsoftheunitandconsider
waysinwhichcontentandguidelineswillbeclearandsimpletounderstandforstudentsfromdiverse
educationalandculturalbackgrounds(McKay&Devlin,2014).

Personal Challenges Supporting Online Students
Theemotionalstateofateachercanhaveadecisiveimpactonstudentsuccess.AstudybyKlusmann,
RichterandLüdtke(2016,p.1193)intoover1000Germanelementaryschoolteachers,forinstance,
foundthatemotionalexhaustion“significantly”negativelyimpactedstudentachievement.Similar
studies have explored this relationship in higher education contexts, with one study noting that
negativeemotionsneedtobecontrolledaspartofprofessionalteachingbehaviour(Hagenauer,Gläser-
Zikuda,&Volet,2016).Withthisresearchandpastteachingexperiencesinmind,Iapproachedthe
semestercognisantofthefactthatsupportingnon-traditionallearnersintheirfirstyearatuniversity
canbedifficult,especiallywhenstudyingonlineandpotentiallyfacingpersonalchallengesthatwill
affecttheirstudy.InWeek1,IrecordedthatIwantedtobe“honestwithmyemotions”butaimedto
“channelanynegativeenergyconstructively”whenIfeltfrustratedordemotivatedbypoorstudent
engagementorperformance.IdevelopedafewproactivestrategiesbyWeek2,includingimagining
“puttingmyselfintheshoes”ofanewuniversitystudentandtakingashortwalkbeforeresponding
toafrustratingemail.AnotherusefulstrategyIconsideredwastosharedifficultexperienceswith
colleagues,asthispresentedopportunitiesforpeersupport.

Usuallystudents’personalissuesdonotbegintoimpactacademicprogresssignificantlyuntilthe
middleofsemesterorwhenthefirstmajorassessmentisdue.However,byWeek3,Ihadreceived
noticeviaemailofastudent,John,whowouldlikelystruggletocompletethesemester.John’semail
waspoorlywritten,somuchsothatit“ledmetothinkthatitwasspam…untilIconfirmeditwasone
ofmyexternalstudents”.Hepresentedamedicalcertificateandtoldmehehadlearningdifficulties,
includingdyslexiaandattentiondeficitdisorder.Ialsonoticedhehadalreadymisunderstoodthe
first assessmentand incorrectly submitted the requireddocument.After consultingwithanother
colleaguebeforereplying,Igaveadetailedresponsewhichincludeddirectionstorelevantsupport
servicesandstrongencouragementtokeepincontactwithmethroughoutthesemester.AsIreflected
onthiscorrespondence:

I spent at least 10 minutes writing out a detailed reply … [it] was an immediate distraction from 
other work. It was somewhat frustrating, but I also felt a sense of accomplishment from writing such 
a comprehensive and supportive response. I was doing my duty.

Unfortunately,bytheendofWeek4Johnhadnotrepliedandhadwithdrawnfromtheunit.
IrecordedthatIfelt“deflated”and“annoyedthatIspentsomuchtimetryingtohelpanddidnot
evengetaresponse”.ByWeek5,however,IreflectedthatthefactorsdrivingJohn’sdecisionto
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withdrawwereclearlyforpersonalreasonsandnotduetoeffortstoengageandsupporthim.“Idid
everythingIcouldwithoutoversteppingprofessionalboundaries”,IwroteinWeek5,addingthat“I
shouldtrytoavoidbecomingtooemotionaloverstudentsthatwillstruggleacademicallyregardless
ofanyteachingsupport”.

ThroughoutthesemesterImaderegularcommentsaboutfeelingexhausted,principallywhen
receiving assessment extension requests and assisting students to meet submission deadlines. In
Week7,InotedthatIfelt“constantlytiredofsayingthesamethingstostudentsaboutgettingin
contactearlierandtryingtostayontopoftheirstudy”.Inthisregardoneparticularstudent,Matthew,
presentedanespeciallydifficultchallengethroughoutthesemester.Hehadunintentionallyplagiarised
alearningreflectioninWeek5.Afterwards,hecompletelymisunderstoodthetaskrequirementsof
theannotatedbibliographyassessmentandneededtwoextensionstoresubmitit.Ihadspokenwith
Matthewonthephoneandhadnodoubtsthathewasmakingagenuineattempttocompletetheunit,
butIcouldnothelpfeelingfrustratedattheextraeffortsIhadtogotojustsohehadachanceof
successfullycompletingtheunit.IrecordedinWeek8quitecandidlythat“itdidn’tfeelfairthatIhad
togotosuchlengthstosupporthim…hewasclearlynotcapableofstudyingonlinenorstudying
atthetertiarylevelaltogether”.Again,Itookthisopportunitytoremindmyselfofthelimitations
ofmyroleinanonlinefirst-yearteachingsettingandsoughttosupporthimasbestIcouldwithout
becomingtooemotionallyinvestedinhislearningjourney.Ialsofoundit“calming”to“imagine
myselfinMatthew’sstudyshoes”,asthisgavemegreaterperspectivefortheacademicchallengeshe
couldbefacing.Teachingcolleagueswerealsoempathetictothesechallenges,andthroughsharing
theseexperienceswiththemIfeltsupportedandassuredthatitwasnotanissuethatIfacedalone.

Implications for Practice
Duringthisreflectiveprocess,afinalimportantstepwastocontemplatethepedagogicalimplications
ofthereflectionsdocumentedandconsiderhowthesecouldinformadjustmentstotheteachingand
learningprocess,particularlyinafirst-yearonlineteachingsetting.Afterall,asFook(2015)argued,
withoutconsideringtheimplicationsforpracticetheeffectivenessofthecriticalreflectionprocessis
severelylimited.Derivedfromtheresultsofthisreflectiveprocess,sevenkeypracticalsuggestionsto
improveaccessibilityandstudentengagementinanonlinetertiaryteachingcontextweredeveloped:

1. Genuinelyencouragestudentstocontactteachingstaffearlyintheteachingperiodtodiscuss
brieflytheirmotivationsandconcernsforstudyingatthetertiarylevel.Ensurethatcontactdetails
arereadilyavailableinallonlinelearningplatformsandcorrespondencetostudents;

2. Avoidprovidingshortresponsestostudentsthatreducethelikelihoodofcontinueddialogue.
Instead, use open-ended content-based questions in discussion forums and email replies to
promotecriticalthinkingandstudentinquiryintotheunittopics;

3. Compilealistofcommonstudentqueriesrelatingtoteachingandlearningissuesattheendof
thesemesterandusethisasevidenceforongoingcurriculumreview;

4. Recognise the limitationsofprovidingacademicsupport tonon-traditionalstudents,as they
oftenfacemanypersonalchallengesthatcansignificantlyimpacttheirstudy;

5. Behonestwithoneselfwhendealingwithfeelingsoffrustrationorexhaustion,andideallylook
forappropriatemethodstochannelthatenergyconstructivelybeforehavingdifficultconversations
withnon-engagedstudents.Someexamplesincludetakingashortwalkandsharingdifficult
experienceswithcolleagues;

6. Barringexceptionalcircumstances,spendnolongerthan5minuteswritinganemailtoastudent
or10minutesspeakingtoastudentonthephone;

7. ConsidertheuseofaWeek1gradedassessmentinwhichstudentswriteadiscussionforumpost
abouttheirbackground,reasonsforstudyingatuniversityandinterestintheunitofstudy.
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While this list of recommendations is not exhaustive, it appropriately encapsulates the key
elementsthatinformedfutureimprovementstoteachingandlearningpracticeinthisresearchcontext.
Othernotablerecommendationsincludedfollowingupdifficultphonecallswithonlinestudentsusing
asummaryemailtominimisethepossibilityofmiscommunicationorconfusion,aswellasrewarding
oneselfthroughself-praisewhenexperiencingpositivefeedbackfromstudents.

CONCLUSION

Whilesupportingfirst-yearnon-traditionalstudentscanbeadifficultchallengeforuniversitiesand
their respective teachingstaff, it is important thatuniversityeducatorsareconstantlymindfulof
howstaffareaccessible,engagestudentswithacademiccontent,andmanagepersonalviewsabout
troubledstudentsinanonlinelearningenvironment.Throughanautoethnographiccriticalreflection
process,thisarticleconsideredtheseelementsthroughoutanonlineteachingsemesterandprovided
practicalsuggestionsforimprovingaccessibilityandstudentengagementpracticesinthiscontext.
Keyoutcomesincludedtheneedforgenuineandopen-endedinteractionwithstudentsattheearly
stagesofasemesteraswellasrecognisingthelimitationsofprovidingsupporttonon-traditional
students.Anotherimportantoutcomewastoconsidermethodsformanagingfrustratingsituationswhen
studentsdonotengageorrequiresignificantadditionalassistance.Inthisway,thisarticleprovided
practicalstrategiesfordevelopingmeaningfulacademicrelationshipswithnon-traditionalstudents
inanonlinecontext,whichcanconsequentlyreducethelikelihoodoffirst-yearstudentswithdrawing
fromstudy.Italsoconfirmedthebenefitsofcriticalreflectioninhighereducationsettingsandthe
broaderimpactitcanhaveonpedagogicapproachestotertiaryteachingandlearning.
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