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The Tasmanian Legislative Council’s Inquiry into the Provisions of the 

University of Tasmania Act 1992 

University of Tasmania Submission 11 – Contemporary Student Learning 

Contemporary, high-quality and accessible learning and teaching is central to the mission of 

the University of Tasmania. This is well described in the functions of the University as outlined 

in Section 6 of the University of Tasmania Act 1992 (Act):  

(a) advancing, transmitting and preserving knowledge and learning;

(c) promoting and sustaining teaching and research to international standards of excellence;

(d) encouraging and providing opportunities for students and staff to develop and apply

their knowledge and skills;

(e) providing educational and research facilities appropriate to its other functions;

(f) promoting access to higher education having regard to principles of merit and equity.

The enunciation of these functions provides the University with a sound basis to adapt its 

approaches to learning and teaching in line with changing student cohorts, study preferences, 

employer expectations, emerging learning technologies and contemporary research into 

pedagogy; this is otherwise known as the scholarship of learning and teaching.  

This submission details the way in which the University fulfils its obligations under the Act 

though an evidence-based, continually evolving approach to student learning, in line with 

contemporary research into pedagogy (i.e. the scholarship of learning and teaching), emerging 

and established educational technologies, and changing student preferences and cohorts.    

Evolving Approaches to Learning and Teaching  

Declining Importance of Passive Content Delivery 

When the Act was first legislated the standard teaching approach in higher education was high 

volume lectures, supplemented by shorter and smaller group tutorials or laboratory sessions. 

At the time, less than 2% of Australia’s population had regular access to the internet. Distance 

education, where it existed, was supported by photocopied learning materials and cassette tapes, 

delivered by post. Standard classroom technology did not extend far beyond overhead 

projectors or videocassette recorders, and assessments were produced using early word 

processing software or still submitted handwritten.  

While the common, fictionalised representation of universities largely remains as students in 

cavernous auditoriums quietly receiving content from a lecturer, this approach is outmoded, 

and importantly, does not reflect the teaching practices we know best support student 

engagement and retention.     

The technological revolution of the past 30 years has fundamentally altered approaches to 

learning and teaching. These changes are supported by comprehensive contemporary 
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scholarship, and further reflect the expectations of students and their future employers that 

graduates will be appropriately skilled in the technologies needed to succeed in their 

professional lives. Indeed, in order to meet its obligations under the Act, the University must 

judiciously leverage proven learning technologies and interventions to achieve international 

standards of teaching excellence and ensure equitable access to higher education for all 

Tasmanians.  

 

Embedding Online Learning Resources 

 

The University of Tasmania, like all Australian universities, has been moving over many years 

to test, implement and embed online resources and activities to complement face-to-face 

delivery. Today, there is a minimum, sector-wide expectation that, with very few exceptions,1 

all units will provide comprehensive learning, assessment and support resources online via a 

learning management system that is accessible 24/7. These resources include recorded versions 

of any face-to-face lecture content, as well as interactive discussion fora, quizzes and other 

self-directed formative assessment items.  

 

Recorded face-to-face lecture content has been particularly important, as it provides students 

an opportunity to revisit the content in preparation for their assessments, or catch-up on lectures 

they may have missed due to competing work or family commitments. As students have come 

to expect recorded online lecture content, we have observed a long-term decline in face-to-face 

attendance.  Published data from leading Australian universities shows attendance often fails 

to reach 60% even at the start of semester and falls below 30% as the semester progresses.  

 

Most recently, teaching practices were dramatically impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic, 

which required rapid, University-wide adjustment to teaching practice to ensure students could 

continue in their courses as the pandemic progressed. This included the online delivery of 

coursework in areas that are more traditionally delivered face-to-face, for example, placement 

preparation in health sciences and initial teacher education; workshop-based activities in 

creative arts and music, and mooting2 sessions in law. 

 

This rapid, necessarily reactive transition to online delivery provided our academic community 

with a much deeper understanding of what things work well in an online environment and how 

these could be continued as we moved back to face-to-face delivery over late 2021 and 2022. 

This lived experience, along with the scholarship of learning and teaching, has deeply informed 

our integrated teaching approaches. 

  

Prioritising Active, Small Group Learning 

 

The contemporary scholarship of learning and teaching strongly prioritises active learning 

approaches over the traditional, didactic large group lecture format. Active learning involves 

more time spent in small group sessions such practicals, simulations, laboratories and tutorials. 

In these sessions students are supported to apply their unit content to real world problems and 

participate in discussions with their teachers and peers. Small group sessions can also include 

 
1 Exceptions are usually for units used only as shells to accommodate independent project or thesis work, non-

compulsory work integrated learning or student exchange.  
2 Mooting sessions simulate a court hearing in which students analyse a problem, research the relevant law, 

prepare written submissions, and present oral argument. 
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the opportunity for teachers to spend time talking and explaining ideas and concepts to students 

before moving into more interactive discussion and learning. 

 

While a traditional, didactic face-to-face lecture format is the lowest cost method of content 

delivery, the relative effectiveness of collaborative learning, compared with non-collaborative 

classroom learning, on student engagement, learning outcomes, as well as student self-esteem 

and attitude toward learning, has been clearly established in meta-analyses by Johnson, 

Johnson and Smith (2006) and Springer, Stanne and Donovan (1999). Large classes are often 

not conducive to fielding numerous student questions, conducting discussions or other forms 

of student-student or student-teacher interaction that might enhance interest and critical 

thinking (Bligh, 2000; Buckley et al., 2004). That traditional lectures are not the most effective 

environments for teaching skills or undertaking activities that practice higher order thinking 

(Saiyad, et al., 2018) such as undertaking analysis, evaluation, or synthesis. 

 

Active learning approaches are necessarily supported by comprehensive online resources. 

Prioritising smaller group activities for face-to-face delivery means that larger group, non-

interactive didactic lecture style delivery will be provided online. This allows students to work 

through content at their own pace, from their preferred location and at a time which suits them, 

and post any questions they have to the lecturer to online discussion boards. This is particularly 

important for the University of Tasmania and its regionally dispersed, mature-aged cohort with 

many studying by distance. A high-quality online learning experience, complementing on-

campus experiences for those who want them, supports access for all and a high degree of 

student choice. 

 

Expanding Access to Work-Integrated Learning 

 

Since 1992, the number of professional qualifications, meaning those accredited by an external 

agency to lead directly to a specific professional outcome, have increased in both availability 

and popularity. A common feature of these courses, including most of those delivered in health 

and medical sciences, as well initial teacher education, social work and engineering, are 

compulsory placements where students demonstrate their knowledge, and practical skills in a 

supervised work environment. Placements involve the direct assessment of professional 

competencies and work to ensure that graduates can capably and safely work in their chosen 

profession.  

 

Outside of professional qualifications, there is increasing demand from students to integrate 

work-based learning into their courses. Internships and other work experiences provide 

students with valuable opportunities to build connections with industry and demonstrate their 

employability to prospective employers.  

 

While work-integrated learning may for some represent a departure from the traditional 

concept of universities and seem distinct and separate from industry, evidence demonstrates 

that work-integrated learning placement and many non-placement experiences can positively 

impact work-readiness and employability skills (Smith et al., 2014).  Implementation of work 

integrated learning can differ with focus on discipline, organisation, and employer needs in 

different contexts indicating a range of effective models for work-integrated learning that can 

enhance employment (Palmer et al., 2018). Creating these opportunities further speaks directly 
to the University’s legislated mission to provide opportunities for students to develop and apply 

their knowledge and skills.   
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Contemporary Teaching Spaces and Facilities 

 

To achieve the best possible outcomes from small-group, active learning approaches, it is vital 

that the face-to-face teaching spaces and facilities available to teaching staff are intentionally 

designed to support student learning and engagement. Small-group, active learning requires a 

very different space to the large, tiered lecture hall.  

 

Facilitating group work and discussion requires modular, moveable furnishings and ample 

white-board space. Engaging students in multiple locations, including those who choose to join 

online, demands multiple screens, cameras and microphones within each space. All of the 

audio-visual (AV) equipment must be integrated with conferencing technology and be simple 

to use to ensure valuable teaching time is not lost to system or access issues.  

 

Indeed, the overarching principles for the University’s approach to teaching spaces is simplicity 

of use and consistency. It is important that students and academic staff can confidently use 

teaching spaces to the best effect. This means that all spaces, regardless of size, follow the same 

design principles and use the same software. It also requires ongoing consultation with the staff 

and students who are the primary users of each space, ongoing monitoring of attendance rates, 

and analysis of trends in student success and satisfaction.  

 

An example of this contemporary teaching space can be found in the Podium Building3 in 

Hobart City. These spaces are predominantly used by the University College in delivering 

pathway and other sub-bachelor courses to students enrolled all over Tasmania, attending on-

campus and online. The classrooms include 45 seats with movable tables, a carpeted flat floor 

and full height glass windows around three sides, providing ample natural light, with 

whiteboards on the fourth side.  LCD screens are used instead of projectors to allow the natural 

light to flood through the room, creating a bright pleasant, and inviting learning space. This 

also removes any requirements for complicated AV room control of items such as lights and 

blinds. 

 

The teaching spaces leverage a ‘Zoom Room’4 system, with a tracking camera to follow the 

teacher, room microphones for audience participation, a digital whiteboard and whiteboard 

capture camera for multi-way collaboration and wireless sharing, and control. Dual screens are 

prominent at the front and rear of the room, making the presenter’s content, and remote 

student’s video feeds, visible in the room to both the students and the presenter. By increasing 

the teacher’s awareness of their remote students, they have the opportunity to interact with 

them and include them more.    

 

Wireless features and flexible furniture, including a portable teacher’s podium allows the 

teacher to present from wherever they want to in the room or to move around their class as 

needed. The versatility lent to the space through its flexible furniture allows the space to adapt 

to many different learning scenarios.  

 

Significant and ongoing investment is required for the University to develop learning spaces 

of this kind and maintenance costs are far higher than for traditional teaching spaces with more 

limited AV equipment.  

 

 
3 Located in Melville Street, Hobart. 
4 Zoom is a secure, reliable video platform that powers communication needs such as meetings, chat, phone, 

webinars and online events. 
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A major impediment to developing contemporary learning spaces is the inability to adequately 

retrofit existing classrooms to meet modern learning needs. Many of the University’s existing 

facilities were built between the 1950s and 1970s. They feature, for example, ceilings too low 

to accommodate screens of a suitable size, poor acoustics which compromise the learning 

experience for students joining from other locations, and vertical load-bearing columns which 

undermine the utility of flexible furniture. Narrow hallways and staircases also create 

accessibility issues, and there are very few ad hoc study spaces such as foyers or student 

lounges in older buildings in Sandy Bay and Newnham. 

  

Contemporary Learning Interventions  

 

With a diversifying cohort, it is necessary for the University to deploy learning approaches and 

interventions that best support students from a range of educational backgrounds to do well in 

higher education courses.  

 

Non-traditional students include all those that come to higher education through pathways other 

than leaving secondary school with an Australian Tertiary Admission Rank (ATAR). In many 

cases they have not had the academic skills development or practice to allow them to succeed 

as we would expect most traditional school-leavers to do. As such, it is important to offer 

pathways for students that build academic skills including literacy, numeracy, communication, 

technology use and that these skills are integrated into the discipline knowledge of each course.  

 

Challenges to widening participation involve providing support for students with English as a 

second language, full-time employment, full-time family care, being first in family to enter 

higher education, not meeting normal university entry requirements and other relevant factors 

(Bowl, 2001). As technological complexity has grown, technological literacy has emerged as 

a significant barrier for many people seeking higher education (Afzal, 2020).  

 

Pathway programs are critical to ensuring higher education is widely accessible to all 

Tasmanians, no matter their previous educational background. At the University of Tasmania, 

pathways include the University Preparation Program, for adult learners with limited prior 

educational attainment; the Murina Program, targeting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

students, and the Diploma of University Studies, which for each specialisation, includes units 

which provide skills and knowledge related to students' intended degrees. 

 

Once students are enrolled in a University course, multiple strategies and support services are 

deployed, including:  

 

• Early, low-stakes assessment which allows early identification of support needs and 

helps to build students’ confidence. 

• Academic and learning skills development integrated into the curriculum of foundation 

and first year units.  

• Study support, from dedicated learning advisors and the 24/7 Studiosity5 service.  

• Riawunna, a culturally safe space for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students to 

study, access academic and cultural support and be part of a dynamic community. 

• The Student Advice and Mentorship program (SAM), which  focuses on students who 

are at significant risk of attrition. Students receive proactive, phone-based support at 

five key points through their transition to University.  

 
5 Studiosity connects students to Subject Specialists in real-time who provide feedback on their writing. 
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• UniStart, an academic orientation program open to all commencing students that 

teaches students basic academic skills to prepare them for success in their University 

studies. 

• Peer Assisted Study Sessions (PASS), which are unit specific group study sessions, 

designed and led by students who have previously and successfully studied that unit. 

 

Quality Assurance and Continuous Improvement 

 

The Academic Senate provides oversight of the University’s approaches to learning and 

teaching, including the approval and review of courses, the setting of admission requirements 

and the development of policies and/or procedures underpinning the educational experience. 

The Academic Senate, along with the University Council, is further responsible for monitoring 

the ongoing quality assurance of learning and teaching, particularly as related to student 

retention, success, satisfaction, and graduate outcomes.    

 

The functions of the Academic Senate6 and University Council7 in this regard are executed in 

line with external regulatory requirements, particularly the Higher Education Standards 

Framework (Threshold Standards) 2021 and the Australian Qualifications Framework. All 

Australian higher education providers must adhere to these regulations, which serve to 
standardise and ensure a minimum quality standard for all higher education qualifications.  

 

As we implement new models of learning and teaching that prioritise small-group, active 

learning environments, we will continue to monitor both student attendance of face-to-face 

learning activities and the way in which students use online learning resources to continue to 

refine our teaching model. Indeed, ongoing review and quality assurance is an essential part of 

best practice teaching. At the University of Tasmania, this activity includes:  

 

• Regular course reviews, overseen by the Academic Senate;  

• Course Advisory Committees for all courses, which provide advice on course content 

and delivery, with membership from the student and staff body and industry;  

• Student feedback on teaching, delivered via the end of semester eVALUate survey and 

the national Student Experience Survey. We are also piloting an early feedback model 

which is delivered in Week 5 of the semester that seeks to understand student 

engagement with their course;  

• Reviews of all units that fail to meet performance thresholds for student feedback and 

pass rates; and 

• The roll-out of peer review of teaching, where academics support their colleagues to 

critically reflect on their teaching practice and adopt new or refined approaches.  

 

Concluding Remarks 

 

Learning and teaching in higher education settings has changed significantly in the 30 years 

since the legislation of the University of Tasmania Act 1992, moulded by emerging learning 

technologies, changing student needs and discipline requirements and active research into 

teaching approaches, spaces and interventions.  

 

 
6 For further information refer to University of Tasmania Submission 5 titled Academic Senate. 
7 For further information refer to University of Tasmania Submission 4 titled University Council. 

https://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/F2022C00105
https://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/F2022C00105
https://www.aqf.edu.au/
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The Act was purposely crafted to allow for the considerable dynamism in the Australian higher 

education sector and, as a result, provides a clear mission to the University for excellence in 

learning and teaching while providing the University’s schools and disciplines with the 

flexibility to adapt their approaches in line with these changes, particularly so in delivering our 

commitment to being a University where all Tasmanians, no matter their background, can 

access and succeed in higher learning.  

 

Please contact me if you require any further information. 

 

Kind regards, 

 

 
 

Professor Mitch Parsell 

Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Education) 

University of Tasmania 
mitch.parsell@utas.edu.au 
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