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ABSTRACT: The University of Newcastle is one of the eighteen universities offering architecture 
programs in Australia, with programs at both undergraduate (Bachelor of Design Architecture) and 
Masters (Master of Architecture) degree levels, and with a student body of 386. Over the past five 
years there has been an average 40–50% drop in students who commence the post-graduate degree 
after completing the undergraduate degree. Using enrolment data and data from student focus groups, 
key issues affecting continuation to the post-graduate degree were identified, which included 
dissatisfaction with the course and an inability to secure work locally. Focus groups with staff 
developed solutions to address these and other issues. The issues and solutions fell into the following 
four categories: curriculum, cultural, industry linkages, and marketing. Based upon this study, a plan 
was developed to enable the program structure and its delivery to be refined and to improve the 
student experience. While the study is drawn from data compiled from a single source, it provides an 
insight into the changing culture of architectural education nationally and the flow-on effect of the 
Bachelor/Masters restructuring. It also highlights issues facing regional institutions in the increasingly 
urbanised context of architectural education. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The University of Newcastle is a regional university in New South Wales, located some 180km north of Sydney. In 
many ways the problems of regional universities are unique, based as they are in various issues to do with proximity 
and distance. For the School of Architecture and Built Environment at the University of Newcastle, declining student 
numbers continuing into the Masters program has been an ongoing problem over five years, while at the same time 
enrolments in the first degree have continued to expand (Architecture Schools of Australasia 2010). To what extent 
this was a problem to do with the School, the programs, or our distance from Sydney, became the focus of a study 
aimed at improving the retention of existing students continuing into the second degree.  

The University of Newcastle is one of the eighteen universities offering architecture programs in Australia. The 
School of Architecture and Built Environment, with a student body of 386, offers two consecutive programs: an 
undergraduate Bachelor of Design Architecture (three years) and a post-graduate Master of Architecture (two years). 
Students are encouraged to work in architectural practice in a gap year between the two degrees. Over the past five 
years there has been a perceived drop in students who commence the post-graduate degree after completing the 
undergraduate degree.  

In this study the authors aimed to (i) confirm the actual drop off in student numbers between the Bachelors and 
Masters programs, (ii) to understand through student focus groups the reasons for students returning or not returning 
to undertake the Masters following completion of the Bachelor program and (iii), through the presentation of the 
findings to a staff focus group, to develop strategies to improve student retention. The use of a qualitative method has 
meant that the study relies largely on a single source of data, and this is acknowledged as a limitation; comparative 
figures, while helping to define the problem, could not, however, deliver the same insight as the focus group method 
into the particular conditions of students at a regional university. 

1. RESEARCH METHOD 

The project has used both qualitative and quantitative approaches to data collection. To reach the three objectives 
outlined above, three forms of evidence were collated and analysed: 

• Student graduation and enrolment data 
• Student focus group data 
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• Staff focus group data 

1.1 Student graduation and enrolment data 
In order to assess the extent to which students returned to undertake the Masters following completion of the 
Bachelor degree, annual routine data collected by the University of Newcastle, spanning the years 2005 to 2008, was 
collected and analysed. The following three data sets were used: (i) percentage of overall students enrolling into the 
Masters following completion of the Bachelor degree; (ii) the percentage of top 20 students enrolling into the Masters 
following completion of the Bachelor degree (based on final graduating academic mark); and (iii) the percentage of 
top 10 students enrolling into the Masters following completion of the Bachelor degree (based on final graduating 
academic mark). 

1.2 Student focus groups 
In August 2010 a series of focus groups were held involving a sample of 60 students from the two architecture 
programs (Bachelors and Masters) within the School of Architecture and Built Environment. The students were 
recruited via an open invitation, and the groups were comprised of students from the following stages of the program:  

i) Final year of the Bachelor of Design Architecture program (18 students) 
ii) First year of the Master of Architecture program (18 students) 
iii) Second year of the Master of Architecture program (24 students) 

An independent facilitator external to the School of Architecture conducted six focus groups of between 9–12 student 
participants. Each group was made up of students drawn from the same year of the program. The participants were 
asked to discuss, relevant to the stage of their studies, reasons that would influence a decision not to return to post-
graduate studies at the same institution, in other words, why they would choose to stay away. The groups were 
asked to generate ideas, reach consensus on the top issues, as well as indicate what they considered the most 
important issue. Each group focussed on issues relevant to their own experience, as this related to three distinct 
parts of their studies: (i) the Bachelor of Design Architecture program, (ii) the gap year working in industry and (iii) the 
Master of Architecture program.  

The participants were then asked, relevant to the stage of their studies, why they would choose to come back. The 
groups were asked to generate ideas focusing on what they liked about the program, reach consensus on the most 
important factors and then rank their preferences. This data was then analysed, and four thematic issues were 
identified into which the data and the proposed solutions could be organised: culture, curriculum, industry linkages 
and marketing.  

1.3 Staff focus group 
In order to generate strategies to address student retention between the two degrees, a staff focus group was held in 
September 2010. The focus group was made up of 4 staff members from the School of Architecture, including one of 
the authors (RA). The results of the study, which included analysis of student graduation and enrolment data and 
analysis of the focus group data, were presented to the group. The group were asked to take into account the 
positive aspects of the student experience identified by the focus groups, and to generate ideas that would address 
the less positive issues raised by the focus groups.  They were asked to reach consensus on strategies to address 
the most important issues identified by the focus groups, which are outlined below.  

2. INVESTIGATION 

2.1 Student graduation and enrolment data  
The numbers of students continuing from the undergraduate program to the Masters program between 2005 and 
2008 are shown in the following tables 1-3, which confirm that there has been a gradual decline in enrolments, 
although the figures are still consistent with the national averages identified by Ostwald and Williams (2008) who note 
that while the number of architecture students overall has steadily increased over 20 years, the ratio of commencing 
to completing students nationally has remained, on average, 1:2 (i.e. 50%). 

Table 1: Total number of students continuing to the Masters program following graduation from the 
Bachelors program 

 
                                             Source: (School of Architecture & Built Environment 2011) 
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Table 2: Top 20 students continuing to the Masters program following graduation from the Bachelors 
program 

 
                                        Source: (School of Architecture & Built Environment 2011) 

 

Table 3: Top 10 students continuing to the Masters program following graduation from the Bachelors 
program 

 
                                      Source: (School of Architecture & Built Environment 2011) 

 

2.2 Student focus groups 
The focus groups were held with students from the final year of the Bachelor of Architecture program (third year), the 
first year of the Master of Architecture program (fourth year), and the final year of the Master of Architecture program 
(fifth year). In total 60 students took part. In the focus groups, students were asked to discuss factors that would 
influence their decision to enrol in the Masters program, and why they would choose to stay away. The student 
responses are outlined in Table 4. 

Table 4: Student focus groups - why they stay away 

Curriculum - why they stay away 
    Dissatisfied with the program or some courses (particularly technical skills) 
    Can’t do Masters part time 
    Can’t undertake courses in the program remotely 
Cultural - why they stay away 

Little sense of community in the School 
Decide they don’t want to be an architect 
Little understanding of the local architectural industry 
Little understanding of how to get a job and ill-prepared for the workplace 

Industry linkages - why they stay away 
    No jobs in region 
    Got a job outside region 
    Sydney pay is better 
Marketing - why they stay away 
    Little understanding of the Masters degree 
    Lost contact with the University and with other students from their year 

                                                                               Source: (School of Architecture & Built Environment 2011) 

In the focus groups, students were also asked to discuss what it was that they liked about the programs, and why 
they would choose to come back. The student responses are outlined in Table 5. 
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Table 5: Student focus groups - why they come back 

Curriculum - why they come back 
    Design studio   
    Able to undertake own final year project  
Cultural - why they come back 
    Friends returning   
    Looking forward to 5th Year exhibition   
Industry linkages - why they come back 
    Found a job locally  
Marketing - why they come back 
    Family lives locally  
    Reputation of the School  
    Better lifestyle and cheaper to live in a regional centre  

                                                                                    Source: (School of Architecture & Built Environment 2011) 

2.3 Staff focus group 
The staff focus group was asked to consider the student focus group data and to suggest and agree upon proposals 
for action. The following tables outline the solutions proposed by the staff focus group. Table 6 outlines solutions to 
cultural issues, Table 7 outlines solutions to curriculum issues, Table 8 outlines solutions to industry linkages issues, 
and Table 9 outlines solutions to marketing issues. 

Table 6: Solutions to cultural issues 

Focus group issues: 
• Little sense of 

community amongst 
year and discipline 

• Decided they did 
not want to be an 
architect 

• Friends returning 
• 5th year exhibition 

Solutions: 
Establish year representative roles in each year to represent student body 
Establish annual third year end of year exhibition 
Establish student-led social committee to deliver Architecture annual social 
calendar and events 
Ensure students in each tutorial group are mixed up for each project so people get 
to know each other 
Bring first to fifth year students together annually around a joint project 
Introduce annual yearbook of excellent student work each year 

Source: (School of Architecture & Built Environment 2011) 

Table 7: Solutions to curriculum issues 

Focus group issues: 
• Can’t do course part 

time 
• No remote study 
• Dissatisfied with the 

program or some 
courses (particularly 
technical skills) 

Solutions: 
Enable part-time enrolment in Masters program 
Enable research course in fourth year to be delivered online 
Establish annual student focus groups for all years on the quality of the programs 
and feed back into strategic decisions  
Review current technical courses being delivered in first degree  
Establish linkages with local practices to deliver construction master classes each 
year combined with student site visits 
 

Source: (School of Architecture & Built Environment 2011) 

Table 8: Solutions to issues concerning industry linkages 

Focus group issues: 
• Little understanding 

of local architecture 
industry 

• Little understanding 
of how to get a job; 
ill-prepared for work 

• No work available 
• Work out of region 
• More pay elsewhere 
• Found a job locally 

Solutions: 
Establish Industry Advisory Panel 
Establish  local jobs network for graduating students  
Expand the pool of industries that employ our graduates, including large building 
companies and government agencies. 
Give smaller architectural practices financial incentives to employ graduates 
Strengthen industry guest lecture series—ensure a presentation of student work is 
part of their visit.  
Establish local architect / student mentoring program 
 
 

Source: (School of Architecture & Built Environment 2011) 
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Table 9: Solutions to marketing issues 

Focus group issues: 
• Reputation of 

school  
• Lifestyle 
• Design studio 
• Elective final year 

project 
• Friends returning 
• Had a job locally 
• Family lives locally 
• 5th year exhibition 

Solutions: 
Establish introduction to Masters degree to third year students  
Create Master of Architecture marketing material  
Establish marketing strategy for Bachelor degree graduates  
Establish a Facebook page for each graduating year to facilitate ongoing contact 
with students  
Annually invite Bachelor degree graduates to fifth year exhibition  
Create new Master of Architecture website  
Ensure Master of Architecture presence at post-grad expos  
Target local schools and TAFE to attract students who live in the area  
Market program online to attract students from other universities and TAFE  
 

Source: (School of Architecture & Built Environment 2011) 

3. RESULTS 

The focus group data, when analysed, provided four broad pathways through which specific interventions could take 
place. Some solutions were relatively easy to accomplish in the short term, while others will require significantly more 
time to implement and monitor, and will involve some cultural adjustment within the School. 

3.1 Why students stay 
The focus groups identified the regional location of the University as a factor influencing the choice of students to 
return; they considered it to be agreeable and more affordable. Importantly, the perception that both the University 
and the Master of Architecture program were both held in high repute was also an influence on a number of students 
to return.  A quality education and unique educational experiences were seen as important criteria by the majority of 
students, and this influenced a number of students to return to the degree at the same University.  

While University data tells us that the majority of top ten graduates continue on to complete the second degree at the 
same University, anecdotally this was attributable to these graduates being more likely to secure local jobs in their 
year out, this work giving them the experience as well as the means to stay and study locally. Securing work was 
more difficult for the average student, who often found it necessary to look beyond the local market for work 
placement in the year out.  For students whose families live locally or in the region, the convenience of a hometown 
University made returning for the second degree an easy choice. 

For some students, continuing studies with their friends was an incentive to continue studies at the same university. 
The second degree is an intensive preparation for a professional career, with long hours spent in the studio. This rite 
of passage is made easier with the support of friends and peers, and students acknowledge that. There is a strong 
24/7 Studio culture at The University of Newcastle, with an open plan Studio building offering individual work spaces 
for all students in designated year zones, and in which all students come together for design tutorials. This Studio 
environment was another reason students gave for continuing studies at the same University. The Master of 
Architecture program culminates in a final year design program in which students undertake a major project of their 
own choice over two semesters.  This program, and the Exhibition in which 5th Year culminates, were also cited as 
incentives for students to return to the Masters degree. 

3.2 Why students leave 
The focus groups revealed that students who lose contact with the University and with other students from their year 
during the year out feel less incentive to return to studies at the same University. A number of students decide that 
they no longer wish to be an architect and will cease studies in architecture altogether. For students wishing to take a 
year out between the Bachelor of Design and the Master of Architecture, there were relatively few jobs locally 
available to them and they had to look for work and experience outside of the region. 

For some students, the inability to enrol in the Master of Architecture program on a part-time basis, or to do some of 
the courses online or remotely, made the same University a difficult choice, especially when juggling work and study. 
Third year students in particular were also troubled by what they perceived to be their lack of skills. Many had little 
understanding of how to get a job with an architectural practice and they were not prepared for the work they were 
given if they did get one. They saw the lack of connection between the university and local architecture practices as a 
problem. 

Some students simply did not enjoy the educational experience they had had as undergraduates.  Some felt that a 
sense of community was lacking in the School, that it was hard to get to know students in the School outside their 
own year and the School offered few social events that might encourage social interaction between students in the 
School as a whole. 
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Students also reported some frustration with a certain cultural inflexibility within the School. They felt the School was 
not interested in feedback from students about the problems they had encountered with particular courses.  It was 
also apparent that students had little information about the Masters degree, since the School did not offer 
undergraduate students an introduction to the Master of Architecture program. 

3.3 Finding solutions 
As part of the process of improving outcomes in teaching and learning, the adjustments to program proposed by this 
study were aimed at increasing student satisfaction. The ultimate aim of the changes was to slow the attrition rate, 
and increase the number of students choosing to study at the same University. To do this, we needed to understand 
our strengths and weaknesses. The next stage of the study involved defining actions that could be taken to reinforce 
those things that we do well and identifying and refining those that we could do better. 

3.4 Defining what we do well 
The focus groups allowed us to identify those aspects of the program that students were most happy with, and to 
build on this satisfaction by reinforcing those things that we do well (Table 5). From the focus group data it was 
observed that the Studio was seen as a strength of the School, both the physical facility and the design culture of 
both programs, which are studio-based. Students valued being able to select their own final year design project and 
develop that over two semester-long courses. Being a regional university has lifestyle benefits including more 
affordable accommodation for students and the chance to study close to home for local students.  These formed the 
basis for new initiatives to enhance the student experience.  

3.5 What we could do better 
When the focus groups were reconvened with members of the teaching staff, it was with the aim of identifying what 
we could do better as a School, assuming that qualitative improvements to the student experience could only 
enhance the attractiveness of the second degree to existing students. The issues discussed were based on the 
needs identified by the four broad categories of data produced by the initial focus group study. These included 
possible changes to the degree structure and course delivery, opportunities that might allow the whole School to work 
together, ways of documenting and celebrating student achievement and actively assisting students with placement 
in industry as well as strengthening ties with local architectural practices. 

From this follow-up study, a range of specific actions emerged in which each of the problems identified in the focus 
groups was partnered with or in some way addressed by a solution. The solutions included shorter and longer-term 
strategies, with some ‘quick wins’ possible that could begin to make an impact on the student experience almost 
immediately. One of these was enabling part-time and remote enrolment in some Masters degree courses and 
increasing flexibility within the degree, another was the election of a social committee to conduct a series of events 
for the whole School.  This allowed the School to begin almost immediately to address some of the cultural issues 
students had raised about the lack of a sense of School community. While flow-on effects are not expected to be 
seen until these students return from their year out (12 to 24 months), it is expected that these initial measures will 
then begin to have some effect upon the re-enrolment of students. 

3.5.1 Solutions to cultural issues 
In response to student concerns about a lack of sense of community in the School and to build upon the strengths of 
the School identified in focus groups, new initiatives aimed at encouraging student engagement with others in the 
School and to celebrate progress through the two degree programs have been developed (Table 6). An exhibition to 
mark the end of third year is expected to become the counterpart to the fifth year exhibition, which is held in high 
regard by many students. Other initiatives include a joint project for all years of the School, and an annual design 
yearbook. 

3.5.2 Solutions to curriculum issues 
The solutions to address issues of curriculum are outlined in Table 7.  It is now possible for students to enrol in the 
Master of Architecture degree on a part-time basis, and this addresses one of the issues raised in the focus groups. It 
is also possible to undertake the fourth year research course online, which allows students to study both part-time 
and remotely.  If a student is working out of the region, this enrolment flexibility will now allow them to commence 
post-graduate studies and continue to work on a full or part-time basis. It is also possible to enrol in the fourth year 
construction course as a distance learner. The construction courses on offer in the first degree are currently under 
review; changes to the delivery of construction courses and the technical skills that students graduate with are being 
made, as these were perceived by undergraduates as a weakness of their program. In addition, planning is underway 
to update technical knowledge and to augment existing construction teaching and learning in the School. 

Student feedback about the two programs will now be recognised in specific ways. Annual focus groups with students 
are intended to produce ongoing data with which to monitor the impact of changes made, as well as give an 
indication of student satisfaction with both programs across all years of the School. 

3.5.3 Solutions to issues concerning industry linkages 
An Industry Advisory Panel has been established to address the need that students perceived for a better 
understanding of the local architecture industry. It will advise the School how best to integrate current practices into 
the curriculum and student learning experiences, as well as provide an up-to-date outlook on the roles currently 
played by architects in practice. The local jobs network is an initiative aimed at helping graduates find work in practice 
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and assisting smaller practices to employ graduate students. This will help students to overcome the hurdle of finding 
suitable work in their gap year or as graduate architects, and will address some of the weaknesses identified in focus 
groups. The solutions proposed to issues to do with industry linkages are outlined in Table 8. 

3.5.4 Solutions to marketing issues 
Some of the issues raised by students in the focus groups were really matters to do with information availability and 
targeting. Introducing third year students to the Master of Architecture degree, for example, and inviting them to enrol, 
as well as making them aware of the other possibilities available to them such as working a gap year or combining 
work and study was a strategy to develop awareness in response to the focus group feedback. A Facebook page for 
each graduating year is aimed at keeping graduates in touch with one another and with the School. Promotional 
material for the Master of Architecture program including a website, have also been developed. The solutions to 
marketing issues are outlined in Table 9. 

4. DISCUSSION 

The focus group method has provided specific contextual data which has internal reference to the School alone, but 
which is also relevant in the external context of the national benchmarking and teaching and learning frameworks 
being currently proposed, which consider the student experience, the learning environment and the quality of 
outcomes for institutions. Central to these frameworks is the notion of the ‘self-regarding institution’. 

According to Ewell (1984), the self-regarding institution is one that scrutinises its own performance and is thus better 
prepared to adapt and change for improved performance. This scrutiny can take the form of both institution-wide 
examination and self-assessment at the level of Schools and Departments. Nusche (2008) discusses the advantages 
of formative self-assessment in allowing institutions to engage in evidence-based program design, and in allowing 
institutions to learn. She sees the process of reflection as an important part of institutional conduct, which gives “the 
flexibility to benchmark performance, analyse trends, evaluate individual programs, develop and improve curriculum, 
and document and demonstrate program effectiveness over time” (Nusche 2008: 36). McMillan (2005) also sees the 
need for institutions to develop their own self-examination instruments; she sees course-specific initiatives as the 
most effective way to target student persistence in individual programs. Spady (1988), too, sees benefits in self-
examination. He proposes that program and curriculum should be determined by educational outcomes, which 
Nusche defines as “what the student actually achieves, as opposed to what the institution intends to teach” (Nusche 
2008: 7). Spady’s outcome-based education model recommends organising for results: “If we were to organise for 
results we would have to make major changes in our philosophy, purpose, operations and structures” (Spady 1988: 
1), and he argues that such results would be of benefit to both student and institution. While the present study did not 
examine issues to do with program delivery as such, an outcomes focus is already a part of the course literature and 
assessment in the School. The literature suggests that the self-evaluation process can contribute to the evolution of a 
sense of purpose and direction in a School, and this study demonstrates that. 

As a type of quality assurance process, this study was designed to allow the School to react and adjust to student 
feedback. In their article ‘The Market in Australian Higher Education and the Concept of Student as Informed 
Consumer,’ Baldwin and James describe this type of self-examination as part of an inevitable process for institutions, 
given the situation of universities in the present market-oriented climate in higher education. They argue that “all 
universities should analyse their strengths and the population they wish to serve and use this to define a distinctive 
mission.” (Baldwin & James 2000: 10) They observe that student evaluation of teaching is a useful tool for 
improvement when measured at the departmental level, where the instrument used can be designed specifically for 
the context and “where effective remedial action can be taken” (Baldwin & James 2000: 9).  

Quality assurance processes such as that described by this study also have a place in the higher education 
standards and quality assessment framework recently proposed by the Tertiary Education Quality and Standards 
Agency (TEQSA). Their Discussion Paper (TEQSA 2011) makes a distinction between benchmarks with internal 
reference (to which a study such as this might contribute) and standards and quality assessment instruments which, 
of necessity, have a reference point outside of the individual institutions. TEQSA indicate that respect for a diversity 
of approaches in tertiary teaching is important to acknowledge in the standard-setting process, and that quality 
assurance processes are a necessary part of delivering excellence in education, points also made by Baldwin and 
James (2000).  

Borden observes that there is a difference between measuring quality for improvement and measuring quality for 
reasons of accountability (Borden 2008), and in fact Ewell sees these two activities as contradictory, observing that 
institutions can learn if an informed discussion about effectiveness is based upon explicit information (Ewell 1984, 
Ewell 1991), but notes that this is a different kind of data to that which measures the ‘added value’ that education has 
provided, of which he asks ‘whose values?’ This study has measured student values in relation to their studies at 
Newcastle; Ewell argues that national standards tend to measure the values of everyone but the student 
(Ewell,1984). 

Our study found that student commitment to learning could be let down by particular institutional factors, and that 
students were prepared to walk away from the institution if they perceived that the education offered there left them at 
a disadvantage. It remains to be seen whether addressing the factors raised in this study will lead to increased 
retention of students. 
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What can also be observed from the data gathered in the focus groups in this study, interestingly, is an alignment 
between Kuh’s model of ‘High Impact Educational Practices’ (Kuh 2008) and the preferences that students showed 
for those program elements that reflect them—the ‘capstone project’, group activities that involve the whole School, 
external experience in industry, and a core of subjects that are taken together by students (shared intellectual 
experiences) (Kuh 2008) High Impact Educational Practice is not a model with any influence upon the design of 
programs at Newcastle, but Kuh does claim that his model will succeed in improving the retention of students in a 
program. The findings of this study would seem to parallel his experience—it appears that students look favourably 
upon, or prefer, those elements in the program that align with High Impact descriptions. 

While several approaches can be taken to tailor a program to generate outcomes for students, the Newcastle 
approach, with its roots in Problem Based Learning, is evolving as a place-centred response that of necessity takes 
into account the specifics of location and the reality of the local industry, and at the same time acknowledges the 
diverse nature of the student body.  

CONCLUSION 

The focus group process produced useful data that with analysis has helped to produce a series of directions in 
which to initiate productive change within the School. This is a process of change with long and short-term outcomes 
requiring administration and monitoring. The support of the Head of School and Pro-Vice Chancellor are crucial to 
achieving a satisfactory outcome to the process. We are at present at the early stages of implementing the findings, 
which will require follow-up surveys and adjustment. It is hoped that future enrolments will be positively affected by 
the changes being made in the present.  
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