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ABSTRACT: This paper explores the Semester 1, Year 1 final assessment results (aggregate mark) of 
the cohort of first year Bachelor of Design Studies students for 5 years from 1999 – 2003 at The 
University of Adelaide and compares those assessment results with their University (Tertiary) Entrance 
score (TER) which is the universally accepted predictor of their outcomes. The results, from data which 
was gathered directly from the University enrolment and records system, revealed that TER is 
significant in determining the aggregate mark but not to large extent. There is evidence that the 

relationship between TER and aggregate mark is not linear – specifically that the lowest quintile TER 
score for the last 3 years has outperformed the second lowest. Finally strategies to better align learning 
activities and assessment tasks with learning goals for all first years, whatever their Tertiary Entrance 
score to optimise their outcomes are discussed with focus on a Case Study of centralised “Study Skills” 
support from the School of Architecture, Landscape Architecture and Urban Design, and a course 
rewrite within the School. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
Australian Schools of Architecture are currently being 
invited to enrol students from at least five distinct intake 
profiles:  
• Local (Australian) HECS (Higher Education 

Contribution Scheme) liable students bearing a current 

Tertiary Entrance score (In SA/NT/WA and Tas Tertiary 
Entrance Ranking is referred to as TER; in Vic ENTER 
score; in NSW/ACT as UAI; QLD as OP and New 
Zealand as Bursaries score);  

• local HECS liable students not bearing a current 
Tertiary Entrance score (“special intake” students who 
may include indigenous and mature students); 

• local fee paying students TER Score bearing;  
• overseas fee paying students who may or may not also 

bear a current Tertiary Entrance score;  
• and over-enrolment students who are local HECS liable 

students who bear a Tertiary Entrance score which 
would not normally give them access to a tertiary place 
but for the  willingness of the institution to “over-enrol”.  

 
The concept of “over-enrolment” was initiated in the late 
1990s by the Federal Government through the Dept of 

Training and Youth Affairs (DEETYA, now DEST) as an 
administrative mechanism: 
• to increase University access for marginal groups,  
• to permit Universities a mechanism to predict their non-

progression rate, and thereby to over-enrol to 
compensate themselves for future shortfalls in their 
cohort; and to provide marginal funding of HECS load 
for over-enrolled places. 

Many Universities in response to this policy direction 
increased their places available to first year students 
through this over enrolment mechanism. The University 
of Adelaide has an over-enrolment of 13% in 2004. If the 
present Coalition Government is re-elected in 2004, they 
have presaged a penalty for publicly funded Universities 
which have over-enrolled more than 5%. Eight percent of 

a figure between 10-15,000 students is an alarming 
figure to deal with, either by attrition and non-
progression, or by accepting the funding penalty 
(Brookman,11-8-04). If we are to carry the burden of 
over-enrolment funding, what is the outcome for these 
over-enrolled students, their Institution, and their courses 

and Programs? 
The School of Architecture, Landscape Architecture and 
Urban Design at The University of Adelaide over-enrolled 
in 2001 for the first time along with comparable sections 
in their Faculty (eg Economics and Commerce). This 
initiative responded principally to the dual issues of 
providing access for equity groups and to account for 
predicted non-progression beyond first year (in particular 

first Semester of first year) of the enrolled cohort (Gillies, 
March 2001). Non-progression had peaked in 1999 at 
33% of the first year cohort in the School of Architecture, 
Landscape Architecture and Urban Design in 
comparison with the University wide non-progression 
rate of 29% for that year.  

 
Table 1: Changing enrolment demographic over 6 years 

1999-2004 
Year Tertiary Cut off 

Score 
No of 

enrolments 
% School 
leavers 

1999 83.2 60 82.8 

2000 81.3 67 89.5 
2001 68.1 88 71.6 
2002 71.25 106 88 

2003 73.8 114 78.9 
2004 77.7 112 87 

 

Table 1 shows that as the course enrolment rose in 2001 
as a result of over-enrolment, the Tertiary Entrance 
score required for entry fell by 13 percentiles, rising 
again only slightly in 2002 and 2003 when the enrolment 
numbers again rose. The number of school leavers as a 
percentage of all first year enrolments fell substantially in 
2001 which suggests that the goal of greater access for 
equity groups was achieved through this mechanism of 
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over-enrolment alone. But gaining enrolment to a tertiary 
program is only the first step in the longer term goal of 
achieving professional qualifications (McInnis, James 
and Hartley, 2000, p 10). The achievements of the 

students once enrolled, the support for their learning 
required, and the extent to which different styles of 
learning need to be supported are some of the questions 
explored later in the paper as a Case Study of actions, at 
the School and Course level, to support these vulnerable 
students  
 

RESEARCH QUESTION 
 
The resultant research questions became: 

• What was the performance of the 2003, 2002 and 2001 
cohort for Semester 1 core (mandatory) Courses in 
comparison with the 1999 and 2000 cohort of first year 
students in the School of Architecture, Landscape 
Architecture and Urban Design?  

• What are the implications for teaching as a result of this 
research into performance of students from (more) 
diverse academic backgrounds? 

For comparative purposes, and to evaluate the 
effectiveness of over-enrolment as an intervention we 
need to know the performance of over-enrolled students 
compared with students selected under the former 
criteria. We need to know their performance in their 
compulsory first year course scores. This data helps to 
draw conclusions about the veracity of traditional 
enrolment indicators for performance outcomes, over-

enrolment performance, and implications for teaching. 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
Whilst there is abundant higher education literature on 
the existence of equity groups (see for example Heagey 
2003, Anderson, Singh, Stehben and Ryerson 1998; 
Ramsay, Trantor, Charlton and Summer 1998) and to a 
lesser extent the performance of equity groups (see for 
example Evans and Farley 1998) and some excellent 

literature on transition for commencing first year students 
(see for example McInnis, James and Hartley 2000; 
Pargetter et al. 1998) there is a dearth of literature 
specifically addressing the performance of over-
enrolment students – who may be considered to be the 
lowest 20% of TER enrolments. 
 

Table 2: Performance of Commencing Bachelor 

Students - 1995 SPU rates 
SPU Ratios�

Discipline Group School 
Leavers 

Other than 
School 

Leavers 

All 
Commencing 

Bachelors 

Humanities 0.84 0.83 0.83 

Social Sciences 0.85 0.85 0.85 

Education 0.89 0.88 0.88 

Sciences 0.83 0.81 0.82 

Mathematics/Computin
g 

0.76 0.75 0.76 

Visual/Performing Arts 0.87 0.89 0.88 

Engineering/Processin
g 

0.78 0.79 0.78 

Health Sciences 0.90 0.90 0.90 

Admin/ Business/ 
Economics/Law 

0.79 0.79 0.79 

Built Environment 0.89 0.89 0.89 

Agriculture/Renewable 
Resources 

0.83 0.86 0.84 

Unallocated 0.83 0.82 0.83 

Total 0.82 0.83 0.83 
Source: Dobson 1999 

 

What is known from Ian Dobson’s 1999 work 
“Performance Indicators in the Measurement of 
Institutional Success” is that the Student Progress Unit 
(successful completion of subjects weighted at one 

Equivalent Full Time Student Unit (EFTSU)) “is a useful 
indicator as to which students do better than others”. In 
previous work Dobson has shown that women 
outperform men, and full time students outperform part-
time or external students. There are also discipline area 
differences in performance, as can be seen in Dobson’s 
Table 2 – where the lowest performing students, both for 
school leavers and other commencing students were in 

Mathematics/Computing and Engineering, although not 
far behind were those in Business/Administration/ 
Economics. 
Dobson’s research reveals that the Built Environment as 
a discipline area outperforms all other discipline areas for 
SPUs beyond Health Sciences. This is important 
because it suggests that prior to over-enrolment as a 
University policy, students who were accepted 

progressed at a rate of 89% for his Australia wide 
Sample. 
Dobson states that an important variable in school 
leavers’ transition from School to University is their Year 
12 TER. His results in this regard are limited to 3 
Victorian Universities as nationally TER scores are not 
well reported by some Universities. He found a strong 
relationship between TES (Tertiary Entry Scores) and 

Student Progress Units at all three Universities and 
particularly that SPU ratios were higher for students who 
scored higher TERs. He continued that this information 
“is important, particularly for Universities which attract 
students from the lower end of the TER scale. The whole 
concept of ‘value adding’ and an awareness of 
appropriate levels of resourcing /support of first year 
teaching are intertwined” (Dobson, 1999). His Figure 1, 
below, shows that at Institution 2, students with TERs 

between 70 and 90 do not appear to perform as well, but 
he cannot speculate about this result  of lack of 
correlating qualitative data. 
 
Figure 1: Correlation between Tertiary Entry Rank and 

SPU Ratio - 1995 

 
Source: Dobson 1999 

 
Pargetter, McInnis, James. Evans, Peel and Dobson 
(1998) reported that in 1994 in their Australia wide 
survey of beginning University students, those who self-
reported average marks of >70% rated higher on clarity 
of purpose for enrolment at University than lower scoring 
students. In 1999, when McInnis, James and Hartley 

(2000) re-surveyed, they found that (N= 2609, with 74% 
school leavers) amongst first years, 72% were clear 
about the reasons they came to University (cf 74% in 
1994), 59% knew the type of occupation they wanted (cf 
62% in 1994) and 63% believed that “University will 
really help me get what I want in life” (cf 62% in 1994).  
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Their recommendations, after analysing the fall in these 
key indicators from their 1994 Survey, and the disturbing 
rise to 13% (from 11% in 1994) of students who believed 
that ”University is just marking time while I decide my 

future” were fourfold: 
• First “The first year of University may need to be 

reconceived” citing that whilst “[s]Students desire a 
significant break from senior secondary learning styles 
and the pressure of score-based expectation, and they 
consistently identify ‘independent learning’, ‘self-
discipline’ and ‘self-reliance’ as basic goals in their 
university education”.  

• “Second, the repeated emphasis on face-to-face 
teaching, on access to academic staff, and on meeting 
senior university students before and during the early 
stages of transition were all unexpectedly strong” 

• “Third, the consistent stress on ‘social transition’, on 
feeling ‘welcomed’ and on the ability to make friends 
and feel ‘at home’ on often dauntingly large and diverse 
campuses suggests that universities should seek to 

provide a range of opportunities for social interaction 
shortly before and shortly after the beginning of each 
year” 

• “Finally, the identification of students experiencing 
transition problems needs to pay close attention to both 
academic and social factors, and to the likelihood that 
problems are significantly exacerbated by: expectations 
and self-perceptions that students should be ‘self-

reliant’ (which some misconstrue as ‘able to help 
themselves and not seek assistance from others’); 
failure or inability to engage with and become part of 
student-student conversation and interaction through 
which many academic and personal problems are 
allayed, worked out and often solved; and feelings of 
isolation and insignificance relayed—most often 
indirectly—in everyday teaching practice.” (Pargetter, 
McInnis, James, Evans, Peel and Dobson, 1998) 

Their recommendations, and others about new research 
into changes in approaches to supporting students’ 
learning formed a basis for rewriting the core course Built 
Environments 1 in 2001(which is referred to in the Case 
Study) to take account of diversity of enrolment and 
changed expectations of University, as well as the 
introduction of online learning. 
 

METHOD 
 

Data was collected on the academic performance of all 
first year students 1999-2003 undertaking a full load of 
mandatory courses in the Bachelor of Design Studies, 
Semester 1. The data was harvested from the student 
enrolment data base and provided by the researcher to 
the data analyst in a de-identified form as a cohort 
analysis only is required. For this reason, because this is 
low risk educational evaluation research falling within the 

bounds of the normal activities of the classroom teacher 
wishing to understand better how to support the class, 
and because there is no reporting of individual student’s 
outcomes, Human Research Ethics Committee approval 
was not required.  
The cohort analysis included data for all commencing 

first year students who: 
• Hold a valid TER score (from any year); 

• Are undertaking all three compulsory (core) Courses in 
Semester 1, 1999-2003; 

• Remained enrolled in all core subjects, and received a 
summative assessment for the three Courses. 

Data was excluded for: 
• Non TER bearing students; 

• Students not enrolled in all Semester 1 core Courses in 
1999-2003; 
• Students who withdrew from one or more Semester 
This is important as it suggests that those whose data is 

considered are in fact taking Bachelor of Design Studies 
as their Program, and this Program is a pre-requisite for 
the Bachelor of Architecture or Bachelor of Landscape 
Architecture. 
The data was analysed by classing all students in each 
year level by their TER (Tertiary Entrance Ranking) 
score from 1-100; and 
• Dividing the students into 10 equal groups (deciles) 

which means that the lowest decile holds the lowest 10 
% of TER scores; the second decile holds the 11-20% 
TER scores and the top decile holds the 91 – 100% of 
scores; 

• Aggregating the assessment outcomes (scores) for all 
mandatory Level 1, Semester 1 courses for all eligible 
students; 

• Running regressions between TER and the aggregate 

assessment outcomes to see if there is any statistical 
significance present; 

• Plotting histograms to compare the aggregate 
outcomes for the different TER deciles (10% groupings) 
and quintiles (20% groupings). 

 

RESULTS: SUMMARY FINDINGS 
 
The results revealed that TER is significant in 
determining the aggregate mark but not to large extent. 

There is evidence that the relationship between TER and 
aggregate score is not linear – specifically that the lowest 
quintile TER score for the last 3 years has outperformed 
the second lowest. With the exception of 2001, the TER 
is significant in explaining the aggregate mark achieved 
by students. The regression suggests a positive linear 
relationship between TER and the aggregate mark 
achieved by first year students, that is, all other things 

being equal, the higher the TER mark achieved on 
leaving school, the higher the aggregate mark the 
students will achieve for their Semester 1 core subjects.  
However, a simple linear regression may fail to fully 
explain the data. As described in the Methodology, the 
students’ data was ranked by TER and then the students 
were grouped according to their TER scores into deciles 
and quintiles. 
 

Figure 2: TER v Aggregate mark 

 
 
Figures 3 and 4 combine the individual data points from 
Figure 2 to enable a more overall view to be achieved. If 
one expected that the relationship between TER and 
aggregate score was directly linear, there would an 
increase in the column heights as one moved from left to 

right on the chart. However, for the last three years 
(2001, 2002 and 2003), there has been a recurring dip in 
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the second quintile (shown in Figure 4) from the 
aggregate score of the first quintile. This shows that the 
bottom 20% of students as defined by TER score 
outperformed, on average, the students who had the 

next 20% higher TER scores, which is not what would be 
expected from the linear regression. In 2001 and 2003 
the lowest quintile also outperformed the 40-60% 
quintile. Notable in this context are statistics about 
aggregate mean marks for the courses (Table 3). 
Table 3 shows that the average aggregate mark has 
increased considerably over the past five years, by 
22.8%, or, if we were to assume this increase was 

equally spread across all three courses, 7.6% per 
course. 

 
Table 3: Aggregate mark, mean and standard deviation 
Aggregate 

mark 
2003 2002 2001 2000 1999 

Mean 205.3 207.9 193.1 199.5 182.5 

Standard 
Deviation 

29.6 42.3 50.4 28.4 28.7 

 
Table 4 follows the average mark achieved in these 
three courses, Built Environments 1 (BE), Computer 
Aided Design 1 (CAD) and Drawing Architecture and 
Landscapes 1 (DAL), and it can seen that there has 
been some inconsistency in the average marks for each 
subject. When the TER Average was lower in 2001 due 

to a lowering of the lowest TER for entry through over-
enrolment, it impacted most substantially on the average 
aggregate score for CAD, arguably the most technically 
difficult Semester 1 course, and substantially on DAL, 
which also has a strong technical component. The new 
course BE which was delivered for the first time in 2001, 
was rewritten (compared with 2000 and 1999) to account 
for over-enrolment, online delivery, and a focus upon 

active learning. 
 

Table 4: Component course average mark, TER, 
number of completing students 

Key: BE= Built Environments 1; CAD = Computer Aided Design 
1; DAL= Drawing Architecture and Landscapes 1  

* N=number completed all 3 core Courses who were a part of 
the Sample of TER bearing fully enrolled students 

 BE CAD DAL av TER 
# 

completed* 

2003 69.5 62.9 72.8 85.5 75 

2002 71.5 70.9 65.6 86.8 79 

2001 70.1 60.5 62.5 80.9 65 

2000 59.9 70.6 69.0 90.1 40 

1999 58.1 62.6 61.9 89.8 40 

 
Figure 3: TER deciles v Aggregate score 

 
Figure 4: TER quintiles v aggregate score 

 
 

DISCUSSION 

 
Changes inaugurated with relation to achieving good 
learning outcomes for all enrolled students as a result of 
these results are discussed in the next section. In 
particular, there was a focus on integrating teaching 
practices which the literature suggested might be 

effective in supporting particularly students with a low 
TER score. Implications for Semester 1 teaching 
development are suggested by the trend to more diverse 
enrolments including enrolments from students bearing 
lower TER scores, because Semester 1 is seen as 
crucial. Early support for student learning is suggested 
by Yorke (2003), Director of the Centre for Higher 
Education Development at Liverpool John Moores 

University in the UK, who has identified that the practices 
engaged in the tertiary classroom in Semester (or Term) 
1 of Year 1 are critical to retention and assessment 
success. Whilst there is a need to integrate Semester 1 
learning support with other forms of academic, personal, 
financial and social support – the role of the academic is 
principally in structuring learning activities and 
assessment tasks which align with learning goals – goals 

which are the same for the whole cohort regardless of 
their TER score. The temptation to “dumb down” (Yorke, 
Woodrow, Lee, McGrane, Osborne, Pudner and Trotman 
2002) is avoided if the learning activities can be 
satisfactorily achieved at a number of levels. What is of 
critical importance in first year is a clear description of 
the criteria referenced assessment bands from “not 
satisfactory” through “satisfactory” to “outstanding” - and 

that the criteria are transparently applied and the 
descriptions universally accessible (Shannon, 2002). 
The intention in the Bachelor of Design Studies is to 
include the key, core learning skills (meta-cognitive skills 
or learning how to learn) within the core courses, instead 
of as unwanted add-ons, which are seen by students as 
remediation and frequently result in poorly attended 
sessions which have little immediate context to 
curriculum and importantly to the assessment tasks at 

hand (Action for Access, 2002). As “assessment drives 
the learning process” (Boud, 1990) embedding the skills 
within an assessable task is essential to the skill 
acquisition being seen as central. However, the School 
recognises that some students need further support. The 
integrated “Study Skills” drop in sessions commenced in 
Architecture at Adelaide in the 1990s supported a “model 
[which] shifted the focus and perception of student 

support services away from the notion that they were 
similar to an Accident and Emergency Ward serviced 
with a “blue flashing light emergency culture” treating the 
problem when it is serious, towards a pro-active and 
preventative support model with a view to removing 
barriers and difficulties” (Action on Access, Point 26 
,2002). This integrated service in support of  first, 
students, and second, Course Coordinators in aligned 

with restructuring thinking about University level learning 
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and support in commencing architecture studies so that 
the support is institutionally supported rather than an 
unwanted task: 
“While demand and student-centred provision seems to 

suggest a passive or responsive role for institutions, 
programmes and teachers, there is evident need for 
those within tertiary education to be pro-active, to take a 
leading role in improving access, addressing the diversity 
of interests in study programmes, assisting students to 
develop ’generic’, cross-curricular skills equipping 
learners to extend the use of their abilities and 
knowledge beyond the edge of narrow, defined job 

requirements – indeed to become pro-active. Such a pro-
active role for tertiary education may be the key to 
putting students at the centre of the education 
paradigm.” (OECD, Thematic Review 2000, Australian 
Seminar, pp 63-64) 
 

CASE STUDY OF PROACTIVE BEHAVIOUR BY 
SCHOOL, AND A COURSE  
 
At The School of Architecture, Landscape Architecture 
and Urban Design a drop-in style lunchtime “Study Skills” 
session was inaugurated in the 1990s in response to a 

consideration of at risk factors amongst undergraduate 
students. This program has now been supported 
continuously for over 10 years, and during that time has 
been instrumental in providing support to self-selected 
students independently of any connection with scheduled 
classes and assessment requirements. First it operated 
largely on a “language and learning” basis – for students 
who were not confident with University level writing and 

assignment standards, or manual drafting protocols and 
technical issues. However, for the past three years digital 
Study Skills has replaced this focus – so much so that 
the twice-weekly lunchtime sessions have moved into 
the computer aided design laboratory. Its strengths are 
the independence from structured courses and 
assessments, and the non-judgmental attitude of the 
tutor in attendance. Interestingly, a 2004 attendance log 

reveals attendance from 1
st
 year to 5

th
 year students with 

needs ranging from rudimentary to advanced. Yorke et 
al.’s (2002) argument that making a good start in 
Semester 1 is essential – in particular learning how to 
learn- and seeking timely support, is borne out here. 
At a Course level the Semester 1 Core Course Built 
Environments 1 is an example of a course rewritten to 
support excellent learning outcomes for all students in 

the class. The key decisions were the abandonment of 
the Library “work book” system for first year students, 
traditionally the means of familiarising students with the 
Library prior to writing their first University essay, which 
was also abandoned. In its place is an integrated 
program of Library familiarisation within the context of 
producing four pieces of high quality assessable written 
work which lead the learner through correct writing and 

referencing protocols, constructing a University–level 
argument and supporting it with current, multi-sourced 
references. Information regarding referencing 
conventions, searching for key data and academic 
writing is integrated into the assessment and available 
on Course:Library web pages which are constantly 
updated, and available 24/7 to students. Available at 
http://www.library.adelaide.edu.au/guide/arch/BEI/2004/i
ndex.html, they also hold all the assessable tasks. 

 

CONCLUSION AND FURTHER RESEARCH 
QUESTIONS 
 

The current Higher Education debate about over-
enrolment and over-quota (fee paying local) students is 
informed by this research. Insufficient analysis of the 
performance of sectors of the enrolled cohort is 

conducted in Schools of Architecture, possibly as this is 
seen as an unpopular research area - quantitative 
research with detailed statistical analysis required. But 
without a research basis to enrolment decisions there is 
little to inform institutional decision-making beyond 
anecdotal evidence. When the Semester 1 performance 
of the 5 years from 1999 – 2003 is analysed the notion of 
underperformance by the over-enrolled students (the 

bottom quintile) is dispelled. They perform consistently 
better than the fourth quintile. In two years 2001 and 
2003 they performed better than the third and fourth 
quintile. This may be because having “just scraped in” 
they work diligently at their studies, seeking help 
proactively from “Study Skills” sessions and 
acknowledging their learning needs; or because the 
schooling system with its rigid formula for achieving a 

TER score did not suit their more creative skills which 
are allowed to blossom in a School of Architecture given 
Courses’ restructure.  
Further research needs to be conducted into this area – 
focus groups, interviews and associated grounded theory 
analysis (Strauss and Corbin 1990) (from the data up 
instead of to fit a pre-existing hypothesis concerning why 
the lower TER students outperform the 40-60-80

th
 

percentile) is now required to answer the “why” 
associated with these research results. Nevertheless the 
implications for first year teaching to make the “hidden 
curriculum” of tertiary study explicit (Bourdieu and 
Passeron, 1977) to achieve desirable outcomes for 
equity groups including over-enrolled students continues 
to be important whatever the reasons for the out-
performance by the bottom quintile. Whilst the barriers to 
curriculum, learning activity and assessment change are 

well understood (Gibbs, 2001) the consequences of not 
understanding the performance of the cohort in response 
are under researched. 
If we are to continue to over enrol, we need to 
understand the performance of the over-enrolled 
students; how to further support them; and whether their 
very enrolment is a risk factor in their success (should 
they have been enrolled at all?). This research reveals 

that for a three year period the over-enrolled students do 
perform adequately – what we do not understand fully is 
the impact of lowering TER scores on the whole cohort. 
It may in itself be part of the cause of the lower 
performance of the 40-80% quintile as the teacher’s time 
is diverted to support the learning needs of these 
students. Nor has the performance of the cohort been 
tracked after Semester 1 of their first year to ascertain 

whether this pattern of performance follows them 
throughout their academic career. These are all fruitful 
areas for further research, as is replicating this study at 
Universities which enrol into Architecture from both 
higher, and lower TER scores. 
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