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Abstract

Although there have been repeated calls for empirical evaluations focused on if and how the
activities of Indigenous Education Units contribute to Indigenous student success at univer-
sity, data demonstrating the outcomes of these activities remain scarce. As a first step in
addressing this gap, a case study of the Kulbardi Aboriginal Centre is presented which docu-
ments the development and implementation of its student success strategy. Informed by
research that identifies a range of different barriers and enablers of Indigenous student suc-
cess, the strategy was built around a ‘whole-of-university’ approach which focuses on influen-
cing across multiple levels of the university (governance and management, teaching and
pedagogy and direct student support). The success of the strategy is described in relation to
changes in Indigenous student retention and pass rates. The case study offers insight into
the activities of an Indigenous Education Unit, which can inform future models of practice
in this area and raise awareness of the need for more comprehensive and nuanced evaluation
of Indigenous higher education initiatives.

Introduction

Almost 6 years ago, and drawing on a number of different sources, the final report of the
Review of Higher Education Access and Outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people (the Review; Behrendt et al., 2012) documented substantial differences between
Indigenous1 and non-Indigenous domestic students’ university degree pathways, rates of reten-
tion and completion. For example, the Review highlighted that there was ‘a one in three drop-
out rate from university [for Indigenous students] compared to one in five for all domestic
students’ (p. 7). Since the Review was released, there is evidence of steady increases in
Indigenous student participation in the higher education sector; however, the most recent
national statistics still show a disparity between Indigenous and non-Indigenous student par-
ticipation. For instance, in 2016, Indigenous persons constituted 2.8% of the population, but
only 1.2% of higher education enrolments (ABS, 2016; Department of Education and Training
[DET], 2016), and retention rates are still below those of all domestic students (71.2% for
Indigenous students versus 79.9% for non-Indigenous students) (based on 2014 outcomes;
Universities Australia, 2017). The Universities Australia report further notes that just under
half (47.3%) of the 2006 cohort of Indigenous Bachelor students had completed their degrees
by 2014 (i.e. within 8 years of commencement), whereas nearly three quarters (73.9%) of
non-Indigenous students from the same cohort had completed within this time frame (see
also Edwards and McMillan, 2015). These statistics clearly suggest that higher education pro-
viders have some way to go towards achieving the ‘parity to population’ targets set by the
Review (Behrendt et al., 2012) and, more recently, in the Universities Australia Indigenous
Strategy 2017–2020 (Universities Australia, 2017). This study describes the efforts of one
university to realise this goal.

A whole-of-university approach

Until relatively recently, scholars and policy-makers alike have tended to view Indigenous
Education Units as being responsible for Indigenous student outcomes (Nakata, 2013).
Landmark reviews of Indigenous higher education, such as the Review, have however increas-
ingly called for a ‘whole of university’ approach, underscored by the sharing of efforts to

1In this paper, the term ‘Indigenous’ is used where possible unless the work relates specifically to an Aboriginal or Torres
Strait Islander community. The term ‘Indigenous’ is used, respectfully, but the authors acknowledge that its meaning is ambigu-
ous and not widely agreed upon.
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support Indigenous students across university units. For example,
it was recommended that ‘faculties and mainstream support ser-
vices have primary responsibility for supporting Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander students, backed up by Indigenous
Education Units’ (Recommendation 10, p. 52; emphasis added).
Likewise, the Universities Australia Indigenous Strategy 2017–
2020 suggests that ‘embedding Indigenous issues within core [uni-
versity] policies’ (Universities Australia, 2017, p. 28) will address
disproportionally low participation and success rates among
Indigenous students. Notably, these calls for a whole-of-university
approach focus attention on the need for cultural change across
institutions, with Indigenous Education Units providing ‘value-
added, specialised support over and above what should already
be provided by faculties’ (Behrendt et al., 2012, p. 50) and broader
guidance on all matters Indigenous across the university; including
curriculum, teaching, research and governance.

A subsequent question arising from calls for a whole-of-uni-
versity approach is who is responsible for the leadership, imple-
mentation and evaluation of universities’ Indigenous student
success strategies? Some of the changes that have resulted from
efforts to implement the Review’s recommendations have proven
to be both divisive and contentious, with some Indigenous
Education Units subject to review and restructuring. Further,
some institutions’ interpretation of a whole-of-university
approach has led to the ‘mainstreaming’ of staff and services,
and Indigenous Education Units closing down completely
(Asmar and Page, 2017). Thus, key questions about the role
that Indigenous Education Units have to play in supporting aca-
demic progression remain largely unanswered, with increased
pressure on those that remain to demonstrate that they can
offer a return on investment in relation to improving student
retention and completion rates (e.g. Frawley et al., 2015; Smith
Pollard, Robertson & Trinidad, 2017a).

Despite ongoing calls for a whole-of-university approach in sup-
porting Indigenous student success, there are a few examples in the
published literature of how such an approach has been applied.
One exception is Rigney (2017), who describes how a whole-of-uni-
versity approach at the University of Adelaide has taken the form of
university management driving changes in sectors beyond student
support. Activities to indigenise the university have included estab-
lishing an Indigenous Education and Engagement Committee
within the management level of the university, staff being trained
in cultural awareness and faculty members being supported to indi-
genise the curriculum. Notably, although not directly aimed at stu-
dent support, these activities paralleled favourable increases in
Indigenous student enrolments at the university. Though helpful
in understanding how a whole-of-university approach can be
applied, the activities described by Rigney (2017) were driven by
staff across the whole university, rather than the Indigenous
Education Unit. Thus, there is a gap in knowledge as to how
Indigenous Education Units might go about leading and applying
a whole-of-university approach. To our knowledge, there is yet to
be an examination of how an Indigenous Education Unit has
adopted the whole-of-university approach, with the specific aim
of increasing Indigenous student success. In this context, the aim
of this paper is to present a case study of how one Indigenous
Education Unit, the Kulbardi Aboriginal Centre, has lead and
implemented a whole-of-university approach to Indigenous student
success. In doing so, this study offers an example of how efforts to
build the evidence base of ‘what works’ in the Indigenous higher
education space (Smith et al., 2017a; Smith, Trinidad, & Larkin,
2017b) might proceed.

Case study: Kulbardi

An exploratory case study methodology was identified as well sui-
ted to developing the type of descriptive insight that could inform
practice, policy and future research projects (see Zanial, 2007).
Whilst delimited in context-specific ways, Merriam (1988) argues
that the case study approach ‘offers a means of investigating
complex social units consisting of multiple variables of potential
importance in understanding the phenomenon’ (p. 41). Case
study approaches are also open to different theoretical paradigms
and types of data (VanWynsberghe and Khan, 2007). With this in
mind, the methodology is consistent and intent of this study
which examines a suite of activities that make up a whole-of-
institution approach to Indigenous student success.

Our methodological steps began with mapping the actions of
the Centre to support student success. Specifically, we examined
the activities outlined by the Centre’s Student Success Strategy,
which was developed in 2013 and implemented from 2014 to
2016. We then requested Indigenous onshore student outcome
data from the university’s Office of Strategy, Quality and
Analytics (OSQA) for the 3-year period before implementation
of the strategy (i.e. 2011–2013), the three years during implemen-
tation (2014–2016) and 1-year post-implementation (2017).
Although OSQA routinely reports on student outcomes for all
enrolled students, these data are not typically broken down to
allow outcomes to be compared across enabling, undergraduate
and post-graduate courses. This is problematic because the work-
load, academic skill-level of students, level of academic support
and expectations of students, fundamentally differ between these
courses. A third and final step in our methodology was, therefore,
to request course-level student outcome data. The university pro-
vided approval for the use of student data in this study.

Overview. As is the case in many other units, Kulbardi’s model
has developed organically over time, with changes occurring in
neither a linear nor consistent manner. It is, therefore, useful to
start by providing an overview of the history of the unit. First
established as the Indigenous Education Unit in 1988, the unit
formally became the Kulbardi Aboriginal Centre in 1996. The
Centre’s motto ‘wings to fly’ (Kulbardi is a Noongar word for
magpie) encapsulates the aim of supporting students to develop
the tools (i.e. the wings) that they need for independent learning
and to engage in the broader community. The Centre sits on
Noongar country in a public university in Perth, Western
Australia and provides services to 200–300 Indigenous students
at any one time. The majority of students enrol from non-
traditional pathways (e.g. non-ATAR entry) and there is a high
proportion of students from low socioeconomic status
backgrounds.

Centre staff include a Head of Centre, one full-time Student
Success Officer, one full-time Student Support/Indigenous
Tutorial Assistance Scheme (ITAS) Co-ordinator, two full-time
academics, a part-time teaching academic, a part-time post-
doctoral research fellow, an Administrative Coordinator, two
Communications and Engagement Officers and several casual
tutors. Facilities include a study space where students can access
computing facilities, study rooms, a kitchen and an outdoor
area. The Centre offers three major academic support pro-
grammes: K-Track, a university enabling programme, which has
recently received an Australia Award for University Teaching;
Ngoolark, an enabling programme for undergraduate students;
and the Indigenous Student Success Program (formally ITAS),
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which is a federally funded tuition support programme that pro-
vides Indigenous university students free access to tutors (see
Wilks et al., 2017). Notably, not all Indigenous students enrolled
in the host university attend the Centre and some access alternate
academic and support programmes. For example, Indigenous stu-
dents can access an Indigenous pre-entry course run by the
School of Veterinary and Life Sciences or a mainstream pre-entry
enabling course.

Recent history. Although the aims of the Centre have remained
mostly unchanged from conception to present (i.e. the Centre
provides a physical space for Indigenous students to access aca-
demic, social, emotional and cultural support), the mechanisms
for achieving these aims have changed considerably since the
Centre’s inception. In 2011, an external review raised substantial
concerns about the Centre’s capacity to support Indigenous stu-
dents through their educational journeys. At the same time, the
host university was struggling to achieve national standards,
with Moreton-Robinson et al. (2011) ranking the university as
the ‘worst performing institution in the country’ (based on its
performance in three areas: Indigenous participation in university
governance structures; student access and attainment rates and
staff employment). Although this assessment proved to be a cata-
lyst for change, the subsequent recommendations focused primar-
ily on re-establishing an inclusive and supportive professional and
learning environment and did not speak to what the ‘core busi-
ness’ of Kulbardi should be. Thus, in 2013, with new leadership
(and structural changes occurring both within and external to
the Centre), Kulbardi was asked to reconsider its purpose within
the institution and re-focus efforts on supporting Indigenous
students.

Importantly, and at odds with reports of Indigenous Education
Units taking a step back from leading Indigenous success strat-
egies under a whole-of-university approach (Asmar and Page,
2017), Centre staff were the innovators and drivers of the strategy
described here. The rationale for the Centre leading the new stu-
dent success strategy was in some ways pragmatic, and in some
ways strategic. At a practical level, and as evidenced by the exter-
nal review, the host university had a lack of maturity and a poor
track record around Indigenous student support. Thus, it did not
make sense to task the wider university with the development of a
new Indigenous student success strategy. Second, there was a lack
of existing infrastructure within the broader university to develop
and implement Indigenous student support activities. In contrast,
the Centre’s core business had always been student support, and
so the existing capacities of staff in this area could be leveraged
to implement the new student success strategy. Strategically,
Centre staff saw the opportunity to drive the universities’ new
approach to Indigenous student success as key to the Centre’s sus-
tainability. Importantly, the leadership of the Centre in driving a
whole-of-university approach to student success was received
positively by the wider university, and viewed as the Centre lead-
ing a mainstream response to Indigenous student support.

Conceptualisation of the strategy. A starting point for refocusing
Kulbardi’s strategic direction was to look towards the academic lit-
erature on supporting Indigenous student success. Drawing on
Nakata’s (2013) advice that Indigenous staff within universities
should take greater ownership over the support and success of
their student cohorts, the strategic intention was to focus on stu-
dent success (rather than enrolments) and how student data
might be utilised to inform practice. The resulting approach

drew on a relatively large body of published research that docu-
ments factors that affect the performance of Indigenous students
in tertiary education (e.g. Nakata et al., 2008; Pechenkina and
Anderson 2011; Rigney, 2011). It was apparent that Indigenous
student success is not solely dependent on student-level factors,
but also affected by structural-level factors across the university.
For instance, academic issues, including those related to academic
content and skills, teacher attitudes, the curriculum and teaching
and learning practices, have been identified as a recurring barrier
to success for many Indigenous students (e.g. Morgan, 2001;
Ellender et al., 2008; Whatman et al., 2008; Devlin, 2009).
There is also evidence from the broader literature that indicates
that students will be more likely to thrive, persist and complete
their degrees in environments that provide clear and consistent
information about institutional and curricular expectations and
requirements (e.g. Engstrom and Tinto, 2008). Non-university fac-
tors including financial circumstances, housing and family, peer
and community support are also regarded as crucial to academic
persistence (e.g. Guillory and Wolverton, 2008; Pechenkina and
Anderson, 2011). A direct consequence of recognising that the
responsibility for student success does not lie solely with the stu-
dent is that support programmes will work best if they are targeted
at multiple systems across the university. Specifically, Nakata (2013)
has suggested that Indigenous Education Units should work across
three levels of intervention when developing a student success strat-
egy: (1) university management and governance; (2) teaching and
pedagogy and (3) student support. Hence, the new strategy was
based on the understanding that interactions at multiple levels of
the university would be necessary.

Measuring success

The first stage in developing the strategy was to define Indigenous
student success. Definitions of student success within Indigenous
higher education have been mixed, and some have argued that
widely adopted measures do not adequately capture what success
means to Indigenous students (Herbert, 2003; Pidgeon, 2008). For
example, total university enrolments have been the yardstick for
measuring student success, with more enrolments used as a
proxy for student outcomes (e.g. Asmar et al., 2015; Smith
et al., 2017a, 2017b). Yet, increases in Indigenous student enrol-
ments do not correspond directly to graduation rates, and thus do
not accurately represent academic achievement (see Pechenkina
et al., 2011; Nakata, 2013). Furthermore, although Indigenous
student participation in enabling programmes is fundamental to
improving undergraduate entrance rates, the completion of
these courses is also not considered to be a reliable indicator
of success (Behrendt et al., 2012) and there are discrepancies in
reports of how many undergraduate Indigenous students have
actually accessed these programmes (DET data suggest that only
9.4% of Indigenous students between 2009 and 2013 had com-
pleted an enabling course; Pitman et al. (2017), whereas the
Review suggested that over 50% of Indigenous students had
accessed undergraduate degrees through enabling or special
entry programmes). Thus, other ways to measure student success
that reflected students’ ongoing participation and progression
through their undergraduate degrees were sought.

Indigenous and non-Indigenous staff at the Centre discussed
the pros and cons of utilising student enrolments and enabling
course pass rates as the sole indicators of student success, and
decided that these metrics did not reflect the reasons students
were saying they attended university (i.e. informal discussions
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with students indicated that they wanted to pass their units and
receive their degrees). Based on these discussions, two types of
success outcomes were identified: academic retention rates; and
unit pass rates. Academic retention rates represent the percent
of domestic students who remain enrolled in the university
from one academic year to the next. They offer a more nuanced
measure of university progress than overall enrolments because
staying in the university from year-to-year represents a commit-
ment to, and likely progression, through an enabling course or
a degree. The Centre set a ‘proximity to parity’ target for academic
retention. That is, the goal was to match (or better) the retention
rates for non-Indigenous domestic students by 2017, based on
baseline data showing that, in the 3 years before the implementa-
tion of the strategy (2010–2013), the average retention rate for
Indigenous students was 12% below that of non-Indigenous stu-
dents (Indigenous = 71.5%; non-Indigenous = 80.9%). Unit suc-
cess rates were calculated using the method described by Pitman
et al. (2017) where success is expressed as the proportion of
units in which students receive a ‘pass’ (or above) grade, divided
by the total number of units attempted. The Centre set a target
that 70% of all units undertaken by Indigenous students would
result in a ‘pass’ (or above) grade by 2017. The average pass
rate for 3 years before the implementation of the strategy was
62%. Hence, reaching the target of 70% would mean increasing
the pass rate by just over 11%. The use of these success metrics,
rather than total enrolment numbers, is increasingly recognised
as relevant to Indigenous higher education studies (see Wilks
and Wilson, 2015) and has the advantage of drawing on data
that are routinely collected by universities as part of their standard
reporting requirements. Further, an additional deciding factor in the
Centre utilising these success outcomes was that both metrics map
onto national reporting requirements for Indigenous Education
Units, and on which federal funding for Centres is directly tied.
Thus, it was important that the Centre aim to achieve improvements
in the student outcomes which it is funded to achieve.

It is important to note here that in implementing the new
Success Strategy, Centre staff anticipated an initial decrease in
retention of Indigenous students. Consistent with the Centre’s
revised definitions of student success the strategy saw staff make
an explicit shift from focusing on retention to focusing on pass
rates. As a result, difficult conversations had to be had with stu-
dents who were retained year on year but whom achieved little
or no academic progress. As part of their outreach work, the
Student Success team (discussed below) had in-depth conversa-
tions with students who were not at good standing within the uni-
versity. Many students who were identified in this process had
gained entry to the University through 3–5 week short courses
that were mapped to specific disciplines. These programmes, no
longer in existence, were discontinued due to the poor academic
progress of students when transitioning into undergraduate stud-
ies. Put simply, these programmes were inadequate in preparing
these students to undertake university studies. Students were
asked to consider the financial implications of their continuing
studies and reflect on the likeliness of their success at university.
Students who opted out were supported to take up employment
or alternative educational pathways.

Approach

Figure 1 outlines the actions taken by Kulbardi across three levels
of intervention. As illustrated in figure 1, the strategy employed a
phased approach, where Centre staff focused first on university

management and governance, followed by faculty and teaching,
and then direct student support.

The approach involved the following components:

University management and governance. In 2014, the Head of
Centre booked meetings with key university management staff
and other stakeholders to communicate the aims and the scope
of Kulbardi. The Student Success Strategy (figure 1) was pre-
sented and examples of activities provided for each stage. These
meetings served to ‘re-brand’ the Centre as a place that was
focused on student success and to commit the University to sup-
porting efforts to achieve the expected level of performance (i.e.
parity in retention figures, 70% pass rate). Senior academics and
managers were asked to provide their ideas about how each part
of the university could enable student success and to share the
responsibility of providing a supportive learning environment for
Indigenous students. A salient outcome of the intervention at the
management and governance level was that Kulbardi staff became
embedded in university governance structures (e.g. the Head of
Centre joined the Academic Council). Through this, embedding
representation increased at the highest levels of the university.

Teaching and pedagogy. In 2015, Centre staff focussed on work-
ing with the various schools in the University. The aim here
was for Kulbardi to gain visibility with each of the schools so
that academic staff would refer Indigenous students to the
Centre for support. Increased visibility of the work the Centre
did was achieved by Centre staff holding meetings with faculty
members including school Deans, academic chairs and first year
student support co-coordinators. In turn, faculty members
began to reach out to the Centre, asking for support on develop-
ing culturally appropriate curriculum, seeking cultural compe-
tency training or emailing the Student Success Officer directly
about how best they could support a specific student. Centre
staff viewed this reciprocated communication between faculty
and the Centre as evidence of strong collaboration between the
Centre and the host university. Building such relationships and
knowledge created new opportunities for Kulbardi to provide
appropriate resources and support in the development of curric-
ulum and pedagogy. For example, the importance of explicit and
rigorous expectations for success combined with
culturally-responsive and connected curriculum was emphasised
(see Bodkin-Andrews and Carlson, 2014).

In a context in which Indigenous education is ‘everybody’s
business’, another important purpose of engaging with the
schools was to model how engagement with broader university
systems might occur. Building relationships between faculty staff
and students was considered necessary for the academic develop-
ment and support of Indigenous students who attended the
Centre. The establishment of support networks, comprised of
an assemblage of academic and professional staff across the entir-
ety of an institution and its functions, have been identified as
important to student agency and persistence (Maldonado et al.,
2005; Pechenkina, and Anderson, 2011). Such networks establish
the ‘relational’ groundwork (Carter et al., 2018, p. 255) for cultural
‘border crossing’ and learning that provides students with import-
ant insights into hidden sources of knowledge and power (Giroux,
1992, p. 22). This approach is also consistent with Nakata’s (2013)
observation that the formation of collegial relationships between
Indigenous students (and staff) and non-Indigenous university
staff is a critical step of closing the gap between Indigenous and
non-Indigenous ways of thinking.
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Within the Student Success Strategy, these relationships
between faculty staff and students were established early in stu-
dents’ journeys. For example, in the K-Track enabling course, stu-
dents work alongside academics in Psychology and Exercise
Science, Health Professions, and Veterinary and Life Sciences
through educative experiences embedded in their coursework
that extend beyond ad hoc guest lectures. For instance, in
K-Track’s iHealth unit, non-Indigenous Psychology and
Exercise Science academics and postgraduate students work col-
laboratively to develop and implement individual health and well-
being plans for students. This has not only fostered a sense of
connectedness with the academy for Kulbardi students, but it
has had a significant impact on non-Indigenous perceptions of
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people within the
University community. Another practical example of this is
when students attending the Centre enquire about course selec-
tion: in this circumstance Centre staff support the student to
book an appointment with the student advisor in their faculty,
rather than enquiring on their behalf.

Student support. Across 2016–2017, Kulbardi staff further nar-
rowed their focus on direct student–staff interactions. The focus
on direct student support only occurred after staff had spent time
engaging with university management and governance and with
individual schools. The rationale here was that encouraging students
to join with broader university systems would not be successful if
the systems were not ready to support and receive students.

Several activities occurred at this level of intervention. Firstly, a
change in eligibility rules for ITAS allowed for a more equitable
distribution of tuition hours such that any Indigenous student
(regardless of current academic performance) became eligible
for tuition (Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, 2014).
Such funding changes meant that those students who were suc-
ceeding but still wished to improve their performance, as well
as those who were struggling academically, could access tutors.
Consequently, ITAS tutors began to perform a greater variety of

tasks; ranging from teaching study skills, to the support of stu-
dents’ academic thought (e.g. helping students develop strong
conceptual arguments, critical analysis of texts). Importantly, as
part of the ITAS tutors’ reporting responsibilities, they were
required to indicate their observations of their student’s individual
academic performance. Where a student was deemed to be at-risk,
support interventions were put in place by Kulbardi staff (see
description of the student success working group, below).

The second student-focused initiative was the development
and implementation of the Ngoolark unit (first implemented in
semester 1, 2017). Ngoolark is as an enabling unit that facilitates
undergraduate students’ use of the Centre and wider university
support services. Ngoolark is limited to humanities students.2

Although open to all undergraduate students, the unit targets
those students who have failed two or more units in the previous
semester (and so are at risk of failing the next semester). A critical
component of encouraging students to participate in Ngoolark is
that the unit carries full course load. Thus, students remain enrolled
in a full-time course load, and as a result, are still eligible for total
ABSTUDY funding. The Ngoolark unit runs for a semester during
which students meet weekly with an ITAS tutor (to work on assign-
ments from their course-specific units) and with the Student Success
Coordinator who provides academic coaching (e.g. helping the stu-
dent to develop goals for the week, time management strategies). All
Ngoolark assessments are formative, and directly related to the con-
tent that the student is learning in their degree.

Third at the direct student support level of intervention,
Centre staff made changes to the entry conditions for its pre-
university enabling programme, K-Track. Before the implementa-
tion of the Student Success Strategy, Kulbardi admitted students
into enabling programmes without any assessment of the pro-
spective students’ academic preparedness or university readiness.

Fig. 1. Implementation plan for Kulbardi‘s Student Success
Strategy.

2Ngoolark is a Noongar name for the white tailed black cockatoo. Indigenous science
students receive support from a programme, which is separate from the Centre and thus
not discussed in detail here.
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This ‘open door’ approach was one that was supported by the
Centre’s previous management and rewarded by the former fed-
eral Indigenous funding regime. Yet, while this ‘open-door’
approach led to high Indigenous enrolment figures, it also led
to high-attrition rates and low numbers of completions in the
enabling programme. The practice of enrolling students who are
not ready to begin a university-enabling programme also presents
complex pedagogical and curriculum challenges, because the
resulting student cohort has wide-ranging academic needs.
Therefore, the academic team within Kulbardi developed a com-
bined skills assessment and university readiness survey that better
identified the needs of prospective Indigenous enabling students.
Importantly, there were no previous instruments for assessing
university readiness among Indigenous students within the litera-
ture to draw this assessment from. Therefore, the assessment was
developed in consultation with academics in the University’s
non-Indigenous enabling programme. While benchmarking was
not undertaken, the diagnostic assessment and survey has been
reviewed and refined over time with particular attention paid to
the relation between outcomes/findings from the diagnostic and sur-
vey and the subsequent student performance within and beyond the
enabling programme.3 Based on the results of these assessments, stu-
dents were only granted entry into the enabling programme if they
could demonstrate appropriate levels of academic preparedness and
self-reflection about their ability to undertake university studies.
Observations from Centre staff support that students’ performance
on the combined skills assessment and university readiness survey
is a strong predictor of student success within the enabling pro-
gramme. Notably, although staff were planning to make changes
to K-track entry requirements in the final year of implementation
of the Student Success Strategy, the changes took place 1 year earlier
(i.e. 2015). This pre-emptive change in entry requirements was cat-
alysed by changes in federal government funding which saw
Indigenous Education Units allocated funding on student enrolment
rates as well as pass rates. Thus, there was a shift in the economic
context of the Centre which allowed for a greater focus on selecting
enabling students who were most likely to complete the course.

A fourth student-focused strategy was the establishment of the
Student Success Working Group (formed in 2017 after discus-
sions in 2016). The Working Group, comprised of the Head of
Centre, Student Support/ITAS Coordinator, academic staff and
the Student Success Officer, met fortnightly to discuss students
at the Centre who might benefit from additional support.
Students were not included in the Working Group to maintain
individual student confidentiality. The Student Success
Coordinator subsequently established contact with ‘at-risk’ stu-
dents and offered them individual support (e.g. enrolment in
the Ngoolark unit). Students were flagged as ‘at-risk’ if they: (a)
were disengaged from their course of study (ascertained by check-
ing whether the student has logged onto the university’s learning
management system to access course material and checked uni-
versity email); (b) not attending the Centre and/or classes and
(c) have psychological and/or physical limitations to studying
and no current equity/disabilities/medical support plan.4 (d) had

not submitted course assignments or submitted late; or (e) were
studying in a psychosocial context (e.g. living away from home)
that requires additional support. The bulk of information on stu-
dent engagement was gathered using the university’s client man-
agement system that provides real-time detailed information
relating to students’ interactions with a broad range of functions
within the institution. This system could identify, for example, if
a student did not submit an assessment, had not attended a tutorial
and also document all communications or support the student
received from various areas of the university.

Students who were deemed ‘at risk’ by the Working Group
were offered tailored interventions. Both student support and aca-
demic staff collaboratively developed these interventions.
Although a significant body of research focused on increasing
retention and success of Indigenous, equity and broader student
cohorts informed these support activities (e.g. , Ellender et al.,
2008; Engstrom and Tinto, 2008; Guillory, and Wolverton,
2008; Devlin, 2009) best practice relating to supporting
Indigenous students remains contentious. Indeed, while the
Behrendt review (Behrendt et al., 2012) provided some case stud-
ies and recommendations, no clarity in the literature exists regard-
ing what constitutes best practice in supporting Indigenous
students through university. Therefore, interventions were devel-
oped and tailored to each individual student’s need and relied
on context-specific factors. For example, one student may have
benefited most from being linked in with financial support,
whereas another student may have required remedial study skills.
This broad spectrum of interventions included referral to special-
ist services, referral to academic support, financial support, sup-
port in finding accommodation or broader external advocacy
agencies were common. Further, the identification of individual
student needs was supported by one-to-one conversations
between Student Success Officers and the student. What support
staff found from these conversations then fed back into the
Student Success Working Group on how best to support the stu-
dent in the future. This type of process ended in staff having a
comprehensive picture of student needs from a range of perspec-
tives. Importantly, throughout each step, students were empow-
ered to reflect on their own strengths in seeking to overcome
their identified obstacles.

A secondary and broader aim of the Working Group was to
develop a culture of success within Kulbardi. To achieve this shift
in culture, the Working Group members reviewed the Centres’
website; ensuring content was communicating a narrative of
Indigenous student success. As an example, Centre staff uploaded
student success profiles onto the website. Students were also
encouraged to write their weekly ‘victories’ on a student success
wall, and staff awarded prizes for academic achievement.
Moreover, as a result of meeting regularly to discuss at-risk stu-
dents, the Working Group was able to identify risk factors for stu-
dent disengagement and implement centre-wide strategies to
address these. These included: holding an Indigenous student
orientation day during O-week (the first of which occurred during
semester 1, 2018); encouraging commencing students to ‘buddy-up’
with Indigenous undergraduate students, the employment of a stu-
dent wellbeing officer. Several other recommendations which are
yet to be enacted by Kulbardi staff are the provision of practical
and contextualised cultural awareness training for all staff to ensure
best practice; provision of mental health ‘fun days’ to improve stu-
dent awareness of mental health and university health services, and
to investigate the feasibility of Indigenous student campus housing.
Kulbardi is also designing a proposed new purpose-built Centre

3The first author can be contacted about the diagnostic assessment.
4This was assessed by the Student Support Officer in conversation with the student,

whom has several years of experience in the role. The Student Support Officer would con-
sult with general practitioners, clinical psychologists, counsellors and/or social workers
employed at the student health clinic if a student disclosed a medial or psychological con-
dition that was likely to influence their ability to succeed in their studies, and recommend
a meeting with Student Equity if necessary.
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that meets the now increased student demands on Indigenous stu-
dent support services.

A fifth, and final, student support strategy focused on
Indigenous post-graduate students. Based on findings from the
Centre’s annual Indigenous Student Experience Survey, it became
apparent that students faced substantial financial barriers to tak-
ing up postgraduate studies, particularly research degrees. In
response, and in partnership with the School of Graduate
Studies, Kulbardi established four annual research scholarships
for Indigenous students enrolled in higher degrees (i.e. at the mas-
ters or doctoral level). Kulbardi also created a postgraduate
research support role to mentor and guide students through to
candidature and beyond. Academic staff at the Centre are also
permitted to co-supervise and deliver independent study con-
tracts where appropriate. These additions to Centre practice
resulted in an encouraging increase in Indigenous students under-
taking higher degree research—from six students in 2014 to 12
students in 2018. Increasing the amount of Indigenous students
who graduate with post-graduate degrees is a key part of the
Centre’s wider strategy to develop a future Indigenous academic
workforce. The awarding of Indigenous academic fellowships,
where PhD students are employed as fixed-term academic staff
members to extend their learning and teaching experiences along-
side their research studies, also supports this endeavour.

Outcomes

Retention rates. As noted above, a key component of the Kulbardi
approach has been to measure success directly regarding student
outcomes (i.e. retention rates, unit pass rates). Figure 2 compares
Indigenous and non-Indigenous student retention rates from
2011 to 2017.

Figure 2 depicts how, from 2011 to 2017, there has been an
upward trend towards Indigenous students moving closer to par-
ity with non-Indigenous student retention rates. Notably, there
was a sharp increase in parity in 2014, which was the first year
of implementation of the Student Success Strategy. However,
it is important to note that retention rates recorded in 2014 likely
reflect students’ experiences of the university in the 2013 (i.e. the
previous academic year). Although speculative, this uptick in par-
ity may be because discussions about a new strategic direction for
the Kulbardi began in 2013, and thus Indigenous students may
have anticipated positive changes at the Centre and remained at
university. Figure 2 also shows that the closest point to parity
with non-Indigenous students occurred in 2017, which was
1-year post the full implementation of the Student Success
Strategy. However, it should also be noted that this uptick
occurred in the context of a slight downward trend in
non-Indigenous student retention, which could explain part of
the narrowing gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous stu-
dents. Figure 2 also demonstrates a slight reduction (3% decrease)
in Indigenous student retention rates between 2015 and 2016.
This drop in retention may be due the Centres’ shift from focus-
ing on retention to focusing on academic progression, and the
resultant difficult conversations with some students around decid-
ing whether university was the best option for them.

Pass rates. Figure 3 shows the unit pass rates between 2011 and
2017, broken down by enabling, undergraduate and post-graduate
units. As figure 3 demonstrates, across this time-period, there was
a trend towards increasing pass rates for Indigenous students. In
examining differences across enabling, undergraduate and post-

graduate cohorts, post-graduate pass rates reached and continued
to remain around 70% from 2012 onwards. Similarly, under-
graduate pass rates fluctuated around 70% from 2012 onwards
and reached 81% by 2015. However, the largest increase in pass
rates occurred among the enabling student cohort. For these stu-
dents, the largest increase in the pass rate was between 2016 and
2017, 1 year post-implementation of the Student Success Strategy.

Discussion

This paper presents a case study of one Indigenous Education
Units’—the Kulbardi Aboriginal Centre—implementation of a
whole-of-university approach to Indigenous student success.
Specifically, we have described how, capitalising upon the out-
comes of an external review and renewed institutional commit-
ment to Indigenous education, Kulbardi led a concerted effort
to strategically operationalise, implement and evaluate a
whole-of-institutional approach to supporting student success.
In doing so, a model of student success was developed that
spans multiple levels of the university (i.e. management and gov-
ernance, teaching and pedagogy and direct student support), with
initial evaluation based on university data concerning: (1) parity
of Indigenous student retention rates with non-Indigenous stu-
dents and (2) unit pass rates. Overall, these data suggest that, des-
pite an upward trend towards parity in Indigenous and
non-Indigenous retention rates from pre-post implementation,

Fig. 2. Indigenous and non-Indigenous student retention rates, 2011–2017. Note:
Indigenous student N = 193–283. Non-Indigenous student N = 13,109–14,065.

Fig. 3. Unit pass rate for Indigenous enabling, undergraduate and post-graduate stu-
dents, pre- and post-implementation of the Student Success Strategy. Indigenous
student N = 193–283. Non-Indigenous student N = 13,109–14,065.
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the implementation of Kulbardi’s student success strategy did not
co-occur with any substantial improvement in parity, but rather
tracked in-line with this upward trend towards parity. In contrast,
unit pass rates for Indigenous students increased from pre-post
implementation, and showed that the Centre had been successful
in reaching its target of a 70% pass rate by 2017. More broadly,
this case study begins to address an identified need in the litera-
ture for a more comprehensive discussion about ‘what works’ in
Indigenous higher education (see Smith et al., 2017a, 2017b,
2018). In what follows, we discuss the need for evaluation of
efforts to implement a whole-of-university approach to
Indigenous student success that are driven by Indigenous
Education Units and also discuss nuanced approaches to data col-
lection when evaluating the activities of Indigenous Education
Units.

Evaluating the practice of Indigenous education units

Nakata (2013) has argued that staff at Indigenous Education Units
must engage in critical, self-reflective practice if they are to
improve success outcomes in their student cohorts. In line with
this recommendation, the staff at Kulbardi underwent a detailed
and systematic approach to critical-self-reflection, which resulted
in the development and implementation of the Student Success
Strategy presented here. Based on recommendations from previ-
ous reviews in the field of Indigenous higher education and a
small, but informative, body of previous empirical evidence, the
Centre adopted a whole-of-university approach, which saw inter-
vention occur across multiple levels of the university. To our
knowledge, this is the first published study to detail the steps
that an Indigenous Education Unit has taken in the operationali-
sation and implementation of this type of multiple layered
approach, and presents a model which can be considered and fur-
ther developed by other Indigenous Education Units across
Australia.

Importantly, this case study illustrates how a whole-of-univer-
sity approach can be driven and implemented by an Indigenous
Education Centre. Although some institutional responses to a
whole-of-university approach have seen the restructure, main-
streaming and even closure of Indigenous Education Units
(Asmar and Page, 2017), Kulbardi interpreted a whole-of-univer-
sity approach as the Centre leading mainstream responses to
Indigenous student support. As a result of the work performed
in engaging university management and increasing Indigenous
representation at the governance level of the university, which
run parallel with promising gains in student success, Kulbardi is
now seen within the university as a sector leader in student sup-
port. Thus this case study provides an illustration of how a whole-
of-university approach to student support can be housed within
an Indigenous Education Unit, and provides an alternate model
of student support to that of strategies which are owned by main-
stream university services (e.g. non-Indigenous student support,
university governance).

The examination of student pass rates demonstrated that the
Centre reached its target of an overall 70% pass rate for units
undertaken by Indigenous students, following the implementation
of the strategy. Specifically, the introduction of the Ngoolark unit
in 2017, which supports undergraduate students to access
academic support systems, co-occurred with undergraduate pass
rates reaching over 70% for the first time. Likewise, increases in
post-graduate pass rates tracked in-line with the Centre creating
a postgraduate research support position and ensuring financial

support for postgraduate students. Furthermore, although the
pass rates for enabling units did not reach the 70% target in the
period examined, they did show a sharp upward trend post-
implementation of the success strategy, suggesting that the
Centre is on the way towards achieving this. Overall, these find-
ings offer some support for the adoption of a whole-of-university
approach in terms of increasing Indigenous student pass rates.

Limitations of student outcome data

Despite the improvement in unit pass rates, our examination of
student retention rates provided less robust support for the
Centre’s Student Success Strategy. That is, although Indigenous
retention rates continued to move closer to parity (with
non-Indigenous rates) during the implementation period, an
upward trend was already present pre-implementation. Thus, it
is difficult to disentangle whether the new activities of the
Centre contributed to tangible increases in student parity, or
whether this was a natural extension of an already increasing
trend. That said, academic retention rates may not be the most
accurate and nuanced indicator of student success because they
only reflect Indigenous students remaining at university, regard-
less of course progression. That is, retention rates do not show
whether a student is progressing through their degree, and
hence, moving towards completion. Moreover, this metric does
not measure the extent to which students are failing and re-taking
the same unit, or switching between degrees and remaining in
first-year units. These students are recorded as ‘retained’, despite
(arguably) stalling in their academic progression. Likewise, reten-
tion rates are measured from one academic year to the next and
thus do not capture so-called ‘boomerang’ students (i.e. those
who leave university for extended periods of time but then return
to complete their degree). In addition, local retention rates do not
reflect the progression of those students who have transferred to
other universities.

In fact, although the student outcome data that we chose to
examine here is highly accessible and practical, in many ways
this case study serves to highlight the limitations of this data.
Firstly, data were aggregated to the level of ‘Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander’ student, meaning that tracking individual
student retention and pass rates was not possible. It would be use-
ful to track an individual student’s academic trajectory, as the
activities of Indigenous Centres are unlikely to be equally benefi-
cial to all Indigenous students. These individual differences need
to be considered if evaluations of Indigenous Education Units are
to be taken seriously. Further, this level of data may help to iden-
tify subgroups of students who can benefit from alternative pro-
grammes and activities. A related limitation of the current study
is the absence of qualitative data assessing university staff mem-
bers’ and students’ perceptions of the efficacy of the Student
Success Strategy. Such data would provide insight into how stu-
dents and staff members viewed the changes that the Centre
was making during the implementation of the strategy, and
would likely provide further insight into implementation prac-
tices. Thus, scholars wishing to conduct evaluation of strategies
to support Indigenous student success would benefit from includ-
ing a qualitative data collection component.

Secondly, despite working closely with the host universities
OSQA to assess unit pass rates based on course type (e.g. enab-
ling, undergraduate or post-graduate), we were unable to drill
down further into other student characteristics which may affect
success (see Gore et al., 2017). Most pertinent to the current

The Australian Journal of Indigenous Education 17



study, we were not able to compare retention rates and unit pass
rates for the enabling cohort based on whether students were
enrolled in a centre-run enabling programme (i.e. the K-track pro-
gramme) or other university-run enabling programmes. Likewise,
we could not compare these success outcomes based on whether
Indigenous students enrolled at the university actively attended
the Centre. This type of comparison is worth conducting, but
requires the integration of the student outcome data routinely col-
lected by OSQA and the individual student data held by the Centre.

At the same time, however, Fogarty et al. (2018a) have pointed
to the complicity of ‘deficit metrics’ in perpetuating the notion
and visibility of a ‘problem’ in Indigenous education (p. ix). In
this context, rather than privilege institutional indicators of suc-
cess (which reinscribe the hegemony of mainstream ideals and
performance measures), there is also preference for more holistic,
strength-based conceptualisations of success that encompass per-
sonal, cultural and contextual considerations (Biddle et al., 2017;
Fogarty et al., 2018b; see also Herbert, 2003). As a result, there
have been increasing calls for evaluation to be ‘decolonised’
(Johnston-Goodstar, 2012, p. 113) so that the process is grounded
in Indigenous knowledge, protocols and agendas (Smith et al.,
2017a). What this means is that Indigenous people must be active
participants in all aspects and stages of evaluation to ensure that
the process is aligned with their values and agendas rather than
simply to satisfy government or funding requirements
(Johnston-Goodstar, 2012). In response to the legacy of ‘racia-
lised’ data collection and its complicity with deficit constructions
of Indigenous people, Walter (2016) argues for the assertion of
Indigenous data sovereignty (p. 84). For Walter, Indigenous
data sovereignty encompasses ‘the right to determine the means
of collection, access, analysis, interpretation, management, dis-
semination and reuse of data pertaining to the Indigenous peoples
from whom they have been derived, or to whom they relate.
Indigenous data sovereignty rejects the discourse and practices
of Indigenous data business-as-usual and instead centres
Indigenous collective rights in relation to data about our peoples,
territories, lifeways and natural resources’ (p. 261).

Despite such important contributions to ‘disrupting’ the status
quo (Walter, 2016, p. 90), efforts to develop ‘alternative’
Indigenous evaluation frameworks and processes, remain emer-
gent in the context of Australian higher education (Smith et al.,
2017a, p. 25). In the absence of any drive by government or
higher education providers to implement change, the danger is
that the many different whole-of-university initiatives underway
to support Indigenous education in the sector will continue to
be evaluated using default processes and benchmarks, which
fraught by biases and incomplete data, have had the combined
effect of reducing Indigenous people to a perceived problem
(Fogarty et al., 2018a). In short, Indigenous student success
may not always conform to such simple outcome indicators,
such as those used in this study. Indeed, it is also, of course,
the case that the goals and priorities of Indigenous students
may not always conform to the objectives and desired outcomes
of the Australian government and higher education providers.
Indigenous students are not a homogeneous category and care
should be taken to ensure that data collection methods and con-
ceptualisations of university success reflect this heterogeneity.

Conclusion

This case study presents descriptive data on the success of the
Kulbardi Aboriginal Centre’s whole-of-university approach, in

the form of Indigenous student parity rates and unit pass rates
in. Indeed, a whole-of-university approach to Indigenous student
success is relatively new and little evidence has accumulated on
the outcomes of interventions in this space. Moving beyond
descriptions of the diversity of activity that is currently underway
to support Indigenous student success (Asmar and Page, 2017),
this paper presents a case study that reports efforts to develop
an approach to systematic evaluation of student outcomes.
Evaluation activities within this realm can contribute qualitatively
and quantitatively to the decision-making of Indigenous staff, stu-
dents and other higher education partners, including Indigenous
community members, who share a commitment to the sustained
improvement of Indigenous education and student success.
Indeed, there is scope to support and evaluate the plethora of cur-
rent activities centred on supporting Indigenous students at uni-
versity (Smith et al., 2018). By adopting a systematic approach to
the evaluation of such activities, which is informed by Indigenous
standpoints and principles, practitioners and policy makers will
gain knowledge on ‘what works’ in Indigenous higher education.
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