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Pre-tertiary enabling programs have become an 
increasingly popular pathway to university in Australia 
in recent years, however little is published about how 
well enabling students fare once they start university. 
This paper examines and compares first-year retention 
and academic outcomes of students that entered Murdoch 
University between 2014 and 2016 via successful 
completion of its enabling program, OnTrack. A greater 
proportion of students transitioning via OnTrack were 
from equity and disadvantaged backgrounds than 
any other entry pathway; thereby demonstrating an 
important function of this enabling program in boosting 
the representation of these students at the university. 
Further, OnTrack-pathway students were retained at a 
rate that was similar or better than students entering via 
all other admission pathways, despite poorer academic 
performance. This persistence suggests enhanced resilience 
amongst this cohort, potentially built during their enabling 
education experience. Multivariate regression modelling 
was also undertaken, revealing that admission pathway, 
demographic and enrolment factors collectively explained 
very little of the observed variation in student outcomes 
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for all first year students, and were particularly poor 
predictors of academic underperformance. Thus, once 
students are enrolled in undergraduate study, student 
outcomes may be better explained by student variables 
not captured in university databases, such as personal 
circumstances or psychological factors. In summary, these 
findings provide empirical data to support the notion 
that enabling programs have been successful in ‘enabling’ 
access and participation of students who are capable 
but otherwise lack opportunity, including those from 
disadvantaged backgrounds. However, enabling pathway 
students may experience ongoing challenges that impact 
their academic performance, and thus future equity and 
access policy should address appropriate mechanisms 
for supporting the broader transition experience of these 
students.

Keywords: first-year university, retention, academic 
performance, pre-university enabling programs, 
transition, equity

Introduction

Equitable access to and participation in higher education 
(HE) has featured as a key policy imperative since the 
transition from elite to mass HE systems in most developed 
countries (Trow, 2007). Pre-university enabling programs, 
referred to by a variety of names such as “bridging courses, 
university preparation courses, foundation courses and 
pathway courses” (Hodges et al., 2013) became a key 
strategy in boosting the representation of non-traditional 
students in HE in Australia and abroad (Agosti & Bernat, 
2018). These programs are diverse in nature (e.g. length, 
delivery method, institution/teaching environment) but 
typically target students that have experienced educational 
disadvantage or disruption within the local communities 
that they serve. They also share a common aim of enabling 
a second chance for university access and participation 
by providing the necessary preparation and requisites 
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for entry. In Australia, the rise in the popularity of these 
programs was facilitated by national policy intervention and 
substantial investment by the Australian government from 
2008 onwards in order to meet ‘widening participation’ 
targets identified by Bradley, Noonan, Nugent, & Scales 
(2008) for equity, economic and social justice reasons. As a 
result, by 2013 more than 27 Australian universities offered 
at least 35 enabling programs (Hodges et al., 2013), with the 
number of student enrolments and program offerings ever-
expanding to meet increasing demand (Lisciandro & Gibbs, 
2016; McKay et al., 2018).

Despite the injection of resources and increasing popularity 
of Australian enabling programs as a pathway to university, 
“enabling programs are not part of the Australian 
Qualifications Framework and seem not to have been 
subject to a targeted review of effectiveness despite having 
existed since 1990” (Lomax-Smith, Watson, & Webster, 
2011, p. 122). Most research to date has been qualitative 
in nature, revealing significant ‘soft’ benefits (Bennett et 
al., 2013) for students such as increased self-confidence, 
leadership and a sense of belonging (Crawford, 2014), 
greater self-belief and transformation (Habel, Whitman, 
& Stokes, 2016; Willans & Seary, 2007), improved study 
and employment opportunities (Crawford et al., 2015), an 
enhanced first year university experience (Smith, 2010), as 
well as positive flow-on effects for students’ families and 
communities (Johns et al., 2016). However, empirical data 
on the outcomes achieved by enabling pathway students 
remains limited. 

This is further complicated by discord on definition(s) 
of success, which may be viewed differently by different 
stakeholders (Bennett et al., 2013). For example, while 
in-program retention and conversion to undergraduate 
enrolment may be seen as a measure of success, there 
is a strong argument for the case of some attrition 
being positive, particularly where the enabling program 
experience has opened up other meaningful study 
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or employment opportunities (Hodges et al., 2013; 
Muldoon & Wijeyewardene, 2013). The contribution of 
enabling programs to boosting university participation by 
traditionally under-represented groups, such as those from 
recognised equity subgroups, may be another indicator of 
efficacy. Among these subgroups are people with disabilities 
and those from low socio-economic status (SES) or non-
English speaking backgrounds (NESB), as defined by DEET 
(1990, p. 10). Previous research related to this outcome has 
shown that students belonging to such equity subgroups 
have a substantially higher representation in Australian 
enabling programs compared to other sub-bachelor 
pathways, as well as at Bachelor level (Pitman et al., 2016). 
Others yet, including those investing in enabling education, 
may place more value on measures of undergraduate 
student retention, completion and academic performance. 
To date, findings related to these latter measures are scarce 
and “often based on small numbers of enabling program 
students, hence, not generalisable” (McKay et al., 2018). 
However, in the current neoliberal political environment 
characterised by a desire for HE reform and the tying of 
enabling funding to demonstrating quantitative evidence 
of efficacy (Australian Government, 2017, p. 25), there is 
an urgent need not only for greater sectoral research, but 
also for this “research to be translated more effectively 
into policy through greater dissemination and advocacy” 
(Harvey, 2017). 

Purpose and scope 

The OnTrack enabling program, which has been operating 
since 2008 at Murdoch University in Western Australia, 
has delivered high and sustained in-program retention and 
conversion to undergraduate enrolment for the thousands of 
students that have completed it (Lisciandro & Gibbs, 2016). 
However, the retention and academic outcomes of OnTrack-
pathway students during their undergraduate study 
program are yet to be explored. These are valuable measures 
for evaluating the success of programs such as OnTrack 
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in ‘enabling’ university participation by traditionally 
underrepresented groups and thus fulfilling the purpose for 
which they were designed. 

The aim of the current evaluation was to investigate the 
outcomes of OnTrack-pathway students during their first 
year of undergraduate study, as an indication of program 
efficacy. This period is of particular importance as it is “the 
time when the highest amount of academic failure and 
discontinuation occurs” (Mills, Heyworth, Rosenwax, Carr, 
& Rosenberg, 2009); and indeed a number of studies have 
well established that once a student progresses from the first 
year to the second year, they are more likely to continue to 
completion (Hillman, 2005; Marks, 2007; McInnis, Hartley, 
Polesel, & Teese, 2000). 

The major research questions in this study were:

(1) What is the first-year retention rate for students that 
enter university via OnTrack? How does this compare to 
retention rates for students that enter university via other 
pathways?

(2) How well do OnTrack-pathway students perform in 
their first-year units? How does this compare for students 
who enter university via other pathways?

Additionally, we were also interested in exploring: (a) 
whether OnTrack contributes to boosting undergraduate 
enrolment by traditionally under-represented groups 
such as those with a disability or from low SES or 
NESB backgrounds, as well as (b) other enrolment and 
demographic factors that may also influence or predict 
retention and academic outcomes during the first year of 
university. 
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Methods

Permission to undertake this study was granted by the 
Murdoch University Human Research Ethics Committee 
(Approval No. 2014/131) and de-identified data were 
obtained from Murdoch University’s Student Records 
databank. The subjects for this evaluation were all domestic 
students who enrolled and started their undergraduate 
degree in Semester 1 or 2 in 2014, 2015 or 2016. Students 
were differentiated on the basis of admission pathway. This 
included traditional entry pathways such as via completion 
of standardised Secondary School exams, and non-
traditional entry pathways such as successful completion of 
OnTrack, prior participation in Higher Education or prior 
Vocational Education and Training (VET) such as Technical 
and Further Education (TAFE) or equivalent. Table 1 shows 
the total number of students in each of these groups during 
the period under study. Notably, 14% of all students gained 
entry via OnTrack, and more students used non-traditional 
pathways than traditional pathways to gain access over this 
period.

Table 1. Number of domestic students who entered via various 
pathways during intake periods between 2014 and 2016.

Intake 

period

Entry pathway Total
OnTrack Higher 

Education 
participation

VET e.g. 
TAFE or 

equivalent

Other non-
traditional 
pathways1 

School 
Leaver2

Completed 
Secondary 
Education2

2014 312 430 523 296 740 221 2522

2015 298 491 501 234 485 210 2219

2016 429 547 515 306 738 243 2778

Total 1039 1468 1539 836 1963 674 7519

1 Other non-traditional pathways included entry via the Special Tertiary 
Admissions Test (STAT), a standardised aptitude test available Australia-wide 
(offered to mature-aged students as a pathway to access Murdoch University) or 
enabling programs other than OnTrack (offered at Murdoch University or other 
universities).
2 ‘School leavers’ are students that gained admission to university directly from 
school on the basis of their Australian Tertiary Admission Rank (ATAR), while 
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‘Completed Secondary Education’ is anyone else whose basis of admission is that 
they completed secondary education (typically this is mature age students or high 
school leavers who took time off and then applied for a university course). 

First year student retention and academic performance 
of students entering Murdoch University via different 
pathways were analysed. Definitions, specific indicators 
and calculations of these dependent variables under study 
were according to previously published and broadly used 
government definitions (Table 2). 

Table 2. Dependent (or measured) variables to be studied: 
definitions, specific indicators and associated calculations.

Dependent 
variable Broad 

definition
Specific indicator 
used

Calculations for 
each indicator

Retention “The number of 
students who 
continue to be 
enrolled in a 
degree after a 
certain time 
period.” (Mills et 
al., 2009).

Retention rate: “the 
number of students 
enrolled in a course in 
one year in relation to the 
number enrolled in the 
following year” (Gale & 
Parker, 2013).

“Retention rate 
for year (x) = the 
number of students 
who commenced 
an undergraduate 
course in year (x) 
and continue in year 
(x+1) as a proportion 
of students who 
commenced an 
undergraduate degree 
course in year (x)” 
(DIISRTE 2011; as 
cited in Gale and 
Parker 2013).1, 2

Academic 
Performance

How well 
students 
successfully 
complete their 
first-year units.3

Success (Pass) Rate: 
“measures academic 
performance by 
comparing the equivalent 
full-time student load 
(EFTSL) of units passed 
to the EFTSL of units 
attempted” (DIISRTE 
2011; as cited in Gale and 
Parker 2013).

“Success Rate = 
student load passed, 
divided by student 
load certified (passed, 
failed, withdrawn)” 
(DIISRTE 2011; as 
cited in Gale and 
Parker 2013).

 1 Calculated separately for each intake period – for example, students starting at 
the beginning of 2014 were followed up one year later at the commencement of 
2015; and mid-year intakes were followed up mid-year the following year. 
2 Does not take into account student transfers to other institutions, as this data 
was not available.
3 The term ‘unit’ in this context refers to single subject of study within an 
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undergraduate/Bachelor level course. 

Additional demographic and enrolment information was 
collected for students included in this study. This included: 
gender, age at commencement of the undergraduate degree, 
School of enrolment (i.e., Faculty), attendance mode 
(internal/on-campus or external), enrolment load (full-time: 
enrolled in 0.375 or more EFTSL per semester; part-time: 
enrolled in less than 0.375 EFTSL per semester), disability, 
NESB and low SES. Disability and NESB data were based on 
student self-disclosure at the point of enrolment, according 
to the students’ own definition. Low SES data was “based 
on the students' postcode of permanent home residence, 
with the SES value derived from the 2011 SEIFA Education 
and Occupation Index for postal areas, where postal areas 
in the bottom 25% of the population aged 15-64 being 
classified as Low SES” (Australian Government, 2013). 
The collection of this data enabled multivariate regression 
analysis to be performed, in order to investigate whether 
any demographic or enrolment factors were associated with, 
or can be used to explain, statistics regarding retention or 
performance for the student cohorts under study. Of note, 
the campus of enrolment was not considered here as all but 
one undergraduate course (Nursing, in the School of Health 
Professions) was offered at a single campus (metropolitan) 
during the period of the study. 

Analysis of influences on student retention and success rates

Admission pathway, demographic factors and enrolment 
characteristics were investigated as potential predictors 
of student retention and performance. The independent 
variables studied were those for which information was 
readily available from university student records. First year 
retention and success rates were used as the dependent 
(response) variables in the analyses. 

Single associations between student retention and each 
independent variable of interest were explored via a 
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chi-square analysis. However, multivariate analysis was 
deemed necessary as some independent variables of interest 
were correlated (Appendix Table A1). Single association 
variables with a conservative p-value of less than 0.20 
were further investigated in the multivariate regression 
model. Multi-collinearity between independent variables 
was ruled out before proceeding with further analysis. 
Plausible interactions were also investigated as part of the 
model. The final multivariate regression model included the 
following predictor variables: admission pathway, School, 
attendance mode, enrolment load, gender, age group, low 
SES, disability and success rate. As the dependent variable 
(retention) was dichotomous, a logistic regression analysis 
method was employed. For this analysis, categorical data 
were dummy coded into exhaustive and mutually exclusive 
variables, each with a designated reference group for 
comparison. As it is recommended that multivariate logistic 
regression models employ an n value of at least 10-15 per 
independent variable included in the model (Johnson & 
Wichern, 2007; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007), the sample size 
for modelling was more than sufficient.

Associations between success rate and admission 
pathway as well as other independent variables of interest 
(demographic and enrolment factors) were investigated 
using the method described above for analysis of retention. 
For multivariate analysis, the dependent variable (success 
rate) was dichotomised into a binary variable (passed less 
than 50% of units attempted versus passed 50% or more of 
units attempted) before proceeding with logistic regression 
analysis. 

Statistical analysis 

Analyses were conducted using the statistical package 
SPSS, version 21. Chi-square analyses were used to test 
for differences in frequency data, while t-tests were used 
for cohort comparisons of retention and success rates. 
Associations were considered statistically significant if two-
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sided p-values were less than 0.05. 

Findings  

Student characteristics

Demographic and enrolment characteristics significantly 
differed for students that accessed university via different 
entry pathways (Table 3). Notably, the proportion of low 
SES students and students with a disability was highest in 
the OnTrack pathway cohort compared to the other cohorts 
under study. Further, compared to students entering via other 
‘alternative’ pathways (such as VET, STAT or other enabling 
programs), OnTrack pathway students tended to be younger, 
and more likely to study on-campus and take on a full-time 
enrolment load in their first year of undergraduate study.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



First-year university retention and academic performance of non-traditional
students entering via an Australian pre-university enabling program

177

Table 3. Demographic and enrolment characteristics of students 
by entry pathway*

Student retention in the first year of undergraduate enrolment

The first outcome to be explored was student retention in the 
first year of undergraduate study, as this provides an important 
indication of student progress and persistence. Of all students 
that enrolled and started their degree between 2014 and 2016, 
66% of OnTrack-pathway students were retained for the full year, 
compared to 68% of all other students (Figure 1). There were no 
significant differences in the frequency of retention outcomes 
between these groups [Pearson chi-square (χ2) = 3.443, df=2, 
p=0.179]. Notably, during the first year of enrolment, 6.5% 
(68/1039) of OnTrack-pathway students and 4.9% (325/6669) of 
all other students transferred between courses. 
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Figure 1. Student progression outcomes over the first year of 
enrolment for those who started between 2014 – 2016 (OnTrack 
n=1039; Other pathways n=4538)

The retention rate was also analysed and compared for students 
entering via specific pathways (Table 4). OnTrack-pathway 
students were retained at the same rate as students entering via 
all other pathways, except School Leavers.

Table 4. First year retention rate of students entering via various 
admission pathways 

Admission pathway Retention (% of students 
retained)

OnTrack 66
Higher Education participation 67
VET 64
Other non-traditional pathways 65
Completed Secondary Education 68
School Leaver 75*

* Indicates statistical difference (p<0.05) in retention rate compared to OnTrack 
pathway students
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Retention within the OnTrack group was also examined 
to determine whether retention outcomes for this group 
were stable over time; no significant differences in student 
retention were found for different intake periods [Pearson 
chi-square (χ2) = 8.123, df=10, p=0.617].

Finding predictors of student retention

To determine whether the admission pathway influences 
student retention in the first year of undergraduate study, 
this should be studied whilst taking into account (or 
controlling for) potential confounders or other variables 
that may also influence/explain retention outcomes. 
For example, demographic characteristics differ for 
students entering via different admission pathways, and 
it is important to account for this when studying and 
understanding predictors of retention. Moreover, student 
performance in units may also influence student decisions 
to continue or drop out of university (Mills et al., 2009). 
A regression analysis technique was employed to control 
for potential confounders whilst studying the effects of the 
admission pathway on retention. Firstly, single associations 
between independent variables of interest (e.g. success 
rate, demographic and enrolment factors) and the response 
variable (retention) were investigated (Table 5). 
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Table 5. Relationship between student retention in the first year 
of undergraduate study and student demographic and study 
factors 1

Female gender, and full-time and on-campus attendance 
were associated with a significantly enhanced retention rate. 
Increasing age and passing less than 50% of units attempted was 
associated with significantly reduced retention rates. Retention 
also varied significantly according to the School of enrolment, 
with the highest retention rates observed in the Schools of 
Health Professions, Law, and Business and Governance. There 
was a trend for slightly lower retention rates for students with 
a disability or from a low SES background, but this was not 
significant at the 5% level. NESB was not associated with student 
retention (Table 5).
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Importantly, a number of these independent variables were 
found to correlate with each other as well as the admission 
pathway (Appendix Table A1), highlighting the need to investigate 
covariates in a multivariate model. No multicollinearity issues 
were detected. An interaction between attendance mode and 
enrolment load was considered plausible, however, was not 
significant and therefore not considered further. The multivariate 
model is shown in Table 6.

Table 6. Multivariate Logistic Regression Model analysing 
the influence of admission pathway, academic performance, 
demographic and enrolment factors on student retention



182  Joanne G. Lisciandro

The model (Table 6) suggests that OnTrack-pathway 
students were retained at a similar or significantly better 
rate compared to students entering via all other pathways 
when taking into account demographic and enrolment 
factors, as well as academic performance during the first 
year of undergraduate study. 

The model also suggests students who passed 50% or more 
of their units were ten times more likely to be retained than 
those that passed less than 50% of their units. As well as 
this, students enrolled internally and full-time had higher 
odds of being retained than those enrolled externally and 
part-time, respectively. Students enrolled in the School of 
Health Professions, Law, Engineering and IT, and Education 
were more likely to be retained than those enrolled in other 
Schools. Demographic factors such as gender, disability and 
low SES status did not influence retention whilst controlling 
for other variables.  

The model correctly allocated 78.2% of total cases, with 
50.6% of attrited students correctly predicted and 90.9% 
of retained students correctly predicted. Importantly, 
the model’s effect size, Nagelkerke R-squared was 0.283; 
indicating that 28.3% of the variance in the dependent 
variable (retention) was explained by this model. Notably, 
student performance in first year units had the greatest 
influence on retention of any other variable in this model. 
When success rate was excluded as an independent 
variable in the regression model (Appendix Table A2), the 
Nagelkerke R-squared was much lower at 0.057; indicating 
that only 5.7% of the variance in retention is explained by 
admission pathway, demographic and enrolment factors 
alone. Further, this alternative model correctly allocated 
69% of cases, with only 8.9% of attrited students correctly 
predicted. Therefore, despite some of these variables 
reaching significance, admission pathway, demographic and 
enrolment factors collectively explained very little about 
student retention and were particularly poor predictors of 
attrition during the first year of undergraduate study. 
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Student performance during the first year of undergraduate 
enrolment 
 
The second outcome to be explored was student success 
rate in the first year of undergraduate degree enrolment, 
defined as the proportion of units passed versus attempted, 
as an indicator of how well students perform. On average, 
OnTrack-pathway students passed 62% (± Standard Error 
of the Mean (SE) = 1%, n=1038) of attempted units, which 
was lower (p<0.001) than the mean success rate of 74% 
(± SE 0.5%, n=6474) for the rest of the student cohort 
collectively. Figure 2 shows the first year mean student 
success rate (+SE) for each individual admission pathway; 
OnTrack pathway students underperformed compared to 
students entering via other admission pathways.

Figure 2. Mean success rate of students entering via different 
admission pathways for the first year of undergraduate study

* Indicates statistical difference (p<0.05) in success rate compared to OnTrack pathway 

students
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Finding predictors of student performance

As per student retention, to determine whether the admission 
pathway influences student performance in the first year of 
undergraduate study, it is important to control for potential 
confounders or other variables that may also influence/
explain performance outcomes. Firstly, single associations 
between potential confounders/independent variables of 
interest (e.g. demographic and enrolment factors) and the 
response variable (performance) were investigated (Table 7).

Table 7. Relationship between student performance in the first 
year of undergraduate study and student characteristics
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Female gender, full-time study and internal enrolment 
modes were associated with a significantly enhanced 
success rate. The 20-29 year old age group, NESB, disability 
and low SES status were associated with a lower success 
rate. Performance also varied according to the School of 
enrolment, with the highest success rates observed in the 
Schools of Health Professions and Law (Table 7). 

As these demographic and enrolment variables were found 
to significantly influence student performance, as well as 
the fact that a number of these variables also correlate with 
each other and admission pathway (Appendix Table A1), 
a regression analysis technique was employed to control 
for potential confounders whilst studying the effects of 
admission pathway on performance (Table 8). A multiple 
logistic regression model was employed with the dependent 
variable (student performance) included in the model 
in dichotomous format (passed less than 50% of units 
attempted versus passed 50% or more of units attempted).
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Table 8. Multivariate Logistic Regression Model analysing the 
influence of admission pathway, demographic and enrolment 
factors on student performance

After controlling for covariates by performing multivariate logistic 
regression, the model suggests that OnTrack-pathway students 
have lower odds of passing 50% or more of their units compared 
to students entering via most other pathways, except those who 
enter via “other non-traditional pathways” (i.e. STAT test or other 
enabling programs).

The model also suggests that students enrolled on-campus and full-
time are more likely to pass units than those enrolled externally 
and part-time, respectively. Having a disability, residing in a low 
SES postcode, NESB and male gender was associated with reduced 
odds of passing 50% or more of units attempted, while students 
aged 30 years or older were more likely to pass 50% or more of their 
units. The odds of success also differed by School of enrolment.
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The regression model correctly allocated 77.6% of cases, with 
99.1% of the students passing 50% or more of their units correctly 
predicted, but only 2.3% of students passing less than 50% of their 
units correctly predicted. Additionally, the model’s effect size, 
Nagelkerke R-squared was also only 0.093; indicating that 9.3% of 
the variance in the dependent variable (student performance) was 
explained by this model. Therefore, despite these variables reaching 
significance, admission pathway, demographic and enrolment 
factors collectively explained very little about student performance 
during the first year of undergraduate study. Moreover, these were 
a particularly poor predictor of academic underperformance.

Discussion

Similar to that reported for enabling programs across Australia 
(Pitman et al., 2016), we found that a greater proportion of students 
transitioning via OnTrack were from equity and disadvantaged 
backgrounds than any other pathway; thereby demonstrating 
an important function of this enabling program in boosting 
the representation of these students at the university. Further, 
multivariate regression analysis revealed that OnTrack-pathway 
students were retained at a rate that was similar or better than 
students entering via all other admission pathways, despite poorer 
academic performance. 

This is in line with previous findings at other Australian universities: 
both Chesters and Watson (2016) and Cantwell, Archer, and 
Bourke (2001) reported that once enabling-pathway students reach 
university, they are retained at a level that is commensurate with 
their peers entering via other pathways, including school leavers, 
but tend to have lower academic achievement. In an Australia-wide 
study, Pitman et al. (2016) also found that equity students who 
articulated via enabling programs had higher first-year retention 
rates and engendered “greater resilience or ‘stickability’” (p. 55) 
than those accessing university via other sub-Bachelor pathways, 
despite experiencing academic barriers to success. On the contrary, 
traditional students may be more prone to discontinuing study 
in the face of unsatisfactory academic performance (Mills et al., 
2009). Of the variables analysed in the current study, academic 
performance was the most important predictor of retention, and 
yet the retention of enabling pathway students appears relatively 
unaffected by their poorer academic performance compared to 
their non-enabling pathway peers. Taken together, these findings 
suggest that even though enabling students are more likely to 
struggle academically in first-year university, they may be more 
resilient in the face of new challenges; an encouraging finding given 
that students tend to arrive at their enabling program with low 
levels of confidence and academic self-efficacy (Atherton, 2015). 
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Alongside enhanced resilience, enduring social connections built 
during the enabling experience (Lisciandro & Gibbs, 2016) and 
“feelings of belonging” reported by enabling cohorts (Pitman et al., 
2016, p. 5) may also go some way to explaining their persistence as 
they transition to university. 

Other variables for which information was available, including 
demographic and enrolment factors, were also considered in 
this study as potential confounders of the relationship between 
admission pathway and first year outcomes. This was important 
as demographic and enrolment variables significantly differed by 
entry pathway, and therefore could potentially contribute to the 
cohort differences in outcomes observed. Multivariate regression 
analysis revealed that many of these demographic and enrolment 
variables were associated with statistically significant differences in 
retention and academic performance. For example, students who 
studied full-time and on-campus were more likely to be retained and 
achieve greater academic success than students enrolled part-time 
and externally, respectively. Notably, student choices regarding 
enrolment mode are likely influenced by personal circumstances 
and/or competing responsibilities (e.g. carer, financial, familial); 
factors that may also modulate their level of academic and social 
engagement at university, and therefore also their outcomes 
(Krause, 2005; Krause & Coates, 2008; Tinto, 2019; Whannell, 
2013). Further, variables indicating equity status such as disability, 
low SES and NESB were not found to influence retention, but 
were associated with a reduced odds of academic success in the 
first year of undergraduate study, similar to that reported by 
McKay et al. (2018) using national data. The comparatively higher 
representation of equity, part-time and/or online students amongst 
non-traditional cohorts, including enabling cohorts, may go some 
way to explaining observed differences in outcomes and alert us to 
the additional challenges that these students face as they move into 
their undergraduate studies.

It is important to note that the admission pathway, and 
demographic and enrolment factors were not sufficient to 
explain the vast majority of the variance observed in either 
retention or academic performance. Moreover, these variables 
were particularly poor predictors of attrition and academic 
underperformance. These findings were not surprising: 
enrolment and demographic factors also were not sufficient to 
explain most of the observed variation in student retention during 
the OnTrack experience (Lisciandro & Gibbs, 2016). Instead, 
attrited students most commonly cited “medical and emotional 
issues” as the reason for prematurely leaving OnTrack, similar 
to that reported for other Australian enabling programs (Hodges 
et al., 2013). Psychological factors, in particular, may have a 
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significant influence on student outcomes during the first year 
transition. Research has revealed an ever-increasing burden of 
mental ill-health and psychological distress amongst university 
students (Said, Kypri, & Bowman, 2013; Stallman, 2010), 
including those in enabling pathways (Crawford et al., 2016); and 
the dire effect on student retention (Hodges et al., 2013; Orygen, 
2017; Walter, 2015). In one recent study, almost all (95%) 
enabling students were found to be experiencing above normal 
levels of psychological distress (Nieuwoudt 2021). Belonging to 
an equity subgroup (Orygen, 2017) and the stress of transitioning 
to university (Cleary, Walter, & Jackson, 2011) are also significant 
risk factors that likely contribute to, or compound, poor mental 
health in this cohort. The Orygen (2017) report highlighted that 
“the mental health of university students has largely been absent 
at a government policy level” (p. 6), and that it “must be included 
in the higher education policy agenda” going forward (p.7). 
Australian universities are now starting to make a concerted effort 
to implement institution-wide mental health strategies, with 
many drawing on the “Enhancing Student Wellbeing” framework 
(Baik & Larcombe, 2016) that emphasises a role for curriculum 
in supporting student wellbeing. Proactively addressing student 
affect and social and emotional learning in enabling and first-
year curricula is one example of a strategy that aims to enhance 
student wellbeing and success (Jones, Lisciandro, & Olds, 2016; 
Lisciandro, Jones, & Geerlings, 2018; Lisciandro, Jones, & 
Strehlow, 2016). Recent guidelines and recommendations from 
the National Centre for Student Equity in Higher Education also 
reinforce the importance of teaching, learning and curriculum to 
supporting student wellbeing and persistence of disadvantaged 
groups (Crawford 2021). 

Limitations of the current study

The variables included in the current study were limited by 
the types of information captured in university administrative 
databases, and therefore other variables that may have better 
explained student outcomes, such as psychological data, were not 
investigated here. Moreover, ‘disadvantaged’ groups have long 
been recognised as “difficult to define and differentiate” (Pitman 
et al., 2016, p. 9); and measures of disadvantage can have their 
limitations. For example, the postcode method of identifying 
low SES students does not take into account the complexity of 
factors that determine an individual’s overall social and economic 
position (Sinclair, Doughney, & Palermo, 2003).

In the current study, it was not feasible to explore outcomes 
beyond the first year of undergraduate study, however, it would 
be useful to address this in future. Nonetheless, the first year is 
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the time when the greatest risk of discontinuation occurs, and 
our findings provide empirical data to support the notion that 
enabling programs have been successful in ‘enabling’ access and 
participation of students who are capable but otherwise lack 
opportunity, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds. 
Corroborating the findings of Pitman et al. (2016, p. 55) their 
“success rates remind us that disadvantage does not disappear 
after the enabling pathway has been completed. Many equity-
group students still require ongoing academic support in their 
undergraduate studies” (p. 55). Future discussion regarding 
access and equity policy should centre around ways that we can 
continue to support the transition experience of these students 
into the first year of university and beyond.

Final Considerations

In recent years, there have been questions about the efficacy 
of enabling programs in meeting academic standards and 
equity goals (Shah & Whannell, 2017). The proposed Higher 
Education Reform package (Australian Government, 2017), and 
the more recent Consultation paper (DET, 2018) attempted to 
define empirical measures of evaluating program efficacy and 
emphasise these as essential criteria for determining the future 
of enabling funding. While this study goes some way toward 
investigating some of these measures at one Australian university, 
it is important to note that quantitative data regarding student 
retention and academic performance provides only one part 
of the story. It does not necessarily value the knowledges and 
experiences of enabling participants, or alternative measures 
of success such as increased confidence, as well as other study 
and employment opportunities gained. It may not capture the 
success experienced by disadvantaged students who take a longer 
or more convoluted path to achieve the same ends amidst many 
personal, health or circumstantial hurdles. As Bennett and Lumb 
(2019, p. 7) argue “notions of ‘competition’, ‘measurement’ and 
‘return on investment’ – exemplify the neoliberal approach to 
policymaking”. This is a discourse that seems far removed from 
the social justice principles of achieving a “fairer and more just 
society” that Dawkins wrote about in A Fair Chance for all (DEET, 
1990) and which set in motion the Bradley et al. (2008) Review 
and the resulting expansion of enabling pathways. 

Nonetheless, this study found that an enabling program boosted 
participation by underrepresented groups at one Australian 
university, and equipped students to persist through their first 
year of undergraduate study just as well as other entry pathways. 
Enabling programs hence remain an important tool for enacting 
social justice in universities and the communities in which they 
serve.
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Appendix 

Table A1. Single associations between independent variables

Predictor 
variables

Spearman rho correlation coefficients1

School Age 
group

Gender Disability NESB Low 
SES

Attendance 
mode

Enrolment 
mode

Success 
rate

Admission 
pathway

-0.034
**

-0.412
**

-0.037
**

-0.089
**

-0.049
**

-0.017 -0.081
**

0.269
**

0.119
**

School X 0.048
**

-0.060
**

-0.040
**

0.025
*

0.095
**

0.016 -0.077
**

0.030
*

Age group X -0.020 0.073
**

0.066
**

0.013 0.266
**

-0.375
**

-0.044
**

Gender X -0.010 0.003 -0.050
**

0.012 0.058
**

-0.95
**

Disability X -0.033
**

0.005 -0.012 -0.038
**

-0.040
**

NESB X 0.012 -0.025
*

-0.062
**

-0.024
*

Low SES X 0.002 -0.030
**

-0.036
**

Attendance 
mode

X -0.216
**

0.085
**

Enrolment 
mode

X 0.104
**

1Significant associations at the 5% level are shaded in grey. P-values not corrected 
for multiple comparisons, thus exercise discretion in the interpretation of results. 
Association data not replicated on the bottom left of the table.
* indicates 2-sided p-value <0.05
** indicates 2-sided p-value <0.01
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Table A2. Alternative Multivariate Logistic Regression Model 
analysing the influence of admission pathway, demographic and 
enrolment factors only on student retention
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