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In 2018, only 29.5% of North Queensland school completers and 25.4% of Far North Queensland school 
completers commenced Bachelor studies compared with 51% of school completers from the metropolitan 
region (Queensland Government, 2019). Increased educational opportunities are critical to the region’s 
participation in the knowledge economy. If the Northern Queensland region attained rates of Bachelor 
degree participation comparable to Brisbane Metro area, there would be 70,398 people with a Bachelor 
degree or higher, rather than the 53,009 there are currently. In addition to lower overall participation rates, 
students in Northern Queensland come from significantly more diverse backgrounds than those in other, 
metropolitan areas. Consequently, JCU’s commitment to the widening-participation agenda manifests as a 
range of pathway options that enable access to higher education through the  provision of low-cost, high-
support pathway programs orientated towards assisting students in navigating challenges such as 
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Another essential ingredient of the DHE’s course design and delivery is the involvement of experts within the 
tertiary education sector, and pathways space in particular, to act as critical friends and providers of 
professional development as well as to review and calibrate activities. The DHE’s critical friends and providers 
of professional development are outlined in Table 1. 
Year Activity Expert Role 
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process, and this in turn was reflected in my grades” (DHE student, 2015). These integrated supports are 
complemented by a whole-of-course approach to subject design.   
Students undertake two core subjects, Developing Academic Skills and Learning in a Digital Environment, and 
can also undertake Essential Maths and Essential Science. Together, these subjects seek to make the implicit 
expectations of tertiary study explicit in order to make the university experience easier to navigate. This 
process begins during the pre-semester student induction where testimonials from past students are 
complemented by an academic panel who describe modes of learning and expectations in academic 
environments. In addition to allaying concerns regarding the practical dimensions of study, such as 
timetabling, lab protocols, and textbook requirements, the academic panel sets the tone of “high 
expectations” by outlining professional expectations. A concurrent focus on resilience, normalisation of the 
diverse challenges people may face during their studies, and acknowledgement of the strengths that students 
bring to the program lays the foundations of “high support” that carry through both the course design and 
subject curricula. 
Iterative subject design built on cyclical processes of institutional consultation, internal and external review, 
and vertical alignment with students’ target degrees consolidates the DHE’s whole of institution approach at 
the subject level. A culture of high-support is further fostered through e
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designed and is based on sound pedagogical theory and foundations” (External Reviewer A, JCU Course 
Review, 2017); “Clear and consistent alignment between course learning outcomes, subject learning 
outcomes and assessment items was evidenced. Participation in IRU Academic Calibration is a positive quality 
engagement activity that supports the rigour of the academic program. This is encouraged to continue” 
(External Reviewer B, JCU Course Review, 2017).  
Broadly, JCU students have cited issues of stress, financial difficulty, and workload as the three most common 
reasons why students leave university. The DHE cohort is particularly diverse, and many students face 
complex barriers in the transition to study. In an effort to reduce attrition rates, and to improve learning 
outcomes and the holistic student experience, DHE students are introduced to a comprehensive approach 
to student support. In addition to the collaborative, universal curriculum design to support all students’ 
learning, the program has embedded support staff and structures to provide students individualised support 
across the student lifecycle. In addition to this individualised support, designated student support officers on 
both the Townsville and Cairns campuses undertake cohort monitoring to underpin these support measures. 
Each week, teaching and support staff (student advisors, learning advisors, and disability support staff) meet 
to review student attendance, engagement (online and in class), learning analytics, and assessment results.  
From this, at-risk students are identified early and case-managed by the student support team, who meet 
with these students regularly to discuss their progress and to implement measures that support their study: 
I can't speak highly enough of the support I received from everyone at JCU.  From my initial enquiry with the 
Pathways Programs Student Support Advisor, through to my individual Tutors and Subject Co-ordinators, as 
well as the various Student Support Services offered, I had help available every step of the way as I familiarised 
myself with a very 'alien environment'.  It felt like the whole University were cheering me on to succeed! (DHE 
student, 2016)   

Since its first year, the DHE has consistently received outstanding results in student surveys, achieving no less 
than 4.17 on the 5 point scale (Figure 4), which demonstrates the strength of the curriculum.  Qualitative 
feedback, from 2015 to 2018, elaborating on these levels of satisfaction has been collated in this video. These 
results led to the showcasing of the Diploma as a model program at the JCU Academic Board, 2017.   

 

The DHE is also guided by a series of course aspirations, developed in 2015 and endorsed by the DAG and 
EAG, these principles articulate the basis of high-quality pathways education at JCU. Typically, open-access 
pathways programs have success rates of between 35-50% (Hodges et al., 2013). However, the DHE set 
aspirations of a minimum 65% course success rate and 50% conversion rate to degree study at JCU, combined 
with evidence of improved preparedness for degree study. All aspirations have been met every year since 
the DHE’s inception. Indeed, over 90% of students who submit subject assessment pass the core subjects and 
over two-thirds have transitioned into a Bachelor degree. These success rates are a direct result of the 
quality of the curriculum, and is echoed in the following student comment: “The DHE offered an excellent 
introduction to University life and academic expectations. Looking back, the course structure was 
phenomenal. After the diploma, I applied for Veterinary Science. I was told by many administrative staff 
members to avoid applying because there was little hope for someone like me. Through what I learnt from 
the diploma and the pre-requisites that I was able to achieve, I was accepted into Vet Science the immediate 

Figure 4: DHE Subject Satisfaction Scores 2015 – Present 

https://youtu.be/bOj793Ir7Co
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Moreover, as there are no educational prerequisites for participation, students may have completed only 
primary or early secondary schooling before commencing study. This diversity is notable when compared 
with national rates for commencing undergraduate students, but outstanding when compared with other 
nationally-available enabling courses (see Figure 1 on p. 1), where participation and completion rates among 
these key equity groups are consistently lower than national averages (Edwards & McMillan, 2015). 
Orientation around principles of universal design, with a focus on foundational skills that support student 
confidence and competence for university study, mediate educational disadvantage. While, cohort 
demographics clearly demonstrate a sustained contribution to widening participation for key equity groups. 
Program success is reflected in the sustained strong demand for the course (with the DHE now the second-
highest subscribed course at JCU), as evidenced in commencing student data for the Australian Tropical 
Campuses (Cairns and Townsville), as shown in Table 3. Moreover, the 
DHE’s whole-of-institution approach to curriculum design, which fosters 
inclusivity, clearly serves equity goals by helping to level the playing field. 
A comparison of the diploma/non-diploma students enrolled in Bachelor 
degrees, shows that when controlled for OP/ATAR scores, the effect of 
having studied the DHE was to nullify the OP/ATAR effect, whereby those 
with good OP scores do much better in higher education than those with 
poor OP scores (as shown in Figure 7). This result is critical in a region 
characterised by educational under-participation, and shows the DHE successfully challenges socially-
constructed educational disadvantage and increases participation in higher education in Northern 
Queensland.  )



https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/system/files/fyefinalreport_0.pdf
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