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A message from the Vice-Chancellor,  
Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Academic and Global Relations)  

and Pro Vice-Chancellor (Academic)
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Great teaching can transform lives. Stories abound of high achievers who credit a favourite 
lecturer or tutor with instilling in them passion for a subject or the drive to reach a goal.  
The University of Newcastle strives to provide a teaching and learning environment that 
encourages each of our 35,500 students to extend themselves and realise their potential. 

Our University applauds those who choose 
the path of improvement, be they students, 
academics or other University staff whose 
efforts contribute to creating a learning 
experience that is engaging, rewarding  
and world class. 

This University has much to be proud of in 
the area of teaching and learning. We have 
academics who have received international 
and national recognition for their teaching  
and we produce career-ready graduates 
who consistently attract higher starting 
salaries than the national average. 

We lead the way in providing access to 
higher education and acknowledging the 
principles of equity and diversity. We enrol 
more Indigenous students than any other 
university in Australia and we have one of 
the highest proportions of students from 
low socio-economic backgrounds. We are 
at the forefront of mature-age education, 
which is an Australian Government priority. 
More than half of our students do not come 
directly from school.

Every year our enabling programs, Open 
Foundation, Newstep and Yapug, help 
students discover untapped abilities and 
change their lives. Annika Westrenius, 
featured in this edition of Teaching & 
Learning, is one of those success stories. 

Professor Caroline McMillen 
Vice-Chancellor and President 

Professor Kevin McConkey 
Deputy Vice-Chancellor  
(Academic and Global Relations)

Excellence in endeavour

An Open Foundation student who 
progressed to a degree program  
and won the University Medal, she has  
now commenced a new career as a 
University lecturer. 

The University places great importance 
on listening to our students. Through a 
survey last year students indicated they 
wanted more guidance in making the 
transition from undergraduate study to the 
workplace. We responded by creating a 
comprehensive website, Stepping Out, 
which you can read about in this edition.  
It equips students with the information 
they need to proceed to the next stage of 
their lives with confidence and optimism. 

Similarly, our Industry Scholarships and 
Transition to Practice programs, also 
featured in this issue of Teaching & 
Learning, provide undergraduates with 
valuable professional experience and a 
headstart in the job market. 

We have enhanced the learning 
environment at the University this year 
with the construction of new buildings  
that incorporate state-of-the-art teaching 
spaces. We are employing the latest 
technology, from the use of iPads in 
clinical examinations to a $2 million 
upgrade of video conferencing facilities 

that allows us to link study groups more 
efficiently on different sites within the 
University’s ever-expanding footprint.  
The addition of Information Commons  
to the Huxley and Central Coast libraries 
continues to drive a revival in library  
use as students embrace these social, 
informal study spaces. 

The University received a highly favourable 
review this year from the international 
agency QS Stars, which, importantly, also 
provides us with a roadmap for future 
development. QS Stars rates Newcastle a 
5-star University. The review also indicates 
where improvements can be made and we 
are using that feedback to set priorities for 
change that will help us achieve our aim of 
a 5-star rating across all areas. 

In the rapidly evolving world of higher 
education, every university needs to keep 
abreast of trends and respond to the 
changing needs of students, staff and  
the broader community. This edition of 
Teaching & Learning celebrates the 
achievements of those who have shown 
excellence in this endeavour, who have 
demonstrated conscious improvement that 
has led to personal growth or enhanced 
the reputation and learning environment  
of the University of Newcastle. We salute 
their enthusiasm, passion and enterprise.

Professor Bill Hogarth 
Pro Vice-Chancellor  
(Academic)
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Looking around the busy Huxley 
Information Common, it is hard to imagine 
that university libraries were once strictly 
for quiet study and contemplation – where 
talking and laughing were frowned upon 
and eating and drinking absolutely 
forbidden. 

At any time of any day during semester, 
the popular Common is abuzz with 
students. The coffee flows as they tap 
away at computer keyboards or cluster 
together in cafe-style booths to discuss 
group projects displayed on shared 
screens. 

With a flourish of keystrokes they can  
call up assignments, join a tutorial group 
internet discussion or access one of the 
library’s tens of thousands of online 
journals and ebooks.

Across the room, other students roam the 
book stacks looking for more traditional 
resource material. 

“The library is a social hub these days,” 
says Huxley Library Team Leader Leone 
Clough. “You hear the students as they 
are spilling out of lectures saying, ‘I’ll meet 
you at the library.’ We have about 4,000 
people a week through here.”

The University has moved with the times 
and redesigned its libraries to suit the 
evolving learning environment and the 
needs of modern students. Information 
Commons are shared areas where 

students can meet and study in an 
informal setting with all the electronic  
and hard-copy resources they need at 
their fingertips.

The Auchmuty Library Information 
Common opened in 2003 and was an 
instant success. It earned an Australian 
Learning and Teaching Council award as 
an outstanding example of student 
learning and is now open around the clock. 

The new Huxley Library Information 
Common, which services the eastern side 
of campus, draws from the Auchmuty 
design but with some added features.  
Its nine collaborative study booths, each 
seating up to eight students, have proved 
hugely popular, as have the lounge areas, 
complete with coffee tables with inbuilt 
computer outlets.

Pointing towards the new library coffee 
shop, Bytes, University Librarian Greg 
Anderson says the lounges, group areas 
and open-plan format give the Common  
“a nice bookshop ambience”.

“We did a survey of library users a couple 
of years ago and found that although  
85 per cent of students had access to  
a computer at home, many opted to study 
in the libraries,” he says.

“We have quiet zones and silent zones  
for those who prefer to study without 
noise, but a lot of students like working 
with the background hum of other people 
around them.”

The Huxley Information Common has 
added 88 new computers for student use, 
responding to survey feedback requesting 
more computer access, and has increased 
seating capacity in that part of the library 
from 60 to 220. The inclusion of 
dedicated group study areas was also  
a priority singled out by students and  
has been addressed with the booths and 
lounge seating. Every seat in the common, 
from the individual chairs at the 14 
six-seat study pods to the shared lounge 
benches, has computer access.

A new printing area is in constant use, 
turning out about 20,000 pages each 
week from the University’s digital library 
resources, which include more than 
80,000 journals and 250,000 ebooks. 

“All of these new features support 
contemporary learning,” Anderson says. 
“People were predicting that libraries 
would die with the internet revolution but, 
in fact, we have seen a revival in library 
use, with 20 per cent more library entries 
on campus just over the past year. 

“We have responded to changes in the 
learning environment and the students 
have voted with their feet. The more of 
these spaces we put in, the more people 
come in to use them.”

The forbidding libraries of bygone years have made way for bright, 
bustling study zones that are the new social centres of campus. 

THE COMMON TOUCH
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It was an advertisement reading, “Do you 
want to change your life?” that caught  
the attention of Annika Westrenius as  
she browsed the pages of her local 
newspaper one morning.

The advertisement was for an information 
session for the University’s Open 
Foundation enabling program. Despite  
a lifelong aversion to formal education 
stemming from an unhappy school 
experience, Westrenius decided to  
go along. 

“When I was 18, I made a serious promise 
to myself that I would never go near a 
university, so I wasn’t really intending to 
follow it through,” she recalls. 

“But I had been working in small business 
for 20 years and I wasn’t happy. I felt there 
must be something else I could do.

“Once I got to the information session,  
I discovered it was the last day for 
enrolment, so if I wanted to sign up  
I had to do it there and then.”

Until the day of her first lecture, 
Westrenius was convinced she would  
not pursue the program. Fortunately  
she did, because five years later she  
has indeed changed her life. 

Having completed the Open Foundation 
course with Distinction and High 
Distinction passes, she went on to attain 
her Bachelor of Business degree and was 
awarded the prestigious University Medal 

for her Honours year, a recognition of 
exceptional academic achievement. 

Westrenius is now employed as a lecturer 
at the University, teaching students in the 
same course that put her on the path to a 
new career. 

She is co-convenor of the new Business 
Organisation and Management course  
for Open Foundation students and is 
teaching on the Callaghan and Central 
Coast campuses.

“When I started my degree I was looking 
for a high-level management job, but 
because I spoke so passionately to  
my friends about what I was learning,  
they suggested a teaching career,” 
Westrenius says. 

“I tutored after my Honours year and 
found I really enjoyed it. I like the idea  
that I can help other people have the 
life-changing experience I have had.”

Having studied Open Foundation herself, 
Westrenius understands her students’ 
fears of stepping into the unknown.

“I tell them that no one is born knowing 
how to write an essay,” she says. “It is like 
learning to swim or ride a bike; the first 
few attempts you will probably fail, then, 
eventually, you learn how to do it.”

Westrenius is continuing her studies with 
research towards a PhD. It will build on her 
Honours thesis on changes in stakeholder 
relationships in small business as a result 
of the global financial crisis.

The lesson from her experience, she  
says, is that people should never under-
estimate their capacity to learn. 

“I don’t perceive that what I have done  
is the result of anything other than hard 
work, and based on that I think most 
people are capable of similar things. 
Obtaining my degree and winning the 
University Medal weren’t things I took  
for granted – they were the result of  
my effort.” 

LIFE-CHANGING 
EXPERIENCE
Annika Westrenius’ progression  
from mature-age student to lecturer  
is a testimony to the benefits of hard 
work and self-belief.

When I started my degree I was looking for a high-level 
management job, but because I spoke so passionately  
to my friends about what I was learning, they suggested  
a teaching career

“ “
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Passing his psychology exams is not  
the only goal student Ben Kantarovski  
has set for himself this year. 

Kantarovski, one of Australia’s rising  
stars of soccer, also wants to help take  
his hometown team, the Newcastle Jets, 
to an A-League grand final, and play his  
way into the Olyroos with a possible 
appearance at the 2012 Olympics 
in London.

Already this year the 19-year-old 
midfielder has captained the Young 
Socceroos at the under-20 World Cup  
in Colombia. 

“It was an honour and a privilege to lead 
an Australian team at that level and 
competing at the Olympics would be  
the icing on the cake,” Kantarovski says. 
“I would love to make that team.”

The Olyroos have to qualify for the 
Olympics via a series of matches to be 
played in late 2011 and early 2012 but  
the Australian team have not missed an 
Olympics since 1998 and are considered 
likely starters in London. 

SHOOTING FOR THE TOP
Young soccer star Ben Kantarovski gets top marks  

for his achievements on and off the field.
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Kantarovski became the youngest person 
ever to win a full-time national soccer 
league contract when he signed with  
the Jets as a 15-year-old Lambton High 
student in 2008. 

Although the promising athlete appeared 
to have a long career in football mapped 
out, he was keen to ensure he had a plan 
for life after sport as well. He deflected 
lucrative offers from overseas clubs so  
he could enrol at university after he 
finished school. 

“Anything can happen in sport so I wanted 
that safety net of having something else  
to fall back on,” he says.

“It also gives me something constructive 
to do in my spare time because even 
though we have a lot of playing and 
training commitments during the season, 
there is also quite a bit of down time. 

“I started playing professional football  
early, so I have always combined study 
and sport – I don’t know any other way.  
If I have a holiday for a couple of weeks 
and don’t have an exam to prepare for or 
an essay to write, it feels a bit strange.  
I start getting a bit jittery.”

Kantarovski was awarded the Kimon 
Taliadoros scholarship by the Professional 
Footballers Australia organisation last 
year in recognition of his achievement in 
combining top-level sport and education. 
The prestigious scholarships are awarded 
annually to two players who demonstrate 
excellence in their development off  
the field.

Kantarovski considered pursuing  
studies in architecture or construction 
management before settling on 
psychology. Finishing his first year 
courses in early 2011, he is now enjoying 
the more in-depth and discipline-specific 
focus of his second year studies.

“The first year was more broad and basic 
but now we are getting into some really 
interesting areas,” he says. “I am really 
enjoying neuropsychology and child 
psychology. Some of the work we have 
done on motivation and conditioned 

responses comes in handy on the  
football field too.”

The University of Newcastle is a member 
of the Elite Athlete Friendly University 
(EAFU) program and Kantarovski makes 
use of flexible study options to juggle his 
work with the training and travelling 
required of professional footballers.

“I do four subjects in the off-season then 
one or two subjects in second semester 
when we are playing,” he says. “And I love 
Lectopia (an online recorded lecture 
service). I use that a lot.”

As well as enjoying the intellectual 
challenge of tertiary study, Kantarovski 
says university brings balance to his life.

“As much as I love soccer, it’s good to  
step away from it sometimes. All my  
mates from school are at uni so coming 
here kind of gives me a break,” he says, 
before adding with a laugh: “I guess you 
could call it a working break.”

Anything can happen in sport so I wanted that safety  
net of having something else to fall back on“ “
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There is a palpable sense of excitement 
when students near the end of their 
university degree, but this anticipation is 
often teamed with uncertainty about how 
to embark on the next stage of their lives.

How do I match my qualifications with a 
job? Where do I look for employment? 
What are my transferable skills? What 
happens with my HECS debt? Are there 
options for further study?

These sorts of questions, commonly 
asked by final-year students and new 
graduates, are the impetus for the 
University of Newcastle’s Stepping Out 
website, which was launched in March.

Associate Professor Anne Young, the 
Director of Planning, Quality and 
Reporting, says survey feedback from 
graduates identified a need for more 
information to help them make the 
transition from their degree studies to 
professional life or postgraduate study.

“It’s a very exciting time for them but also an 
anxious one. For many, they are losing their 
identity as a student, which has been part 
of their life for so long. They are stepping 
out into the world and having to shape a 
new identity, and at the same time working 
out how best to use their new skills.”

Responding to this feedback, the 
University recruited 100 final-year 
students across a range of disciplines  

PREPARING FOR 
THE NEXT STEP

Easing the transition from university to the workplace and 
beyond is the aim of an innovative new information portal.

to participate in focus groups. The 
research reinforced the need for a 
‘one-stop shop’ to provide information  
for departing students. 

Although the University’s faculties already 
offered a lot of information, it needed to 
be brought together into a single, 
user-friendly portal. 

For graduates going into the workplace, 
the Stepping Out site provides a wide 
range of useful information: networking 
and professional organisations; career 
advisory services; salary expectations; 
volunteering; job application and resume 
writing; linking with Alumni; and how to 
organise HECs payments. For those 
contemplating more study there is 
information on Honours and higher  
degree options and where they can lead.

The site also offers help with the  
personal and emotional aspects of  
leaving university, including links to 
counselling services and resettling tips  
for international students returning home. 

Initial feedback from students indicates 
that Stepping Out has been a huge 
success. 

“The website is really well done and  
so easy to read,” reads one student 
comment. “I like the simple layout as 
sometimes making a decision may get 
overwhelming and confusing. The links 

are appropriate and are easy to follow. 
Great to have all this info together in the 
one spot.”

Young says many users singled out  
the information on transferable skills  
as particularly useful. 

 “Many students, especially those  
with generic degrees like Arts and 
Mathematics, are unaware that skills they 
have learned such as teamwork, research, 
negotiation and communication are 
valuable qualifications that can be used 
across a range of fields,” she says.

Stepping Out Project Officer Katrina 
Quinn says there are few websites in 
Australia or overseas that deal so 
comprehensively with the ‘transitioning 
out’ phase of the student experience.

Young presented the Stepping Out 
project to an Association of Institutional 
Research conference in Canada this year 
where she told participants it was a great 
example of “closing the feedback loop”.

“We have listened to students and acted 
on their advice,“ she says. “Through our 
evaluation, we hope to find that we have 
created something that will not only 
empower them but also reflect positively 
on their experience of studying at the 
University of Newcastle.”



TEACHING & LEARNING     | 09

Being ordered off campus for a semester 
might sound like every student’s dream 
but working from home is no holiday  
for Medical Radiation Science 
undergraduates. 

Students in the Diagnostic Radiography, 
Radiation Therapy and Nuclear Medicine 
bachelor degrees spend part of their final 
year studying online and engaging in 
self-directed learning. 

The novel approach is part of the 
Transition to Practice scheme pioneered 
within the University’s Medical Radiation 
Science program and now being 
reproduced in other Faculty of Health 
programs. It is designed to better prepare 
students for life in the workplace by 
teaching them to work independently and 
take responsibility for their continued 
professional development.

Medical Radiation Science program 
convenor Dr Shane Dempsey and his 
colleagues John Tessier and Daphne 
James this year won an Australian 
Learning and Teaching Council Award  
for implementing Transition to Practice 
into the curriculum. 

“We realised a few years ago that we were 
spending a lot of time helping students 
make the transition to university but we 
needed to also focus on the transition 
from university to the workplace,” 
Dempsey explains. 

“This became an even greater priority 
when the professions we teach changed 
their professional guidelines in 2004  
and made CPD (Continuing Professional 
Development) mandatory for all 
graduates. Practitioners are required to 
demonstrate they are undertaking CPD 
each year in order to keep their licence.

“We help our final-year students prepare 
for this environment by becoming 
accustomed to online learning, engaging 
with CPD and learning to manage their 
time and workload.”

The entire final-semester study unit is 
delivered online. As well as completing 
regular assignments, students have to 
prepare a career plan and write the first 
CPD task they will undertake in practice.

Jenna Hogan, a graduate now working  
as a radiation therapist at Newcastle’s 
Calvary Mater Hospital, created an 
education module on brachytherapy,  
or internal radiotherapy, as her major 
project during her final semester of  
study in 2009. 

“I approached the project as a teacher 
might when presenting to peers,” she says. 
“I learned a lot about the subject in the 
process, however that was a side benefit. 
The most useful part of the exercise, and 
the skill most sought-after by prospective 
employers, was self-directed learning.”

Dempsey and his colleagues researched 
the Transition to Practice outcomes in 
2008, surveying students on their 
experiences. 

“Overwhelmingly they felt they were well 
prepared and far better informed as a 
result of undertaking the unit,” Dempsey 
says. “The profession has recognised it as 
well – in the last accreditation round they 
mentioned that our students performed 
above the expected level in their 
professional year and had a high  
work ethic.”

The Transition to Practice study unit is 
supported by online guides posted on the 
University’s Stepping Out website full of 
useful information about life after 
university. Other programs in Nursing and 
Health Sciences have followed suit with 
similar guides and Law is compiling one 
for its graduates.

Dempsey points to graduate employment 
rates of between 90 and 100 per cent in 
the three Medical Radiation Science 
degrees as proof of the success of 
Transition to Practice.

“There is a school of thought that 
universities should educate for 
knowledge, not employment, but we 
believe you can do both,” he says.

An award-winning study program turns out graduates  
who are confident, knowledgeable and work-ready.

OFF TO WORK 
THEY GO
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Taree-based students in the University’s 
Department of Rural Health and Rural 
Clinical School can now take advantage 
of state-of-the-art learning facilities 
following the opening of the impressive 
Manning Education Centre late last year.

Inside the smart, contemporary exterior  
of the $6 million Australian Government-
funded centre are conference, tutorial and 
meeting rooms, student common areas, 
computer-friendly work stations, offices 
and research spaces.

But the feature that has proved to be the 
biggest hit among staff and students alike 
is the high-tech clinical skills facility 
consisting of two simulation rooms 
equipped with medical equipment  
and computer-controlled ‘patient’ 
mannequins, each worth up to $100,000. 

“The rooms are fitted out with SimMan, a 
sophisticated mannequin that is fantastic 
resource for giving students exposure to 
very realistic patient scenarios,” explains 
Rural Clinical School (RCS) Deputy 
Director Dr Alan Pedersen.

“Our students can do chest compressions 
on him, give him needles, catheterise him, 
give him drugs and fluids, take his pulse, 
monitor his vital signs — and he can talk 
back to them so they get feedback on  
his condition.” 

In addition to the centre’s two SimMan 
mannequins, students also have access  
to both a SimBaby and SimNewB, infant 
and neonatal mannequins respectively. 

The installation of simulation rooms brings 
the clinical education facilities at Taree 
into line with the University’s medical and 
health training locations on the Callaghan 
and Central Coast campuses and at the 
John Hunter Hospital, in Newcastle. 

The Manning Education Centre is the  
first purpose-built learning facility for 
medical and health students in Taree.  
The University has had a presence in the 
area since its Department of Rural Health 
(UDRH) was established in 2002, in 
partnership with Hunter New England 
Local Area Health and the University  
of New England. 

HOME AWAY 
FROM HOME

Students on placement in the Manning Valley have an 
impressive new medical training hub.

The RCS was established four years later 
with the aim of encouraging at least 25 
per cent of urban-based medical students 
to spend a year working in a rural setting.

The Manning Education Centre provides 
an academic base for students in 
medicine, nursing, physiotherapy, 
occupational therapy and allied health 
disciplines while they are on rural 
placements in the area. 

Pedersen says the students enjoy being 
part of a close-knit, socially active 
community while on placement and 
engage in friendly rivalry with the hospital 
staff in sport and trivia contests. 

Up to 80 students can be working in the 
area at any one time and about 20 staff 
are based at the centre, which has been 
built to accommodate an expansion in  
the rural clinical placement program.  
The centre is close to Manning Base 
Hospital and is also used for training 
junior medical officers.

Former University of Newcastle  
Vice-Chancellor, Professor Nick 
Saunders, said when the centre opened  
it was an important milestone in the 
delivery of quality higher education  
in regional Australia.

“With our partners, the University is 
committed to providing the highest 
standards of education for our 
communities across the Mid North  
Coast, the Hunter and Central Coast 
regions,” he said.

The Tamworth base of the UDRH and 
RCS will also receive a significant boost  
to facilities in the near future, with a new 
clinical training building and student 
accommodation complex being built 
adjacent to the local hospital. 

The $15 million project was announced  
in Tamworth in May by the Prime Minister, 
Julia Gillard, and the Independent MP  
for New England, Tony Windsor, who 
successfully lobbied for the funding.

With our partners, the 
University is committed 
to providing the highest 
standards of education  
for our communities across 
the Mid North Coast, the 
Hunter and Central Coast 
regions

“

“



TEACHING & LEARNING     | 11

The opportunity to study at the University 
of Newcastle has been a life-changing 
experience for South Korean student 
Sungmo Ahn, who is now living in 
Australia pursuing an exciting new career. 

Ahn is a successful graduate of an 
articulation program offered by the 
University in conjunction with the 
International Education Network (IEN) 
and Sogang University, in Seoul. 

Students complete the first year of  
their studies at Sogang while they 
simultaneously undertake an English for 
Academic Purposes program. They then 
complete the second and third year of 
their chosen degree at Newcastle. 

The articulation program is offered to 
students studying in the commerce, 
business and information technology 
streams as well as some combined 
degrees. The subjects studied in the first 
year at Sogang are compatible with those 
taught on campus at Newcastle, which 
makes the second-year transition as 
smooth as possible. 

Professor Jim Psaros, Deputy Head of  
the Faculty of Business and Law, says  
the two universities and IEN are in close 
collaboration over course content. He 
travels to Sogang twice a year to speak to 
teachers and administrators and ensure 
that the curricula of the two universities 
are attuned.

PATHWAY  
TO SUCCESS
An innovative articulation program for Korean 
students eases their transition to the Australian 
study environment.

Ahn is one of about 450 Korean students 
who have taken advantage of the pathway 
program since it began in 2005. He won  
a scholarship, one of a number offered  
to students in the Korean cohort by the 
University and IEN. 

Ahn enrolled in the program after  
finishing high school. He was keen to 
study overseas and was familiar with 
Australia, having travelled here with  
his family when he was younger. The 
opportunity to learn English during his 
first year of study was another attraction, 
although arriving in Newcastle to begin 
his second-year studies proved to be a 
steep learning curve.

“Theoretical English and practical English 
are very different, especially with the 
Australian accent and way of speaking,” 
Ahn says. “At Sogang we had lessons in 
English but it was quite different coming 
into a class where all the lecturers and 
tutors and most of the students were 
Australian.” 

Psaros says the different learning 
environment in Australia can also be 
challenging for the Korean students.  
The style here is more teamwork-oriented 
and the students have to take more 
responsibility for managing their time  
and study commitments. 

“But the majority of students adapt to  
this very well,” Psaros says. “They engage 
in university life as they become more 
comfortable here, which is very important. 
We are not just offering them an academic 
pathway; we want them to enjoy the whole 
university experience.

“I think the fact that the numbers in this 
program are increasing at a time when 
international enrolments nationally are 
slowing is an indication of the success  
of this model.”

T.J. Gim, director of the Sydney office  
of IEN, agrees the program has been 
popular.

“The students like the collegial aspect of 
being part of a larger cohort on campus 
and because they study English in the first 
year, they don’t have to do a foundation 
course when they arrive in Australia, so 
they achieve their degrees more quickly.”

Ahn went on to graduate last year with 
Distinctions and High Distinctions and 
won a clutch of academic awards.

He is now living in inner-city Newcastle 
and working for local firm McGregor & 
McGregor Chartered Accountants. He  
is planning to embark on his Chartered 
Accountant (CA) professional study 
program once he completes his graduate 
trainee year.
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Students help students in a 
peer-led program that targets 
the dreaded courses that 
everyone loves to hate.

It is a sunny midweek morning in a study 
room on campus and a group of legal 
students has gathered to discuss  
contract law. 

The subject matter may be heavy, but  
the mood is light. There are coffee cups 
on the table, a few students are nibbling 
on an early lunch, and there is plenty of 
laughter and talk.

The gathering is a Peer Assisted Study 
Session (PASS), a voluntary weekly 
meeting that allows students studying 
historically difficult courses to review 
class work among themselves. Sessions 
are led by a former student of the same 
course, often just one year ahead, who 
has achieved a Distinction or higher in  
the subject. 

“It is not like a tutorial and it is not like  
a traditional mentoring arrangement,” 
explains Law teaching program convenor 
Kate Lindsay, who was one of the first 
academics at the University of Newcastle 
to adopt PASS as a learning enhancement 
program. 

“It is a revision session run by students for 
students, where they are encouraged to 
discuss aspects of the course and find 
answers to their questions by talking  
with each other.

“It is not remedial, it’s for anyone who 
wants to become a better student – you 
might be a Distinction student who wants 
to become a High Distinction student.

“Nor is it about targeting poorly 
performing students. Rather, it targets 
traditionally difficult courses, and I believe 
that is the cornerstone of its success.”

The PASS program was developed by  
the University of Missouri-Kansas City  
in the 1970s and is now used in tertiary 
institutions across the world.

To qualify as PASS leaders, students must 
not only be academically gifted but also 
display the temperament and desire to 
work with other students. They undergo 
training in active learning techniques and 
are encouraged to reflect questions back 
to the student group to encourage 
discussion and problem-solving.

PASSING WITH FLYING COLOURS
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REAPING  
THE BENEFITS
Paul Merrick is rediscovering things 
about anatomy and physiology that  
he had forgotten he knew. 

The third year Nursing student is a 
PASS leader on the Port Macquarie 
campus and has been leading two 
sessions a week in Advanced Human 
Bioscience, a wide-ranging medical 
subject guaranteed to make every 
health student squirm. 

“The course has difficult concepts,  
so it is a pretty steep learning curve. 
Going over it in PASS sessions has 
been a great refresher for me.”

Merrick joined the PASS program this 
year and is relishing the experience  
of being a leader.

“It is very rewarding seeing that light 
bulb moment when a student connects 
two principles and they realise that 
they’ve got it – and they know they 
aren’t going to forget it,” he says.

Students on the Port campus have 
taken to PASS enthusiastically and 
Merrick’s groups have set up a 
Facebook page so that they can 
discuss topics online.

Rhea Thrift is another advocate of 
PASS. The Communications/Law 
student used PASS sessions to help 
her through the complexities of 
Property Law and now facilitates 
sessions in Contract Law and  
Criminal Law for other students. 

“It is really good for developing your 
own study skills,” she says. “It involves  
a lot of problem-solving and when you 
have to sit down before a session and 
think about how you are going to 
present a topic, it helps with your  
own learning. You realise how much 
you really know.

 “It is interesting to hear what other 
students have to say on a question or 
topic and it broadens your own thinking.”

Lindsay trained as a PASS supervisor  
in 2003 as part of the program in the 
Faculty of Business and Law. It has 
proved so successful that it is now  
being rolled out in other faculties. 

It was trialled during first semester  
this year in the Human Bioscience and 
Mathematics courses in the Nursing and 
Engineering schools respectively. It has 
since been extended to other courses 
across the Callaghan, Central Coast  
and Port Macquarie campuses.

Newcastle Business School has 12 PASS 
leaders running sessions in 15 courses 
and the Law School has five PASS 
leaders in three courses.

The program is constantly evaluated  
and feedback has been overwhelmingly 
positive, with students reporting higher 
grades, better understanding of course 
content and improved communication  
and analytical skills. 

“Students say they enjoy PASS sessions 
because it is a relaxed environment,” 
Lindsay says.

“It’s not a hierarchical situation, and being 
part of what is happening is important. 

“Participants feel they can ask anything in 
PASS and someone will either know the 
answer or the group will find the answer 
– and that is so affirming for students.”

Sher Campbell, the PASS coordinator for 
Newcastle Law School, says the program 
also has significant benefits for student 
leaders, who report that their own 
communication skills and understanding 
of course content are enhanced by the 
process of preparing sessions for other 
students.

“It reinforces their learning, builds their 
confidence and gives them the 
opportunity to assess and recognise their 
own strengths,” Campbell says.

“It is also a great addition to a resume.  
I have had graduates who have gone into 
jobs with judges, justice departments and 
law firms and they tell me employers are 
very impressed when they see that a job 
applicant has been a PASS leader.”

“The benefits definitely flow both ways,” 
Lindsay says. “The other advantage is  
that in a professional school, where the 
environment can be quite competitive, it 
promotes an inclusive culture where the 
students take an interest in one another.”
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If the walls of the Griffith Duncan Theatre 
could speak, they would have many 
entertaining stories to tell. 

The theatre has hosted thousands  
of lectures and performances since  
the Nimrod Theatre Company staged  
No Man’s Land, the venue’s inaugural 
dramatic presentation, in May 1975. 
(Opening night tickets were a steal  
at $7.50.) 

As well as being an important teaching 
resource for the University, the Griffith 
Duncan Theatre is a popular community 
facility and many a Novocastrian has 
memories of nervously gracing its stage 
for ballet concerts, eisteddfods, school 
plays and theatre productions over the 
past 36 years.

The theatre closed for renovation last  
year but is back in the spotlight since 
reopening in the middle of 2011, boasting 
a complete overhaul that has brought its 
theatre and lecture facilities into the  
21st century. 

“After nearly 40 years the theatre was 
starting to show its age but the University 
had no hesitation in spending money to 
upgrade something that is both a major 
teaching resource and community asset,” 
says Acting Deputy Vice-Chancellor 
(Services) Trevor Gerdsen. 

The curtain has lifted on an exciting revamp  
of the Griffith Duncan Theatre.

The theatre was stripped back to its  
shell during the $3.4 million renovation, 
completed with a grant from the 
Australian Government’s Teaching and 
Learning Capital Fund. Sound, lighting 
and control equipment were replaced and 
brought up to modern industry standards, 
the backstage area and dressing rooms 
refurbished, the orchestra pit rebuilt, 
curtains and winches upgraded and  
new seating installed.

Warm timber features were introduced  
to soften the interior and a specially 
designed carpet inspired by local  
fauna graces the floor.

The theatre also functions much more 
effectively as a teaching space following 
the installation of state-of-the-art, 
computer-controlled projection equipment 
and other technological aids.

The Griffith Duncan Theatre honours  
the foundation principal of the Newcastle 
Teachers’ College, who retired the day  
the venue was officially named, in March 
1975. An inspirational and highly popular 
educator, Griffith Duncan steered the 
college from its inception in 1949 on  
its original site in Broadmeadow through 
to its relocation to land adjacent to the 
University. 

Duncan was a keen advocate of 
vocational education but also spoke on  
a number of occasions in favour of the 
college amalgamating with the University 
of Newcastle. Ironically, it was on the day 
of his death in 1988 that the merger of the 
two institutions was announced. 

With a capacity of approximately 800,  
the theatre has filled an important role  
as a mid-size performance venue in the 
Hunter, with few other theatres and 
concert halls capable of accommodating 
audiences of that number. Its 
refurbishment, and the upgrade of 
technical equipment, will enhance its 
status as one of the region’s high-quality 
professional entertainment spaces.

It is also a first-class lecture venue and 
one of the first public events to be staged 
after its reopening was an address by the 
influential human rights and social justice 
advocate Julian Burnside AO QC 
(pictured above). He drew an audience  
of several hundred to hear him speak on 
the topic Politics and Refugees: Power 
Without Principles.

NEW-LOOK THEATRE TAKES A BOW
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Ryan Banks has always believed that if 
you don’t know how to do something,  
you should put your hand up. 

Which is exactly what Banks did two  
years ago when he was sitting in a lecture 
theatre for the first time and the lecturer 
mentioned computers.

“I put my hand up and said in front of a 
room full of people that I didn’t know how 
to use a computer,” Banks says. “That was 
pretty daunting but I knew if I didn’t admit 
to it and ask for help, I wouldn’t be able to 
get through the course.” 

A late-starter to university who left  
school at 15 and worked as a bathroom 
tiler for 16 years, Banks, 32, continues  
to metaphorically put his hand up for  
help as he works his way through his 
Bachelor of Teaching (Primary)/Bachelor 
of Arts degree.

As an Open Foundation student, the 
Blackboard online learning site was his 
lifeline, with its resources on essay and 
assignment writing, exam preparation  
and study planning.

Now, as an undergraduate in his first  
year, he still uses Blackboard regularly 
and attends as many of the learning 
development workshops and seminars 
advertised on the site as he can.

“Everything is there, it’s all free and the 
teachers who run the classes have a  
great nurturing, understanding approach,” 
he says. 

Former tradesman Ryan 
Banks has made the switch 
from bathroom to classroom 
and is relishing the change.

Dr Susan West, one of his teachers in the 
Open Foundation course, regards Banks 
as a great success story and says his 
strength was his willingness to admit to 
skills he didn’t have and ask for help.

To Banks, who has given up full-time  
work to pursue his teaching studies,  
it is just a reflection of the businesslike 
approach he has taken to completing his 
degree and embarking on a new career. 

“I treat studying at uni as my new job,”  
he says. “I have standards to maintain  
and hours to keep, and if I don’t know how 
to do something I need to find out how to 
do it so I can get the job finished.” 

“The way I see it, for the next four years  
I am completing another apprenticeship.” 

So far, his ‘apprenticeship’ is progressing 
well. Banks has already scored a 
Distinction and completed his first 
practical teaching placement at a primary 
school. He is also enjoying the diversity 
and social aspect of student life.

“Working by myself for the past 16 years  
I learned to tile and finish many different 
surfaces, and I knew every song on  
the radio off by heart, but there wasn’t 
much opportunity to interact with people,” 
he says.

“So for me it is a real privilege to be here.  
I love just being on campus and saying 
hello to people as they walk by.” 

TRADING 
PLACES

Everything is there, it’s 
all free and the teachers 
who run the classes 
have a great nurturing, 
understanding approach

“ “
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Associate Professor Rohan Rasiah thinks 
video conferencing is a fantastic teaching 
tool, whether he is connecting with a 
student on placement in a country town  
or engaging with a class five metres  
down the hallway.

The Pharmacy academic is an enthusiastic 
user of multimedia technology – but not 
just for communicating with students or 
colleagues in satellite locations, such as 
the University Department of Rural Health 
(UDRH) base in Tamworth. He also uses  
it frequently to link classrooms on the 
Callaghan campus. 

“We have two clinical skills rooms  
on campus divided by a pharmacy 
demonstration room so if I have a large 
class we often use both rooms and link 
them via video conferencing,” he explains.

“It works really well. The students sit in 
pods of six and they can interact with 
each other and with the people in the 
other room during the class.”

Rasiah is taking the concept one step 
further, developing a program to supply 
MacBooks to students on rural placement 
so they can use them to hook up with 
lectures and tutorials back on campus 
even if they are not near a University base. 

Students studying away from campus can beam  
into lectures thanks to state-of-the-art video facilities.

The University’s video conferencing 
facilities have received a significant boost 
with the injection of approximately $2 
million over the past year to enhance 
capabilities. The technology rollout also 
included upgrades to audiovisual 
equipment in several key lecture theatres. 

Permanent video conferencing facilities 
have been installed in two 240-seat 
lecture theatres, one on the Central Coast 
and another in the General Purpose 
Building on the Callaghan campus,  
giving academics the capability to video 
conference lectures to various venues. 

Both rooms, and the 420-seat theatre in 
Computing and Information Sciences at 
Callaghan, have been fitted with new 
triple projection systems. These allow 
lecturers to run either a single projector 
for a straightforward presentation or two 
simultaneously if they want to use more 
than one delivery mode – for instance, a 
PowerPoint and a video conference link. 

New step pads behind the lecterns control 
the camera angles, zooming to a tight shot 
when the lecturer is behind the lectern 
then reverting to a wide-screen view once 
he or she steps away. 

“These upgrades will improve the student 
experience in these larger venues,” says 

Teaching Spaces Support Coordinator 
Brian Tame. 

Video conferencing facilities across 
various University locations have been 
stepped up from standard to high-
definition clarity and new LCD monitors 
installed at many of the end points.  
This will significantly improve the video 
reception between the campuses and 
Tamworth and the new Manning 
Education Centre at Taree. 

Diagnostic Radiography lecturer John 
Tessier uses video conferencing to link 
with students at the UDRH in Tamworth 
and says it is important in maintaining 
“community spirit” among the class. 

“We will typically have a lecture with about 
80 students in Callaghan and four to eight 
students at Tamworth,” he says. “We 
consider it an equity issue: we want 
everyone to have access to a live lecture 
so they can follow the presentation in real 
time, ask questions and interact with their 
classmates.” 

Rasiah agrees: “Students from the city 
can feel isolated when they go on rural 
placement, so it is important that we 
support them as much as possible.  
Video conferencing gives them the 
opportunity to stay in touch.”

SMILE, YOU’RE ON CAMERA
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University studies can take you to 
unexpected places, as Victoria Jack 
discovered this year when she landed  
a frontline role at a major United  
Nations conference.

The Communications Honours student 
was one of 17 student journalists 
worldwide selected to attend the 64th 
United Nations Department of Public 
Information Non-Governmental 
Organisations Conference in Bonn, 
Germany, in September. For Jack it was  
a dream assignment that brought together 
her twin passions of journalism and 
humanitarian work. 

“I have an interest in organisations like  
the UN and how they work, but from a 
media perspective it was also fascinating 
to see what goes into covering an event 
like that,” she says.

Jack and the team of student journalists 
were involved in writing news stories and 
features for the conference website, and 
were given access to press conferences 
and workshops to provide their coverage.

“It was a big learning curve for me  
and I was probably one of the more 
experienced student journalists there,” 
she says. “We didn’t have a lot of 
instruction so we had to fly by the  

seat of our pants – but you pick things up 
quickly and ultimately just jump in and 
start chatting to people.”

Jack took time out from completing her 
Honours thesis to attend the conference. 
She is writing on the changes taking place 
in newspapers with the advent of online 
news delivery. It is a subject of personal 
interest to Jack, who spent 18 months 
working for her local daily paper between 
finishing her Bachelor degree and starting 
her Honours studies.

“The media is at an interesting juncture 
where print organisations are still printing 
newspapers but also exploring online 
opportunities,” she says. 

“I am researching how they decide what 
content will go online, a question that has 
some interesting implications for the 
quality of journalism and where the 
profession is heading.

“I have found that there is a sense of 
reluctance among journalists to embrace 
online news and a desire to protect the 
newspaper. This is not for financial 
reasons but because most people who 
work in newspapers are really passionate 
about print and they don’t like the idea 
that one day we might not have 
newspapers at all.

“They are becoming more excited  
about online news now, especially the 
possibilities it offers for competing with 
radio and television — but that emotional 
reaction is very interesting.”

Jack has been keeping busy while 
studying Honours, teaching first-year 
courses at the University and working 
part-time as a journalist. She has also 
been volunteering with Amnesty 
International, UNICEF and a refugee 
resettlement service to boost her 
qualifications in the humanitarian and 
social welfare fields. 

All of which has led to something of a 
career conundrum for the young student 
as she contemplates which direction to 
head next. She enjoys research and a 
doctoral project is a possibility, but 
postgraduate studies in the development 
or international sector also beckon.

“I love studying and I love working and I’m 
really interested in humanitarian work so  
if I could get a part-time job with a United 
Nations body and continue some part-
time research, that would be the perfect 
combination for me.”

GOING 
GLOBAL

University has opened several career doors for this aspiring 
media professional and humanitarian worker. 
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Communications student Liam Howitt 
thought submitting his assignments on 
time was a challenge until he spent a few 
weeks on a newsroom floor as part of his 
Industry Scholarship placement.

“Working to daily deadlines and having  
to produce copy under pressure was 
something I had never had to deal with 
before,” he says. “I really learnt a lot  
from that experience.”

Howitt is one of 200 students on the 
University of Newcastle’s Industry 
Scholarships initiative (formerly UNISS). 
Their sponsor companies contribute 
between $6,000 and $75,000 to support 
their studies, depending on which of five 
flexible scholarship models they 
participate in.

Providing students with professional 
experience is an important aspect of the 
scheme, with companies hosting their 
scholars in the workplace for anywhere 
between six and 78 weeks over the 
course of their degrees. 

Howitt received an Industry Connect 
Scholarship from The Newcastle Herald 
for the final year of his degree, which 
included a seven-week placement in  
the newspaper’s editorial department. 

It was very much a hands-on experience. 
Far from being left to shadow senior 
reporters around on jobs, Howitt was 
given responsibility for sourcing and 
producing stories for the paper’s news, 
features and sport sections.

With an impressive portfolio of printed 
stories, Howitt hopes the experience  
will give him a competitive edge when he 
enters the job market at the end of the year. 

The Industry Scholarship scheme  
started in 1998, with just two scholarships 
in engineering. It is now supported by 
more than 80 companies across a  
range of fields including manufacturing,  
mining, electricity generation, surveying,  
media, local government, construction 
and finance.

Sponsors gain access to some of the 
University’s most talented students,  
as the scholarships are awarded 
competitively, and many scholars are 
offered employment with their sponsor 
companies after graduation.

The students are part of a supportive 
campus community that frequently 
gathers for barbecues, dinners and 
networking events.

“The students are strongly supported,” 
Industry Scholarships manager Angela 
Samuels says. “We give them guidance 
with job applications and resume  
writing, as well as provide professional 
development sessions and networking 
opportunities.

“It is a great scheme for students. They 
say they are ahead of others in their 
cohort because of the professional 
experience and their work placements 
offer them a context for their study as  
they work through their degrees.

LEARNING  
ON THE JOB
Financial support and 
practical experience give 
the University’s Industry 
Scholars an edge. 
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HANDS-ON 
EXPERIENCE

Hannah Younger

Negotiating patents for intellectual 
property and producing annual 
accounts are all in a day’s work for 
Hannah Younger, an Industry Scholar 
with Newcastle Innovation, the 
commercial arm of the University  
of Newcastle.

Younger, a combined Law/Commerce 
student, is on a flexible UniGrad 
scholarship that allows the  
scholar and sponsor to negotiate 
arrangements to cover the required 
100 days of professional placement 
each year.

Hannah spends two days a week  
with Newcastle Innovation. Now  
in the third year of her scholarship, 
she has progressed from basic 
accounting duties to compiling 
monthly reports and annual accounts 
and has also moved into the paralegal 
domain of patent licensing.

“Newcastle Innovation works with 
many University researchers and  
I have been helping with the 
management of their intellectual 
property,” she says. 

“It is very specialised work that 
involves a lot of legal considerations.  
I have to liaise with external patent 
attorneys and prepare the appropriate 
documentation. It is challenging but  
I really love having the responsibility.”

“Plus they make great connections,  
both in their industries and among the 
other scholars on campus.”

Graduates of the scheme frequently 
report that their professional development 
is accelerated once they enter the 
workforce full-time due to their  
previous experience.

National engineering and construction 
company Abigroup Contractors has been 
involved with the scheme since 1999.  
This year it is sponsoring 17 scholars at 
different stages of their degree studies. 
All are on the top-level Industry Alliance 
scheme, which involves placements for  
78 weeks over five years.

“We have a good strike rate when it comes 
to keeping our scholars on as employees 
so this is a good training scheme for our 
company,” Commercial and Project 
Services Manager Ron Yates says. 

“Even if they don’t stay on, by the time  
they arrive for their full-year placement 
they are operating at the level of a junior 
engineer, so we are still getting a good 
return on our investment .”

“For many companies it is a targeted part 
of their recruitment strategy,” Samuels 
says, “but most companies also have a 
philanthropic motivation – it is important 
to be supporting the next generation of 
young professionals and a vital part of 
their broader engagement with their 
communities.”

James Stievenard

A chance to take a sneak peek at the 
new Joint Strike Fighter military jets 
under construction in Dallas is just 
one of the fringe benefits James 
Stievenard has derived from his 
Industry Scholarship with Newcastle 
firm Varley Engineering. 

“Varley has many defence contracts 
so when I was going on a holiday to 
the US this year I organised with one 
of our contacts to visit the production 
facility where the jets are being 
made,” he says. “It is one of the many 
opportunities that have opened up  
for me through the scholarship.”

Stievenard, who is in the final year of 
his Mechanical Engineering degree, 
has covered plenty of ground on his 
annual placements, from learning 
factory-floor skills such as welding 
through to project management. 

As well as valuable engineering 
experience, Stievenard says he has 
acquired an array of complementary 
professional skills. 

“I didn’t realise how much people 
management was involved in 
engineering and that was one of the 
aspects of the job I liked the most.  
I really enjoy working with clients  
and suppliers, negotiating with other 
managers and tradesmen and having 
oversight of a whole project.”
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They are known as teaching champions 
for their advocacy of good learning 
practice but they might just as well be 
billed champions for being frontrunners  
in their fields.

They are the seven committed academics 
appointed by the University as its 
inaugural teaching champions, peer 
leaders who have been selected in  
each faculty to encourage innovative  
and enthusiastic approaches to teaching 
and learning.

The seven teaching champions are:  
Dr Keryl Kavanagh from English Language 
and Foundation Studies; Associate 
Professor Marj Kibby from Education and 
Arts; Emeritus Professor Adrian Page  
from Engineering and Built Environment; 
Conjoint Professor Tina Offler from 
Science and Information Technology;  
Dr Kym Cowley, from Business and Law; 
and Dr Shane Dempsey and Dr Pamela 
Van Der Riet, who share the role in the 
Faculty of Health. 

All have long-term experience at the 
University of Newcastle, are well-liked 
and respected by colleagues, and many 
have been recognised with awards for 
their teaching prowess.

The teaching champions are charged  
with addressing problems raised by 
students in particular courses, and 
coordinating professional development 
and support for teachers in their faculties. 

“It is known that professional development 
works best when it comes from within,” 
says Planning and Quality Officer Mark 
Kirby, who argued for the champions  
in a submission on improving the student 
experience jointly prepared by Planning, 
Quality and Reporting and the Centre for 
Teaching and Learning. 

“So we asked the faculties to nominate 
people who were both excellent teaching 
practitioners and able to engage with their 
peers, and who were willing to take up the 
challenge of improving learning.”

Education and Arts teaching champion 
Marj Kibby, who has been at the University 
for 22 years, believes her role is to provide 
academics with guidance on how they can 
provide a better experience for students 
without increasing their own workloads.

An advocate of hybrid and online teaching, 
she encourages her colleagues to 
familiarise themselves with new education 
delivery options offered by increasingly 
sophisticated computer technology.

“It is not about using technology for 
technology’s sake, but it is an incredible 
tool if applied correctly,” she says. 

Shane Dempsey, the Health co-champion, 
identifies constant reappraisal as an 
important tool for teachers.

“I think it is important to always take a 
refreshing approach and not fall into the 
trap of trotting out the same lesson year 

after year, because unless the lecturer  
is refreshed and sounds passionate,  
the students will lose interest,” he says. 

There is no doubting the passion of 
Science and Information Technology 
teaching champion Tina Offler, who 
officially ‘retired’ four years ago but is  
still at the University five days a week.  
An academic since 1973, she has taught 
at all levels, from undergraduate to  
PhD supervision.

One of the first activities in her new  
role was participating in a ‘roadshow’ 
presented to teaching cohorts in every 
discipline in her faculty explaining the 
reasons for, and objectives of, the 
University’s Student Experience and 
Engagement project and asking for 
feedback. It was followed up with a 
strategy document on good teaching 
practice distributed across all disciplines. 

“I felt it was important to get the staff on 
board with this in order to make it work,” 
she says. 

“It is about bringing people with us –  
we want to develop a conversation  
across the University around teaching and 
teaching excellence that rivals the sort of 
conversation we have here about research.

“We have that strong tradition of good 
research and of constantly improving 
research and there is no reason we  
can’t have the same culture embedded  
in teaching.” 

CHAMPIONS OF TEACHING

Highly regarded academics are lending the benefits  
of their experience to colleagues. 
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Assessment by iPad?

The School of Health Sciences is moving 
with the times and its pilot project using 
the popular electronic tablets as 
assessment tools in practical exams  
is delivering benefits for students and 
examiners alike. 

Students in the Physiotherapy and 
Occupational Therapy programs have this 
year been part of a trial of an Electronic 
Objective Structured Clinical Examination 
(eOSCE). It is a twist on the traditional 
practical examination format in which 
examiners record their marks on iPads 
rather than using paper and pen. 

Traditional Objective Structured Clinical 
Examinations, common in Medicine  
and Health Sciences programs, involve 
students rotating around a series of 
stations at which they demonstrate 
practical skills. At each station students 
perform a task in response to a set 
question or scenario, and are marked  
by an examiner.

The electronic OSCE, or ‘eOSCE’ as it  
has been dubbed, operates the same  
way, except that the examiners record 
their marks and comments on an iPad, 
which immediately stores them on a 
common server.

THE NEW 
GROOVE 
IN EXAMS

The School of Health Science is employing the latest technology in  
an innovative twist on the traditional format for practical assessments.

Senior Lecturer in Physiotherapy  
Dr Suzanne Snodgrass, who is leading  
the pilot project, says the main benefit  
to students is that they can receive 
comprehensive individualised feedback 
almost immediately.

“There is good evidence that the sooner  
a student receives feedback, the more 
useful it is to them,” she says. 

“Under the traditional format there might 
have been paperwork from six different 
examiners for each student, so it could 
take some time to collate the information. 
Students tended to be given feedback as 
a group some weeks later, while individual 
feedback was available through an 
appointment with the course convenor.

“With the eOSCE, the examiners’ 
feedback can be emailed to the  
student that day.”

Snodgrass says examiners tend to give 
more feedback in an eOSCE because 
there are prompts in the software 
program that encourage them to record  
a comment on different aspects of the 
practical skills they are assessing.

The electronic assessments are being 
trialled as part of a collaborative project 
between the University of Newcastle and 
the University of Queensland, which has 
been funded by a grant from the Australian 
Learning and Teaching Council. 

Second year Physiotherapy and 
Occupational Therapy students at 
Newcastle participated in two eOSCEs 
and their responses to the new format 
were evaluated through surveys and focus 
groups. Feedback from examiners was 
also sought. 

“The examiners seemed to really like it, 
despite some apprehension about using 
the technology at first,” Snodgrass says.

“The students liked the idea of getting 
feedback quickly and the fact that their 
marks can be returned to them sooner. 
The server collates them all on an Excel 
spreadsheet and the convenor can 
theoretically give students their marks  
as soon as they have been checked.”

Snodgrass and the project team ran 
eOSCE workshops within the School of 
Health Sciences in second semester and 
will extend them across the Faculty of 
Health next year, as well as running  
them for staff from other universities. 

“The software is set up so you can use it 
with any electronic device – a PDA, phone, 
iPad or laptop – and the format can be 
applied to any course that has a practical 
exam component,” Snodgrass says. 

“I think it is the way of the future.”
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There are many features that are smart 
about the new teaching building on the 
Central Coast campus. 

Not only does the contemporary learning 
space have a pleasant aesthetic, it monitors 
its own temperature, automatically opens 
and shuts its louvre windows to reduce the 
need for artificial cooling and heating and 
recycles the rainwater it catches.

It is also fitted throughout with ‘smart’ 
boards, the same sort of interactive 
whiteboards that are increasingly a 
standard feature of school classrooms. 

The $3.8 million building, started in March 
and completed in October, will greatly 
enhance the learning environment for 
students on the Central Coast campus. 

It houses two model classrooms for 
Education students and the inclusion of 
the interactive whiteboards, which the 
state government has made a priority in 
schools, is crucial to creating teaching 
spaces that closely resemble those the 
students will experience when they go 
into the workplace. 

Smart boards are also standard in the 
building’s four general-purpose teaching 
spaces and there is a computer teaching 
room configured in the same way as an  
IT classroom in a school.

SMARTER THAN AVERAGE 

“It is important to ensure we are training 
teachers in the same environment they 
are going to be working in, using the same 
technology that they will be exposed to 
when they are in schools,” says Acting 
Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Services) 
Trevor Gerdsen.

The building also includes a simulation 
laboratory for Nursing students with 
sophisticated computer-controlled 
mannequins to aid the teaching of 
practical skills.

Pro-Vice Chancellor of the Central Coast 
campus, Professor Stephen Crump, says 
the construction of the building is an 
important step in providing the most 
up-to-date teaching and learning facilities 
to support Education students, who  
make up the largest degree program on 
campus, giving them a modern, high-tech 
space in which to learn.

The building’s designer, Anthony Furniss, 
of EJE Architecture, says its green 
features ensure a low environmental 
footprint. Louvred windows that open 
automatically to release hot air provide 
passive ventilation that reduces the need 
for air-conditioning and external louvres 
control the amount of sunlight filtering into 
the building. A high clerestory provides 

lighting and ventilation to the upper level 
and recyclable building materials were 
used throughout. 

Furniss’ brief was to design a building  
that was modern and distinctive but also 
complementary to the older facilities  
on campus.

“It is an aesthetically pleasing building  
that sits comfortably against its bushland 
backdrop but it is also highly functional,” 
he says. “We zoned it so it would be easy 
to navigate, clustering the tutorial rooms 
and offices upstairs and the 
demonstration rooms, computer teaching 
common and simulation labs downstairs.”

The new learning space is part of a  
$15 million building boom on the Central 
Coast campus that will deliver vastly 
improved facilities for students. 

The $6.8 million Sports Science Building, 
complete with state-of-the-art teaching 
facilities and gymnasium, opened earlier 
this year and the $4 million Ourimbah 
Library extension provides students with 
90 more computers, extra study rooms, 
lounges, quiet spaces and an open-all-
hours Information Common.

The latest addition to the Central Coast campus boasts 
solid green credentials and cutting-edge learning facilities.
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The prospect of being an empty-nester 
with limited job prospects prompted  
Ruth Cross to enrol at the University  
of Newcastle to pursue the career in  
human services she had always put  
on the backburner.

Cross left school after year 12 and 
bypassed university in favour of travel. 
She took a range of jobs afterwards but 
experiences working with people with 
disabilities and in nursing homes whet  
her appetite for a career in the social-
service sector.

She completed a certificate in welfare at 
TAFE and a telephone counselling course. 
She considered studying psychology at 
university, but marriage and children  
came along and her career plans were 
temporarily shelved.

It was only two years ago, with her three 
children all well into their schooling, that she 
began to revisit the idea of tertiary study.

“Being a mother is important to me but 
when you are at home it can feel like you 
are standing still in an education or career 
sense while everyone else is getting 
ahead,” Cross, 42, says.

“Your children are at school and they are 
moving on, your partner is at work and he 
is moving on. I didn’t want to be left at 

home after the kids had all left thinking, 
‘Now what?’ By going back to study,  
I could be moving into my new career  
as they were finishing school.”

Cross decided to enrol in the University’s 
Open Foundation course, both to refresh 
her study skills and trial student life. 

“It had been so long since I had studied 
that I really wanted to give myself the  
best chance I could to get through and  
do well,” she says. 

“If I was going to go to university, I was 
adamant that I wanted a career outcome. 
It wasn’t about personal growth, it was 
about getting a good job.”

Cross studied Social Inquiry and Core 
Maths and excelled in both.

“The courses are great in laying the 
groundwork and getting you where you 
need to be to be able to attempt an 
undergraduate course,” she says. 

“In maths we went right back to fractions 
and all those things I had forgotten. The 
Social Inquiry course took us through the 
steps of essay writing, using the library, 
using computers, doing study programs, 
even how to deal with family matters  
and other outside commitments.”

Cross graduated then entered the 
Bachelor of Social Science program.  
She is now studying for her degree 
part-time, majoring in Psychology. 

Keen to pass on the benefits of her 
experience to others, she volunteers  
as a mentor to students in the Open 
Foundation program and first-year Social 
Science undergraduates. This involves 
addressing groups of students and 
donning a bright yellow T-shirt during 
Orientation Week to guide newcomers 
around the campus. She also mentors  
four degree students, with whom she  
is in regular email contact, helping them 
navigate their way through their first year 
at university.

Meanwhile, Cross continues to score 
Distinctions and High Distinctions and 
says part-time study fits her life perfectly, 
allowing her plenty of time for family and 
voluntary work. 

“I am not worried about starting a new a 
career at this stage of my life. If I am going 
to work in psychology or social services, 
my life experience and maturity will be  
an asset.”

With the right preparation, it is never too late to realise a dream.

A NEW START
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BRINGING THE PAST ALIVE

Ondaatje went on to study American 
history at the University of Western 
Australia and in his Honours year  
studied the little-explored topic of black 
conservatism, writing a thesis on the 
career of black American judge  
Clarence Thomas.

“As a young student I was intrigued,”  
he recalls. “My first reaction was:  
what could black Americans possibly 
want to conserve?

“The more I looked into it, the more it 
fascinated me. These people seem to 
have been largely airbrushed out of black 
American history because they don’t fit 
the historic liberator mode.

“We don’t have to agree with what those 
people said or did but it is an interesting 
phenomenon and challenges the 
one-dimensional view of black history 
that implies that all African Americans  
felt the same way about freedom.” 

Ondaatje completed a PhD in African 
American history, which was awarded with 
Distinction in 2008 and won the Robert 
Street Prize for the most outstanding PhD 
across all of the University’s disciplines. 
He was appointed to the University of 
Newcastle the following year as a  
teaching and research academic,  
a role he describes as “my dream job”.

“A lot of people talk about the teaching/
research nexus and I certainly find it 
mutually beneficial,” he says. “One role 
informs the other.”

Last year he published the book Black 
Conservative Intellectuals in Modern 
America, which received favourable 
reviews in scholarly journals and climbed 
into the top 20 on the international list of 
best-selling titles in American history. 

Ondaatje, whose lineage is Sri Lankan, 
has occasionally been challenged about 
the authority he has to write and teach 
about black American history but he 
argues there is no ownership of history.

“I think history is a democratic discipline 
that encourages people to examine  
other people’s circumstances – and  
that is the message I want to get across 
to my students.”

“I think music helps bring alive the 
subject matter,” the Faculty of Education 
and Arts lecturer says. “I find something 
that is relevant to the course – for 
instance, if I am teaching African 
American history to a class for the first 
time, I will play something like Sam 
Cooke’s A Change is Gonna Come.”

Ondaatje’s enthusiasm for teaching  
and innovative approach have been 
recognised with several awards, 
including a prestigious Teaching 
Excellence Award from the Australian 
Learning and Teaching Council (ALTC), 
which he received at a national ceremony 
in Sydney in August 2011. The award is 
one of the most competitive higher 
education awards in Australia and 
followed an ALTC Citation for 
Outstanding Contributions to Student 
Learning that Ondaatje received in 2010. 

Ondaatje’s inspiring and creative 
teaching methods have resulted in an 
influx of enrolments in the University’s 
American history courses and earned 
him consistently high student evaluations 
as well as recognition from his 
colleagues.

“Enthusiasm is a vital ingredient for 
inspiring students to learn,” he says.  
“I tell my students why I am so passionate 
about teaching American history and  
I use my lectures to bring the past alive 
for them through music, visual footage 
and multimedia.

“I encourage students to express 
themselves and take chances with their 
thinking. Quite often sparks will fly during 
debate but my students tell me that my 
passion and approach to teaching 
enable their learning.”

Ondaatje credits his politically astute 
mother with triggering his interests in 
African American history and social 
justice.

“For my 16th birthday she gave me a 
book, which I still have, called Martin & 
Malcolm & America, which was about 
Martin Luther King, Malcolm X and the 
civil rights movement. I read it and found 
it was pretty interesting stuff,” he says.

American history academic Dr Michael Ondaatje begins 
every lecture with music as a way of engaging his students.




