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PROJECT TRANSFORM

“Getting to know you” 

Why UCOL decided to talk to 
its students: the Conversation 

Process



UCOL
• Multi-campus central North Island polytechnic

• Over 130 programmes Levels 1 – 7

• 2009 – strong completions Level 5 and above, low completions 

Level 1 – 4

• 3556 EFTS in 2011

∙ 30% under 25

∙ 27% Maori

∙ 20% no qualifications

• High portion of regional population have no qualifications 

compared to N2 (22%) – region ranges from 27% 0 32%

• Sizeable portions of population in most deprived decile.
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Overall goal to improve 

educational performance 

Project Transform was established to run through 2011 -

2012 to improve educational outcomes.  Project Transform 

initiatives have a common goal but approach the goal from 

different angles. 

An important part of the project approach was the 

Admission Process. 

Admissions Improvement To improve UCOL‘s course and 

qualification completions‘ rates ; to guide decision making 

and admissions processing to ensure equity, fairness and 

consistency; to engage students early in the process.  



Project Transform 

Student Experience Team (SET) and Raukura were heavily 

involved in the conversation process. Academic staff became 

more involved in the new intake for 2nd semester 2011. 

SET  To improve student completions and retention in identified 

‗at risk‘ programmes using a partnership approach between  

SET, Raukura and academic staff.  Involved with 

Conversations, Welcome sessions, Get Set, Plans for Success.

Raukura To significantly improve the retention and completion 

rates of Maori students studying level 1-3 at UCOL.   

Conversations from 2nd semester 2011. 
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Early days:  Admission  2011 Semester 1, 

Conversations

New Enrolment process has  two stages: 

1. Admission to UCOL then

2. Entry to the programme of study 

Conversations are part of the Admission process 



Main drivers

• Too many students were entering programmes without 

enough awareness of the level, work required, etc. 

• We wanted a friendly approach that still allowed for diagnostic 

reading/math.

• We wanted the possibility to guide the student to a change of 

programme if that looked the best option.

• Too many Maori students were failing to achieve. We wanted 

more insight into what they were bringing to their educational 

choice. 

• But we didn‘t want to compromise Open Entry or instigate a 

formal process that scared off hesitant learners

Why did we develop a 

conversation approach?





Why did we develop a 

conversation approach?
Secondary drivers 

• We had some new foundation programmes at levels 1 and 2. 

We wanted to make sure these acted as pathways into higher 

level programmes to give students a fair chance of success.

• Reduce silos between  teams involved in admission and 

support

• Use much shortened form of LN diagnostic to understand 

reading and numeracy issues and placement

• Help students get documentation sorted if any missing

• Give student ―one person‖ to relate to, come back to, talk to or 

text who presented a friendly face of UCOL 

• Involve faculty staff in conversations but not gate-keep into 

programmes





Who had conversations? 

• Eleven Targeted Programmes were chosen for Project 

Transform attention.  These had had a low success rate in 

2009-2010.  All students from these programmes took part in 

the Conversation process.  Most of these were levels 1-3. 

• SET team contacted students, held in PAMS, invited them to 

conversation.  Process conducted by SET team with some 

input from teaching staff when needed.  Students had short 

diagnostic for reading and math. 



The importance of words

• Throughout UCOL,  in the early days and still today, the 

importance of words and perception have been emphasized: 

the language of conversation. 

• We did not see the Conversation as an interview. 

• We did not want staff to use the word interview. 

• Interview means ―interrogate‖ to many students. 

• Interview is what you have for a job and then they say no. 

• Conversation is between two or more people, about getting to 

know each other and means each must respect the other. 



Purpose of conversations

explained to students 

• To identify their aspirations and study options

• To make sure they were enrolled at right level, right 

programme

• To discuss other options if appropriate

• To make sure they had a focus on  successful study outcomes

• To make sure they had the correct documents and were 

aware of Study Link and how to connect, etc. 

• Many of the younger students brought a support person with 

them to the conversation. 



Students and Conversations



Conversations in 2nd Semester 2011

• Decision taken to include ALL enrolments, all levels

• More programmes and students involved

• More academic staff involved 

• Training provided in PAMS, conversation approaches 

• Includes SET, Raukura, teaching staff volunteers

• Desk review, pathways to match student needs 

• Some diagnostic, some not diagnostic

• Some pushback on this, from SET in particular who had developed 

‗ownership‘ of the process 

• Logistics were challenging – especially volume of ‗late enrollers‘

The aim is to inform students and form a judgment about readiness and 

preparedness for study. 



Conversation Structure

• Use draft questions

• Complete record of conversation

• Discuss assessment results

• Complete  record of conversation during conversation 

• Advise  student of outcome:  this relates to Admission to 

UCOL not entry to the programme 

• Where to from here—when will they hear the outcome? 



Conversations



For the faculty conversation 

1. Before meeting the student 

• Read admission form and scanned docs

• Comments on PAMS

• Written fields on admission forms 

2.   Welcome

• Greetings 

• Explain what the conversation is about 

• Student‘s goals and study options

• Understanding of level of programme and commitment 

• Promote successful study outcomes 



Faculty conversation 



Conversation: Student response 

• Response is positive, that UCOL is interested in them 

• Students with issues are more nervous, more prior bad 

experiences 

• Can be daunting, need to be told what is going on, what to 

expect

• Having faculty involved strengthened relationships with SET 

and Raukura. Students learned more about the programme 

and faculty.   

• Early identification of at risk students ensured intervention 

strategies were in place before programme started. 



Conversation: Student response 



Conversation: Student response 



Hurdles and resistance
• Being a targeted programme

• Resistance             sought after status

• Additional work & having to work across departments

• ―Confusing for the student‖

• New technology – purpose built – some issues

• Involvement of SET/Raukura in admission decisions rather than 

academic staff

• Late enroller pressure

• Delays in process

• Getting to Conversation

• Contacting students – where do they go?

• Conversations for all

• ―Can‘t be done‖

• Trusting others to do the job

• How clear does your instruction need to be?



Results / Evaluation

First Semester

• Conversations for at risk students

• 55% of those referred to conversation had one

• 70% enrolled at level of programme sought

• 20% enrolled at different level (student choice)

• 2% didn‘t show

• 8% to Dean of Admissions



Results / Evaluation

• Desk Review played important role as did Dean of 

Admission

• Built a student / UCOL relationship early – ―friendly 

face‖

• Improved relationships between SET / Raukura / 

Academic Team

• Correlation between Conversation, Attendance Day 1, 

& Attendance Day 10



Results / Evaluation

• Tensions remain re extent of academic and support 

staff involvement – ownership of good ideas

• Temptation for faculty to ‗cherry pick‘ students

• Process did slow up enrolment

• Mixed understanding / commitment as to who gets a 

conversation

• Ensure checks & balance to avoid unnecessary 

exclusion

• Strong support to retain conversations – seen as 

extremely valuable



Effects of Project Transform 

on Student Outcomes 

Course 

Completions

2009 2011 2012 (Target)

Total 56% 71% 79%

Level 1 – 3 39% 62% 70%

Level 4+ 67% 75% 82%

Qualification

Completions

2009 2011 2012 (Target)

Total 34% 57% 60%

Level 1 – 3 52% 68% 68%

Level 4+ 45% 65% 65%



Effects of Project Transform 

on Student Outcomes 
Course 

Completions -

Maori

2009 2011 2012 (Target)

Level 1 – 3 29% 50% 55%

Level 4+ 56% 63% 65%

Qualification 

Completions -

Maori

2009 2011 2012 (Target)

Level 1 – 3 24% 42% 47%

Level 4+ 42% 58% 57%



What have we learned?

• Early connection with students is beneficial

• Keeping students needs at centre of process works

• Momentum and oversight is essential

• Learn to love the unexpected


