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Today’s session

• Setting the scene: HE in Australia 

• How do university’s understand academic 
achievement ?

• How do student conceptualise such success?

• So what?
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A snapshot of Australian students
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Images derived from Universities Australia: Data Snapshot 2017



Increases in diversity – but not parity

Images derived from Universities Australia: Data Snapshot 2017. 
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Setting the Scene: Growth in Student 
Diversity

Images derived from Universities Australia: Data Snapshot 2017. Available from: 
https://www.universitiesaustralia.edu.au/australias-universities/key-facts-and-
data#.WgAyTpOWYb0
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Considering ‘success’ in HE: What the 
literature says:

• Defined solely by academic achievement or graduation outcomes (Oh 
& Kim, 2016), 

• Attaining a necessary volume of knowledge (Sullivan, 2008) 

• Progressing through a degree program in an independent linear and 
uninterrupted manner (Leathwood, 2006). 

• The ‘valorisation of high achievement’ (Nystrom et al, 2018, p6) 

Collectively this means that students are judged on their performance 
of certain tasks and if deemed satisfactory:

‘they will be granted varying levels of approval and ultimately a 
diploma…that presumably bestows on its possessor increased power (in 

the form of social and cultural capital, and in the form of credentials)’ 
(Beilin, 2016, p. 16). 
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Considering success in HE: The neo-
liberal university 

• Meritocratic understandings of 
student achievement  
dominate

• Informed by an economic 
prerogative that essentially 
regards ‘the world as an 
enormous marketplace’ (Shenk, 
2015, p. 2). 

• Creates a ‘discursive framework’ 
that largely conceives of 
knowledge and learning in 
fiscal terms 
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Considering success in HE : A marketing 
‘discursive’ 
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Why study ‘success’?

• Like Nystrom et al 
(2018) and others we 
believe that it is 
important to  
challenge and 
consider  ‘subjective 
understandings of 
success and what is 
invested in its 
production’. (p2)
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Want to read more? 



Details of the Research
• Part of a much broader national study exploring persistence 

strategies and behaviours of first-in-family students in the latter part 
of an undergraduate degree (O’Shea, 2017). 

• Criteria for involvement: students be first in their immediate family 
to attend university, and in the latter stages of an undergraduate 
degree
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Institutions: data collected from Apr 2017 to Sep 2017 Surveys # Interviews #

Institution 1 (City WA) 76 16

Institution 2 (Regional QLD) 24 3

Institution 3 (Regional NSW) 11 0

Institution 4 (Regional NSW) 63 15

Institution 5 (Regional VIC) 43 7

Institution 6 (Regional QLD) 46 12

Institution 7 (City, SA) 14 3

Institution 8 (Regional NSW) 12 7

Institution 9 (Regional, TAS) 17 6

TOTAL 306 69

Table 1: Data Collection Summary



Theoretical Framework : Capability 
Theory

• Focus on the individual and the ‘substantive freedoms’ 
(or capabilities) that enable individuals to achieve what 
they value (Sen, 1999, p87). 

• By applying the Capability Approach, success can be 
more broadly conceived as reflecting a person’s 
achievement of ‘valuable functionings’ (Sen, 1993). 

“The Capability Approach to a person’s advantage is 
concerned with evaluating it in terms of his or her 

actual ability to achieve various valuable functionings 
as a part of living.’ ( Sen, 1993, p. 30).
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Understandings of Success

‘Success’ as normalised within university 
discourse is a privileged ideal, partially reliant 
on the possession of certain cultural and 
academic capitals. 

I made some Vice-Chancellor’s list which puts 
me in the top one percent of the whole 

university but all that makes we wonder is 
how did I get on the Chancellor’s list and what 
percentage is that?  I don't know who a Vice-
Chancellor is. (Paz, 43, 4th year, online, single). 
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Conflicts: Understanding of Success 
and achievement in HE

The FiF students in this study (O’Shea, 2017) 
indicated a more diverse and embodied sense of 

achievement at the culmination of their degrees:

• Success as defying the odds
• Success as a form of validation

• Embodied and emotional success*

* O’Shea, S., & Delahunty, J. (2018). Getting through the day and still 
having a smile on my face! How do students define success in the 
university learning environment? Higher Education Research and 
Development 37(5), 1062-1075
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Defying the odds…

Success is deeply contextualised by personal biographies 
and positionality.

being able to achieve and complete all requirements of 
my degree to the best of my ability and achieving grades 

beyond what I thought were possible for myself (C04, 
female, 31-40, 4th year, partnered 2 children)

It’s about completing something that I never thought 
possible and the first person in my family to have a 

degree… (59, 5th year, online, single parent, 3 children)

ECER Presentation Sept 201815



A form of validation

Success for some was tied up with being able to 
positively negotiate feelings of otherness – limiting 

the sense of being an imposter:

‘…having lecturers say, you know, like “This piece of 
work was so good that you should actually use it in 

real life, like submit that to a government 
committee” – that’s the best feedback that I could 

ever get in my life.’ (Danielle, 32, 3rd year, online, LSES, 
single)
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Embodied notions of success

Participants repeatedly and eloquently described emotions 
engendered by thinking about success at university:

success is finding something that you passionate about , could 
[be] easy or hard and going after it until you get it. That’s 

success
(A43, female, 21-25, 2nd year, refugee, single no children)

being happy with what you're doing and being excited to 
wake up every day and go and enjoy what you do

(D03, female, 21-25, 4th year, Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander, 
partnered no children)
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What it was not…

Success does not necessarily need to be 
measured in having a good job or continuing on 
to doing your masters! (A27, female 31 to 40, 4th

year, NESB, partnered no children) 

Success is … not just going to university because 
you have to, but going because you learn things 

that make you curious and inspired. It’s not 
necessarily about getting great grades … but 

about learning from your mistakes and 
becoming more resilient”  (A33, female, 26 to 30, 

5th year, single no children)
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Key Findings

• The need for more nuanced understandings of success 
that includes recognition of an ability to ‘beat the odds’, 
and an embodiment of affective states or senses.

• Students in this study seemed to have varied ‘yardsticks’ 
against which personal success and achievement were 
measured

• These participants did not reject notions of success 
valorised within the neoliberal university, but rather that 
such understandings frequently jostled, sometimes 
uncomfortably, alongside other more personal 
perspectives of achievement. 
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So what?

Consider reframing what is valued in universities, 
shifting from a traditional focus on the emphasised 

graduate outcomes of  wealth and professional 
success  to consider what people themselves regard 

as being important.

Participants clearly articulated more ‘expansive 
understandings of what is valuable in human lives’ 

(Walker, 2008, p. 270).
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So what?

Rather than consider ways to widen participation in 
university, it is more productive to consider how we might 

widen capability for all students - a perspective which 
overcomes the ‘dysfunction’ of the ‘human capital agenda’ 
(Walker, 2008, p. 274). Shifting from a traditional focus on 

meritocratic goals to focus on what people themselves 
regard as being important or what supports ‘a person’s 
ability to do valuable acts or reach valuable states of 

being’ (Sen, 1993, p. 30).

This opens-up understanding of  what it means to achieve 
in HE in order to foreground what is meaningful for those 

from diverse backgrounds 
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