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Abstract   

This paper introduces the notion of the ‘university place’ and outlines a current, 
promising initiative aimed at enhancing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
university student engagement and retention. In particular, the project set out to 
identify how attending to the notion of ‘place’ may provide information and tools 
that universities can use to increase access to, engagement with, and the outcomes 
of, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australian higher education. 
The proposed case study approach comprises of two case universities (USC and 
USQ) and will employ mixed methods, is organised into three scaffolded stages 
and will collect data from multiple university stakeholders. It is anticipated that 
from the data a framework will be developed, accompanied by approaches to re-
thinking ‘place’ and suggested, research-informed tools for practice. 

Introduction 

This project aims to enhance Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander university student 
engagement and retention – a priority area of Australian Government and part of the ‘Closing 
of the Gap’ agenda. Specifically, this project will identify how attending to the notion of place 
will provide information and tools that universities can use to help increase access to, 
engagement with, and the outcomes of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in 
Australian higher education. Thus, this project attends to recommendations of Behrendt et al.’s 
(2012) Review of Higher education Access and Outcomes for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander People; and in doing so will produce meaningful, useful and novel contributions.  

Relevance, readiness and rationale 

While access to university for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students has been the focus 
of much research (e.g. Wilks & Wilson, 2014), there remains a dearth of in-depth investigations 
into the factors that support persistence of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students’ across 
the duration of their university experience. A number of recurrent factors have been identified 
as enablers of educational success for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander university students, 
such as whole-of-university efforts to enhance the university environment (Behrendt et al., 
2012). However, what is missing from the extant literature is a nuanced understanding of these 
factors, particularly − the role of the university environment or ‘university place’. 

Sector readiness for this project and its outcomes are apparent. Enhancing the access, 
participation, retention and success of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples is critical 
to enabling them to exercise their rights to participate fully in Australian society (Price, 2012). 
                                                           
1 Dedicated to the late Dr Michael Gardiner. Dr Gilbey replaces Dr Gardiner on the project team. 
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The impact of colonisation and the entrenched struggles of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples cannot be separated from understandings of their experiences of education 
(Fredricks et al., 2014). There are many individual benefits associated with completing a 
university education, such as the acquiring of skills and knowledge which in turn raises 
productivity, employability and earnings potential (Blöndal et al., 2002). Often unseen by the 
individuals completing university studies, is the development of human capital which is vitally 
important to the wellbeing and economic prosperity of societies; with university education seen 
as a critical mechanism to its achievement (Chatterji, 1997). Indeed, increasing Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples’ higher education participation and success has been a stated 
priority for past and present Australian Governments’ (see Behrendt et al., 2012; Bradley et al., 
2008) predicating the funding of OLT projects such as Asmar in 2011 and Kinnane in 2014.  

This project will both discover and document the previously unexamined influence of the 
‘university place’ on the engagement and retention of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
university students. The perceived cultural appropriateness or safety of universities are known 
to influence Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples’ decisions to attend university (Bin-
Sallik, 1991). Cultural safety comprises a number of factors including the appropriateness of 
support structures, inclusive curriculum and the university environment (Wilks & Wilson, 
2014); with the latter factor, university environment, or ‘university place’, the focus of this 
project. Place is broadly defined as “space + meaning” (Harrison & Dourish, 1996); it is the 
experiential setting that consists of a specific location and the social context and psychological 
processes that occur within its boundaries (Relph, 1976). Place is a ubiquitous notion featuring 
in marketing (e.g. Rosenbaum, 2006) and geography (e.g. Dodson & Gleeson, 2009) literature.  

Place matters 

People give places meaning (Low & Altman, 1992). Place is intertwined with peoples identity 
and self-perceptions because place is regarded as an agent-of-the-self, in that people and places 
are knitted together (Sack, 1997). Peoples’ sense of place results from the accumulation of 
experiences over time in a specific location (Manzo, 2005) with positive accumulated 
experiences leading to strong bonds and the generation of ‘place attachment’ (Hidalgo & 
Hernandez, 2001). The marketing literature shows that place attachment leads to higher 
consumer engagement and retention as people want to be close to places that have positive 
meanings to them (Brocato et al., 2014). The higher education literature too reflects the 
importance of place attachment when students first transition into university (see Scopelliti & 
Tiberio, 2010) and Tinto’s (1997) salient work on ‘classroom places’.  

Within places, engagement occurs. Engagement, a multi-dimensional construct, is prevalent in 
marketing (Jaakkola 2014) and higher education (Kahu 2013) literature. In marketing, 
engagement in service places is sourced to Kotler’s (1973) seminal atmospherics work which 
underpins Bitner’s (1992) servicescape framework. Viewed as liminal zones (Getz, 2012) that 
possess restorative and transformative properties, some service places have special significance 
(Rosenbaum, 2009). Known as ‘third places’, these special service places are beyond home 
and work, where people feel a sense of communitas, where they can ‘be’ their authentic self 
(Rosenbaum, 2006) and where, with others, they can become co-creation agents who influence 
and construct their own place meanings and engagement experiences (Brodie et al., 2013). In 
higher education, student engagement is known to influence students learning and achievement 
(Kuh 2009) however reported anomalies regarding the influence on retention requires further 
research (Asmar et al., 2015). Kahu’s (2013) conceptual framework depicts the influence of 
some central ‘university place’ elements (e.g. student-teacher relationships) and, importantly, 
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the influence of student inputs that also shape engagement experiences. Exploring engagement 
with whom, where and when will lay the foundation for the preliminary framework (Figure 1).   

 

Figure 1: Project preliminary framework 

Method   

The setting for this project is two regional universities with demonstrable, long-held 
commitments to elevating Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, being the University 
of the Sunshine Coast (USC) and the University of Southern Queensland (USQ). USC’s 
sustained commitment to advancing the educational success of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples was initially apparent with their 2009-2011 Reconciliation Action Plan (RAP) 
being the first whole-of-university RAP to be endorsed by Reconciliation Australia. The 
ensuing comprehensive range of related whole-of-university initiatives provides an optimal 
institutional context that this project corroborates, complements and can leverage opportunities 
from. After decades of commitment and activity, USQ’s multi-faceted RAP ‘Walking 
Together’ extensively embeds reconciliation in all university business and activities. USQ’s 
whole-of-university RAP is built on policies and practices developed and implemented over an 
extended period. USQ’s strong track record in advancing the educational success of Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples provides institutional advantages that directly benefit this 
project. This dual-university approach will see the generation scalable outcomes.  

Yin’s (1994) case study methodology is suitable for holistic, in-depth investigations (Feagin et 
al., 1991) such as that being proposed. A case study approach comprised of two case 
universities (USC and USQ) will employ mixed methods (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998). Guided 
by the OLT’s D-Cubed Framework (Hinton et al., 2011), communication and dissemination 
activities will occur throughout the project at significant milestones. Following the collection 
of baseline data from each institution, a series of interviews and focus groups will collect 
qualitative data from a) undergraduate and postgraduate Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
university students; b) academic staff at the case universities; and c) relevant administration, 
professional and technical staff at the case universities. A draft preliminary framework will be 
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developed from the qualitative data and subsequently inform the development of a survey to 
collect quantitative data from the same three stakeholder groups at both universities.  

Conclusion 

In summary, this project both introduces and examines the notion of the ‘university place’ with 
a particular interest in the influence it has on enhancing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
university student engagement and retention. We have developed preliminary framework 
drawing predominantly from marketing literature associated with place.  Through our case 
study approach, mixed methods will generate data to underpin the development of a portable 
framework and associated research-informed tools for use across the sector.  

Audience Discussion Topics 

• Can you share anecdotal evidence of experiences and observations that confirm/disconfirm 
the influence of ‘university place’ on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students? 

• Are there additional factors recommended for inclusion in the conceptual model? 
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