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Abstract
This study examines the impact on academic success of two different models of teaching for repeating students.
Students who failed in 2017 under the traditional model of teaching, involving a twelve-week semester with
lectures and tutorials, were exposed the following year to the newly introduced intensive workshop model of
teaching, known as “The VU Way”, whereby students study one unit at a time over 4 weeks in small active
learning based workshops. Repeating students who had previously failed the same unit were asked to complete a
questionnaire online, which elicited their perceptions of the two different teaching models. In addition, data was
extracted from the university’s central database to compare the success rate of failing students on their second
attempt under the different teaching approaches. Results show a significant improvement in grades and pass rates
with the new intensive block model of teaching along with positive student perceptions toward this more
immersive and interactive workshop- based teaching method.

Introduction
It is abundantly clear that student’s participation levels in traditional lectures are on the decline
and have been for more than a decade (Dolnicar, Kaiser, Matus, & Vialle, 2009; Ramsden,
2003). Due to this trend, universities are investigating new education delivery models. One
solution has been for academics in higher education to provide a more interactive learning
experience for the students (Freeman et al., 2014; Harasim, 1999). Another option is to provide
accelerated or intensive teaching of higher education courses. These approaches to teaching
have the potential to significantly transform the way knowledge is acquired and how content
is disseminated in higher education.
Intensive Teaching
Previous research has indicated that there a number of benefits reported by students who have
undertaken an intensive higher education delivery (Ho & Polonsky, 2007). It is possible that
this finding is congruent with other research that suggests that this generation of students may
flourish under a different teaching model as they perceive the learning experience differently
to past students. In an intensive mode of delivery, students are not required to take multiple
units simultaneously, and they are no longer bound to complex timetables that differ among
most individuals in the class. The opportunities for hands on, field practice within a unit is an
overwhelmingly positive attribute of intensive delivery. This allows students to combine the
knowledge that they gain in the classroom with hands on practical field learning that allows
them to consolidate their knowledge in a meaningful manner, as well as engage with their
community (Kolb, 1984).
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Staff members who teach into intensive programs report that intensive delivery has greater
potential in facilitating students to develop a passion for the subject that they are undertaking,
as they are fully immersed and focused on one unit at a time and subsequently are more likely
to approach their learning with a greater degree of enquiry (McCluskey, Weldon, & Smallridge,
2019). Due to the luxury of not being forced to divide their attention among different lectures,
tutorials and assessments, intensive learning allows for deeper learning to take place about the
content within a unit and provides students with the opportunity to think critically about the
information they are being given. Students that are engaging with and thinking critically about
the content are more likely to perform better on assessment tasks. To further engage students,
intensive delivery facilitates the incorporation of active learning (McCluskey et al., 2019).
Active learning is known to increase student motivation and subsequent outcomes as students
are not passive consumers of information (Deslauriers, Schelew, & Wieman, 2011; Freeman
et al., 2014; Kift, 2009; Kift, Nelson, & Clarke, 2010; Klein et al., 2019; Sinnayah, Rathner,
Loton, Klein, & Hartley, 2019). Furthermore, intensive mode delivery allows for greater
flexibility with assessments due to the extended time staff members spend with students and
allows opportunities for students to engage in meaningful tasks that enhance their cognitive
capabilities rather than limiting them. It provides a greater opportunity for students to be
focused on the overall experience of their education rather than being overly assessment
oriented, which ultimately, could lead to better outcomes. While it is difficult to discern
whether it is the teaching strategies that engage students or the mode of delivery itself that has
been found to lead to more effective outcomes. It can be confidently stated that facilitating a
classroom experience where the student is active, supported and motivated leads to better
learning outcomes.
Students Perceptions of the Intensive Teaching Models
It has been suggested that students of this generation need, and to a degree expect a different
style of education that those students who undertook a higher education degree twenty years
ago (Karaksha, Grant, Anoopkumar-Dukie, Nirthanan, & Davey, 2013). Universities may have
to adapt their methods of teaching and delivery to attract future students and ensure the best for
their futures. Past literature has suggested that students who undertake more intensive modes
of unit delivery report higher rates of satisfaction. Moreover, this research acknowledges that
while some students may experience apprehension towards the notion of intensive teaching
with experience they quickly adapt to the more practical and engaging learning experience and
subsequently report higher rates of motivation, greater learning confidence, and a greater on
campus social network than those individuals who undertaken university courses that
implement traditional models (Karaksha et al., 2013). When given the choice, many students
will select the more intensive, accelerated program over the one that conforms with the
traditional university experience (Welsh, 2012).
Furthermore, research indicates that the longer class times can be correlated with an increase
in the quality of learning and overall mastery of the subject content (McCreary & Hausman,
2001). In support with these observations, other researchers have identified that students who
undertake intensive time compressed teaching develop significantly better study habits, which
subsequently encourages them to engage in practical in-class learner-centered activities
compared with those who enrolled in a traditional didactic course delivery (Knight, De Leon,
& Smith, 1999).
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With regards to students who have failed a unit in first year on their first attempt, it is suggested
that early interventions that encourage students to critically understand subject content can both
reduce initial failure rate but also increase success rates on a second attempt at a unit after
failing a unit for the first time (Ainscough, Stewart, Colthorpe, & Zimbardi, 2018).
Workshop teaching delivery allows teachers to adapt their teaching styles to a more learner centered approach and many teachers report a more positive experience as the longer class
times allow for more diverse teaching styles and a greater degree of creativity when developing
their units (McCreary & Hausman, 2001). Students report that the more personalised teaching
leads to greater self and academic confidence.
The irony that the value of active learning strategies in engaging students in the classrooms has
become appreciated as the size of classes have continued to increase has not gone unnoticed
(Exeter et al., 2010). The new teaching model adopted by the university now has only small
class sizes for all units in first year.
Class Size and Learning
There has been much debate on the effect of class size since the seminal paper on class size
(Edmonson & Muldek, 1924). Some have gone so far as to suggest that lectures as a teaching
method on their own have been discredited and should not be used in education (Pulliam,
1963), and then there are a number of studies that suggest there is little effect on the learning
outcomes of students with varying class sizes (Siegfried & Kennedy, 1995; Williams, Cook,
Quinn, & Jensen, 1985). There have been decades of conflicting findings in this area (Williams
et al., 1985).
Large scale studies however, have found that a range of student outcomes improve as class size
reduces from that of a large lecture to a smaller workshop at universities (Anderson, Mitchell,
& Osgood, 2005; Arias & Walker, 2004; Cuseo, 2007; Ferreri & O’Connor, 2013; Gibbs,
Lucas, & Simonite, 1996; Kokkelenberg, Dillon, & Christy, 2008; Preszler, 2009). School
level studies such as the well-known Tennessee class size experiment, not only found that
smaller classes led to better outcomes for students (Grissmer, 1999), but these positive
outcomes were still evident five-years post intervention (Nye, Hedges, & Konstantopoulos,
1999; Nye, Hedges, & Konstantopoulos, 2000) and these effects were more pronounced for
disadvantaged students at school level (Nye et al., 2000).
Context
In 2017, Victoria University (VU) in Melbourne Australia, made the decision to redesign all
first-year units to be delivered as intensive workshops in 2018; known as the VU Way. This
decision was in part to create a more engaged and accessible for VU’s distinct student cohort
that consists of a substantial portion of academically disadvantaged students, who need more
university support to succeed (O’Shea, Stone, Delahunty, & May, 2018). Many of VU’s
students come from low socio-economic backgrounds, and are the first in their family to attend
university (Wheelahan, 2009). To aid in making higher education accessible to these
individuals and to provide greater levels of student success, all first-year units were redesigned
to fit into a four-week format that consisted of eleven, three-hour sessions.
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Figure 1 shows a typical university semester over 12 weeks, where students take 4 units
concurrently.
By comparison, Figure 2, below shows the transformed intensive block model undertaken by
VU where students attend only 1 unit at a time for four weeks, alongside concurrent
complimentary activities such as study essentials workshops that include academic writing
skills, presentation skills and so on.

Figure 2 shows the transformed intensive block model
The focus of these units was to provide an immersive, engaging and collaborative experience
for students entering their first year of higher education. The key goal in the modification of
the delivery of these units was to have an intense focus on improving student learning gain and
outcomes. The model was developed with the curriculum principles suggested by Kift (Kift,
2009; Kift et al., 2010):
• Transition – it should allow a smooth transition from previous learning experience
• Diversity – it should be attuned and inclusive to the diverse range of students
• Design - it should be learning focussed and scaffold for student success
• Engagement - it should involve active learning and engage students
• Assessment – it should give students regular feedback on their progress
• Evaluation and Monitoring - it should be regularly evaluated and improved
Aside from the concentrated nature of delivery there were a number of other changes made to
the educational programme. Of note, was the complete removal of lectures from the first-year
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units to be replaced by three-hour active learning workshops. Examples of activities that
replace lectures include written case studies, problem-based learning, group discussions and
activities, debates (such as philosophical chairs or socratic seminars), worksheets and video
cases. Furthermore, all parameters relating to academic rigour, assessment standards and total
contact hours have remained the same across the redesigned units.
Previous evidence suggests the implementation of this intensive block model has been very
successful, with an increase in student grades (Bolton, 2018; Cook, 2018), a reduction in fail
rates (Cook, 2018; Matchett, 2018) and student retention (Cook, 2018). A more mixed review
of the benefits and limitations of such a model have been reported by others (Burton & Nesbit,
2002; Clark & Clark, 2000; Davies, 2006; Dixon & O’Gorman, 2019).
Aims and Research Questions
The aim of this study was to examine the academic success of student’s studying first year
health and biomedicine units previously under the traditional teaching model with that of the
new VU Way of block intensive teaching model. To address this aim, the following research
questions are proposed:
RQ1: Does studying immersed and focused on one unit at a time in an intensive mode designed
with active learning principles, lead to better outcomes for students who have previously failed
under the traditional model of teaching?
RQ2: Do students who previously failed under the traditional model have a positive experience
under the intensive model of delivery?
Method
Participants
To address RQ1, participants were selected from the student grades database over several years.
In total, 1482 psychology students completed Psychology 1B (APP1013) and 756 science
students completed ‘Functional Anatomy of the Trunk’ (RBM1100) between the years of 2014
– 2018. The subgroup of repeat students, consisted of a total of 94 participants who completed
RBM1100 (n=62) and APP1013 (n=32) between the years of 2014 – 2018, at least twice. A
summary of the participant data is presented in Table 1 below.
Table 1: Sample sizes for repeating students in each unit of study
2014 - 2015

2015 - 2016

2016 - 2017

2017 – 2018

APP1013

n=5

n=9

n=8

n = 10

RBM1100

n=6

n=7

n = 18

n = 31

Active learning replaces lectures using a combination of student-centered learning
activities
Replacing lectures, in the new VU Way model, students were encouraged to attend 3-hour
theory workshops, (attendance rate >84% for all sessions). This learning environment consists
of one teacher, one class room and small class sizes for the entire duration of the unit. Apart
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from short periods of teacher-guided instruction, the majority of time is allocated to specific
student-centred learning activities, to be completed within each workshop. In-class activities
included hard-copy worksheets with anatomical diagrams from Thieme (Gilroy et al., 2019;
Klein et al., 2019), computer-assisted learning, working in small groups, or using each other
as models for demonstrating movement, relationships or function. In addition to the in-class
activities, student are expected to complete set exercises prior to and following each class
(Klein et al., 2019).
Survey Participants
To address RQ2, participants taking the survey comprised of 52 university students who had
studied a first-year unit under the traditional model in the years 2014 – 2017 and failed, who
then repeated the same unit under the block mode model in 2018. Students were recruited from
two first year health and biomedicine units and of the 52 participants, 15 were enrolled into the
first-year psychology core unit (APP1013) and 34 were enrolled in ‘Functional Anatomy of
the Trunk’ (RBM1100) a first-year biomedical unit. Students identified themselves as male
n=21), as female (n=27) and 4 students did not specify their biological sex. The mean age for
participants was 22.10 years (SD = 6.04). 33 students speak English as their first language, 14
do not and 5 did not specify. No students included in this study had any prior university
education. No further inclusion and exclusion criteria were specified and no incentives were
offered to participants. The unit’s curriculum and assessment procedures remained the same
over the 2017 and 2018 period.
Materials
An online survey was developed using Qualtrics for use in this study. The survey comprised
of 8 questions relating to the participant’s demographic details (such as age, sex etc) and 11
quantitative questions about the student’s experience with block learning in comparison to their
experience with the traditional model. Furthermore, 3 qualitative questions were included to
allow students to express their perceptions of the benefits and drawbacks of block learning.
Furthermore, 10 quantitative questions about the student’s opinions on their teacher’s methods
and approach were included and 1 qualitative question was included to allow students to further
elaborate on their experience being taught by their teacher.
Procedure
In the final teaching session of the unit, participants were asked to complete the online survey
during class time. A link was also provided on the learning management system (LMS) for
both units for students who were absent from the class. Students were able to complete the
survey at their own pace and all participants were de-identified and their answers were
confidential. Once all data had been collected, it was exported from the online survey into SPSS
where descriptive data was collated and analyses were conducted. In addition, data from the
university’s student management system were analysed to explore pass rates and average marks
for these students.
Results
Student pass rate and average mark data
Overall marks for the two units were analysed by extracting them from the student management
system. Results recorded for all students enrolled in the units are presented in Figure 3, below.
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Figure 3. Overall Mean Results for APP1013 and RBM1100 from 2014-2018.
Figure 3 shows that, higher pass rates were achieved in 2018 compared to 2017, for both units
analysed. Independent samples t-tests were conducted and identified that no significant
differences were present from year to year prior to the introduction of block model for
APP1013 (Psychology 1B). Despite this, there is evidence of a downward trend in pass rates
between 2014 and 2017 for the unit APP1013. However, between years 2017 and 2018 a
significant increase in pass rates was observed for all students completing the unit, t (593) = 1.99, p = 0.04. A similar pattern of results was observed for RBM1100 (Functional Anatomy
of The Trunk). However, between 2016 and 2017 a significant reduction in the pass rates was
observed, t (316) = 3.57, p <0.001. A significant increase in marks was observed between 2017
and 2018 where the implementation of the block model occurred, t (370) = -10.14, p <0.001.
For both units, there is a clear downward trend between the years 2014 and 2017. This trend
was reversed in 2018.
The average marks and pass rates for the subgroup consisting of only the students who failed
in their first attempt in 2017 and repeated the same units in 2018 were investigated. The mean
results for these students are presented in Table 2, below.
Table 2: Mean Results for Students Who Completed the Unit in 2017 and Repeated in
2018.
2017

2018

APP1013

22%

53%

RBM1100

28%

63%

Paired samples t-tests were conducted for each of the units evaluated. For students completing
APP1013 a significant difference between results in 2017 and 2018 was observed, t (16) = 5.63, p < 0.001. For students completing RBM1100 a significant difference between results in
2017 and 2018 was also observed, t (34) = -7.02, p < 0.001. This indicates that for both units,
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students performed significantly better in 2018 under the block teaching model than in 2017
under the traditional model. To ensure these results were not exceptional, the subgroup
consisting of repeating student average marks were analysed across 2015-16, 2016-17 and
2017-18. These results are presented in Table 3, below and are representative of the average
increase that a failing student at one point in time achieved the second time around in the unit.
Table 3: Differences in average mark for repeaters by years studied
2015 – 2016

2016-2017

2017-2018

APP1013

+24pp

+21pp

+31pp

RBM1100

+21pp

+11pp

+34pp

It can be seen from Table 3, that the average mark increase for repeaters was notably higher
for students studying in 2017 and 2018 in comparison to those studying in earlier years. In the
unit APP1013, in 2017-18 for example, the increase in mark achieved on average from the fail
grade to the second attempt was an increase of 31 percentage points (pp). This can be seen
from the results in Table 2, where students achieved an average grade of 22% on their first
attempt in 2017, followed by an average of 53% on their second attempt in 2018. When
comparing the results for the 2017-18 cohort of students, it can be seen that the increase in
average grade is notably higher than was the case in the 2015-16 and 2016-17 cohorts.
Survey Quantitative Data
Students who repeated APP1013 or RBM1100 completed a survey to investigate their
perceptions and experiences comparing the block model with the traditional model. Survey
results are presented in Table 4, below.
Table 4: Proportion of Participant’s Who Responded Agree & Strongly Agree to Survey
Questions
Question
The workload was better than the traditional university model

Combined
Agree/Strongly Agree
85%

The workshops were useful

82%

The quality of this unit has met or exceeded my expectations

82%

Learning via the block model has met or exceeded my
expectations

87%

The assessments were manageable in the given time frame

92%

The level of detail I was given was appropriate and made me
feel prepared

85%
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Results in Table 4, above, suggest that most portion of respondents agreed or strongly agreed
with questions presented regarding the quality of the intensive block model approach. Analysis
of qualitative results are presented in the next section.
Survey Qualitative Data
Qualitative analysis indicated that student’s perceptions with the new intensive model was
more positive compared with their previous experiences with the traditional twelve-week
university model. After conducting a thematic analysis, the ideas that were generated were
clustered into four predominant themes; student centered learning, engagement and depth of
learning, and perceived levels of achievement and finally student/teacher relationship. These
themes are highlighted in Table 5 in more detail below.
Table 5: Themes arising from qualitative analysis
Student Focused
and Perceived
Achievement
Student Centred
Learning

Definition

Examples

Facets that relate directly to how the
institution or the teacher is able to
enhance student learning by addressing
the students as individuals and being
mindful of their diverse range of needs.

•

•
•

•
•

•

Engagement/Depth
of Learning

Educational strategies that were
developed with the intent to enhance
student engagement and increase the
depth of understanding.

Perceived Level of
Academic Control
and Achievement

Components related to how students
perceive that their experiences are
enhancing their level of control in
relation to their education and
subsequently their achievement.

Teacher/Student
Relationship

Elements related to how the teacher in the
classroom is able to empower students
and create a collaborative classroom
environment.

•
•

•
•
•
•
•

•
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‘Small classes allow you to ask
questions straight away if you don’t
understand something.’
‘Reducing stress makes completing
tasks more enjoyable’
‘..Creating a stronger bond between
lecturers and other students helps
with group activities and
assessments.’
‘Easier to focus and concentrate on
one unit at a time’
‘… [Teacher] makes everyone
comfortable and learning with them
was easy’
‘… [Teacher] takes the time to know
us and understands us well. Thus,
helping us to do better.’
‘Interactive learning makes for more
learning’
‘You’re never bored when learning
content which actually helps you
remember what you learnt’
‘Activities really enhance learning’
‘More manageable to focus on one
subject at a time’
‘I can achieve more in less time’
‘Despite not doing science in VCE I
was able to achieve HD’s…’
‘[Teacher] is very mindful of the
students and reassures us. Such a
relief that an expert in the field has the
heart to reassure us and act as a
supportive voice.’
‘Clear, communicative, understands
the needs of first year students,
engaging, humorous, knows the
material well.’
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Every student who provided a response to the qualitative component reported that the intensive
model learning was more helpful for their learning in comparison to the traditional model.
Students reported feeling more committed to their studies and that they felt they were more
supported in their learning. These bonds led to higher levels of student engagement in activity
tasks and greater levels of motivation to partake in discussions.
Discussion
This study shows that repeating students who failed a unit on their first attempt at University
are more likely to succeed in passing on their second attempt within the adopted block teaching
model. This study demonstrates the effectiveness of the adopted VU Way on academic success
of poorer performing students. The observation of academic success is consistent across
unrelated units of psychology and anatomy and is supported by previous observations that
show intensive teaching modes to improve student outcomes (Klein et al., 2019).
Before considering the results, it needs to be acknowledged that over recent years, Australian
Government Policy has expanded university study places and as a result, has reduced the
ATAR (entry scores), year by year, of students entering degrees at a range of universities,
including Victoria University (Preiss, Cook, & Butt, 2015). On this basis, it would be expected
that a slight decline in student academic success be observed year by year, as higher ranked
and more prestigious universities take in more students (Pitman, Koshy, & Phillimore, 2015).
The results suggest that failing students who took their second attempt under the intensive
block model teaching delivery achieved significantly higher grades, and a larger proportion of
them passed than had been the case when students had repeated under the traditional teaching
delivery of large lectures and tutorials over a twelve-week semester. In terms of research
questions developed for this study, the results suggest for RQ1 that the intensive, block mode
of delivery does lead to better outcomes for students who had failed under the traditional model
of teaching.
While it is not clear what the cause of this increase in performance was, previous evidence
suggests it could be both the more intense four-week delivery with students taking only one
class at a time (Ho & Polonsky, 2007), or the fact that large lectures had been replaced by
smaller more interactive workshops (Anderson et al., 2005; Arias & Walker, 2004; Cuseo,
2007; Ferreri & O’Connor, 2013; Gibbs et al., 1996; Harasim, 1999; Knight et al., 1999;
Kokkelenberg et al., 2008; Preszler, 2009; Ramsden, 2003) that contributed to increased
student success. These results are consistent with the previous evidence presented that overall,
the new model of teaching delivery has led to increases in a range of student success measures,
including: student grades (Bolton, 2018; Cook, 2018), a reduction in fail rates (Cook, 2018;
Matchett, 2018) and an increase in student retention (Cook, 2018).
In addition, the qualitative and quantitative analysis of student surveys complements the
analysis of student pass rates and average grades above. The students responded
overwhelmingly positively towards the new model of teaching delivery and actually stated that
they believed the different delivery of the units was a contributing factor to their success. This
in itself is worthy of note, given previous research which suggests that a positive student
attitude towards learning will result in a higher rate of cognitive engagement (O'Neil, 1995).
Student responses to all four major survey themes have a positive correlate and support the
contention that this new environment of the block teaching is a viable pathway for student
success at tertiary level. In terms of research questions set for the study, these results suggest
that in response to RQ2, that students who had experienced both modes of delivery have a
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positive experience under the intensive block. The results of this study are supportive of
previous authors who suggest there may be benefits of offering units one at a time in a
condensed time period, rather than several units concurrently over a longer period of time (Ho
& Polonsky, 2007; Knight et al., 1999).
One of the guiding principles involved in designing curriculum for the first year block model,
involved employing active learning strategies (Deslauriers et al., 2011; Freeman et al., 2014;
Kift, 2009; Klein et al., 2019; Sinnayah et al., 2019; Smith et al., 2009). The thematic
qualitative analysis (Table 5) conducted in this study, clearly indicated that student centered
learning, which included, one teacher for the entire block, small classes and strategies that
increased depth of understanding was very effective in achieving less anxiety and confidence.
In addition, the results of this study are congruent with previous research that suggest that
smaller, active learning workshop based classes, result in better student outcomes than large
lectures (Arias & Walker, 2004; Ferreri & O’Connor, 2013; Kokkelenberg et al., 2008;
McCreary & Hausman, 2001).
Limitations and Future Research
There are a number of limitations to this study, the most significant of which concerns the
inability to repeat this work as the transition window between the traditional (2017) and the
new teaching method (2018) the university has adopted, is now passed. This study however,
represented a unique one-off opportunity to capture this interesting transition phase in which
students were able to experience both models.
Another limitation of this study, is that it is not clear what part of the major transition to
teaching delivery contributed most to the success of the failing students on their second attempt.
It could be any combination of a range of factors that include: teaching schedule, lectures being
replaced with active learning workshops, extended time that staff spend with students, and
varying assessment approaches. A further limitation is that the study was only conducted with
repeating students, and therefore it only considered their perceptions of the new model of
teaching delivery. It is possible that non-repeating students or staff perceptions may differ from
repeating student perceptions, or that some students perform better under a traditional twelveweek semester than under an intensive mode of teaching. Over the long term, it is not clear
what the effect of intensive teaching modes is on retention of knowledge; nor is it clear what
the ensuing effects are, due to a long period of time elapsing between two subsequent intensive
offerings.
Future research should investigate what aspects of the teaching delivery transition contributed
most to student success. For example, a study could consider units of study that had already
been offered as smaller workshops rather than large lectures and tutorials and exploring how
much the intensive block mode of teaching delivery had upon these particular units. Future
research should also be conducted to understand staff perceptions of the new teaching delivery
model. Given the intensive block model mode of teaching employed has improved pass rates
of unsuccessful students, research should be conducted to understand whether the improvement
is consistent with an improvement with those students who are normally disadvantaged at
university, such as first in family students (O’Shea et al., 2018). Finally, equally important for
future research is to explore the longer-term impact of the block model of learning compared
with the traditional teaching method, including consideration that different students may
perform better under the traditional or intensive model. Further questions include: Do the
benefits of the intensive teaching model outweigh those of the traditional model longer in the
long term? Is there an improved retention and application of knowledge acquired in an
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intensive time compressed teaching model comparable to when students complete multiple
courses in parallel, over a longer period of time?
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