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Approach
This project’s aim was to build evaluative capacity amongst teams that run equity-promoting initiatives at the University of Wollongong (UOW) with a particular focus on the Student Retention team. The premise was adapted from an approach developed by the Social Policy Evaluation and Research Unit (Superu) evaluation capacity building (ECB) project (2016). 
Evaluation capacity building is often understood as a development of the knowledge and technical skills needed to undertake an evaluation. However, initiatives such as developing resources, tools, and templates and guidance on how to use them are just one component of being able to enact good evaluations and good evaluators in an organisation. It is also important to work on the organisational culture and behavioural changes to embed evaluative thinking (ET), which is a reflective practice (Baker, 2011) “applied in the context of evaluation, motivated by an attitude of inquisitiveness and a belief in the value of evidence” (Buckley et al., 2015). 
Developing evaluative inquiry also requires building transparency and trust, and creating an environment where innovative ideas can thrive, or just as importantly, are allowed to fail. As such, ECB is more about organisational development as opposed to individual professional development (Taylor-Powell & Boyd, 2008). When embedded, such a culture can ensure learnings from the monitoring and evaluations of programs can drive organisational program development and be applied to strategic planning, rather than sit in isolation. 
Linking theory to practice and communicating and applying research results is an intrinsic process to academics at universities (Taylor-Powell & Boyd, 2008). While experts in their fields, equity professionals are less likely to have a research background and may require support and coaching to conduct evaluations for social programs. The rationale for this project was to build evaluation capacity by assessing and addressing capability, providing motivation through engaging workshops, and providing opportunity via means of practice and application, using the COM-B framework to influence behaviour (Mitchie et al., 2011). 
Central to the project was the development of an Evaluation Capacity Needs Assessment Tool (the Tool). This tool served a dual purpose. Firstly, it sought to identify the gaps in evaluation capacity at the team level and to highlight the variation of capacity across equity programs at UOW. This enabled us to understand what unique support they may need to successfully evaluate their programs. Secondly, the tool acted as a self-reflection exercise and helped embed ET and the cyclical nature of evaluative or continuous quality improvement work through practice and application.  
By inviting senior managers and equity program owners to a series of workshops, we wanted to secure buy-in for the importance of evaluation, moving away from seeing the Student Equity in Higher Education Evaluation Framework (SEHEEF) as a tick-box exercise for meeting funding conditions and instead moving towards understanding what the results of measuring real impact mean for improved student outcomes and enhanced organisational program delivery.
Timeline
During the project we undertook six activities:
1. The development of an Evaluation Capacity Needs Assessment Tool for use by equity practitioners across UOW.
2. The organisation of a workshop (Evaluation Essentials for Equity Practitioners), that introduced the tool and provided equity program team members with a good baseline understanding of what healthy evaluative practice looks like.
3. Four teams used the tool to assess their own project capability and identify gaps, barriers, and enablers to conducting impact evaluations at UOW through a guided workshop approach as opposed to using the tool in isolation as outlined in the initial proposal.
4. One team, the Student Retention team, undertook a series of four workshops to design an evaluation plan for an Impact Evaluation of the Student Retention program.
5. Support was provided for other equity program teams to resolve impact evaluation challenges of their choosing at an Evaluation Symposium (NB: this changed from the initial proposal of providing individual coaching to teams to a collective approach in the symposium).
6. Finally, we introduced an evaluation Community of Practice (CoP) for UOW equity programs.
All teams working in equity programs at UOW and funded by the Higher Education Participation and Partnership Program (HEPPP) in 2025 were invited to the Evaluation Essentials for Equity Practitioners workshop and the final symposium. Programs sit across several divisions at UOW including the Division of Student Life, Woolyungah Indigenous Centre, Student Administration Services Division, and the Outreach and Future Students Division. The programs operate across the SEHEEF student lifecycle including pre-access, access, participation, and attainment and transition out.
The project ran from August 2025 to December 2025 and was led by Cassy King in collaboration with Lucy Snowball, Duncan Rintoul, and George Argyros from evaluation consultancy Rooftop Social.
Challenges
One of the unique challenges faced in this project was that it coincided with a UOW transformation project. This meant timelines and outputs needed to shift to align with availability of staff and their capacity to engage with the project, while navigating potential redundancies. 
Delays in contract execution were also significant due to availability and capacity of staff at UOW, meaning the project started four months later than anticipated in the original proposal. As a result, while the Evaluation Community of Practice was introduced during the project symposium, the work to organise and plan activities for the CoP will be carried out in 2026.
[bookmark: _Toc192004676]Outputs
Evaluation Capacity Needs Assessment Tool
In collaboration with Rooftop Social, an evaluation consultancy, we designed a self-assessment tool (see Appendices 1 and 2) to measure evaluation capacity. The Tool is comprised of six domains (questions) each with five response options and an option to indicate “not known”. The domains were designed to help teams identify gaps in knowledge as well as barriers and enablers to influence a change in evaluative thinking among equity practitioners at UOW, promote a change in behaviours for good evaluative practice, and to improve capacity in conducting impact evaluations of equity programs. 
The domains were:
1. evaluative culture
2. evaluative policies and procedures
3. evaluative planning and practice
4. evaluation and research capability building
5. data and IT systems to support research/evaluation
6. use of research and evaluation for program design
During the development of the Tool, it was piloted with the Retention team to test if the questions were appropriate for use and understood by equity practitioners. One of the learnings from the pilot was that teams did not know how they could answer questions that were “outside their sphere of influence”. A second was that it was difficult knowing whether they should answer for the current or future (post transformation) state UOW, where, for example, there may be changes in IT systems or the make-up of teams. 
We decided that the teams would answer as best as they saw fit and for the current state of UOW. Additional notes were provided for clarity in the guidance and it was advised that when an issue came up outside of their immediate control, this is when it would be escalated in the university’s appropriate routes of risk planning and mitigation to ensure visibility of these blockages at a senior management level in the organisation.
Evaluation Capacity Building workshop
To support the implementation of the Tool by the University’s equity teams, we delivered an Evaluation Capacity Building workshop entitled “Evaluation Essentials for Equity Programs”, open to all equity team members. The workshop explained how to assess their capacity via the Tool and how to use the findings. 
Held in October 2025, the workshop was an intensive, interactive, and motivating event for equity practitioners. A total of 23 participated, working in outreach; transition and retention; access and inclusion; equity scholarships for low socio-economic status (SES) students; and programs for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander students. The workshop highlighted what good practice looked like in impact evaluation and delivered guidance on how to complete the Tool (Figure 1, 2, and 3).

Figure 1: Evaluation sparking joy. Dr Cassy King (project lead) launching the Evaluation Essentials for Equity Programs workshop.
[image: A woman in a white top and green trousers standing in front of a screen, presenting. The slide on the screen is a title that reads "Building Evaluative Capacity to Improve Equity Student Retention".]
Figure 2: Setting expectations of the workshop.
[image: A group of people in a classroom. The group are seated or standing around a whiteboard on which a woman is writing. ]
Figure 3: Gallery walk to familiarise participants with the six domains of the ECB Tool.
[image: A group of women standing in front of a projector screen. Three women are engaged in discussion.]








Evaluation Needs Assessment
After the tool was introduced at the Evaluation Essentials for Equity Programs workshop, the tool was used by four teams of equity practitioners across UOW to map their current state of capacity for undertaking evaluation and measuring impact. Using the Tool, program teams were supported to assess their own evaluation capacity needs and to ready the teams in terms of evaluative thinking, professional development, and what steps were required to influence the culture of evaluation at UOW.
Whilst the original plan was to let the teams complete the Tool in their own time, providing a link for completion, Dr Cassy King (project lead) identified that the team worked well to a guided approach when the tool was first used by the Student Retention team in a workshop format. This was therefore the approach adopted for other equity teams. 
In the workshops, the teams went around the room to give their individual response to each of the questions and, if they were all in agreement, that was used as the collective response. If individual team members had differing views, a conversation was held to come to a shared response. This approach helped with transparency around the issues each of the domains provided in the context of UOW. Taking this revised approach, following the workshop Dr Cassy King held individual sessions with program teams to complete the tool and identify barriers and gaps in evaluation capacity and capability for their specific program. 
The Tool uses a system of four progressive stages of capability: 1) opposed, 2) absent, 3) emerging, 4) embedded, and 5) leading, across each of the six domains (see above). Results across the four participating UOW equity teams (Figure 4) found:
· One domain was seen as “absent” by three out of four teams: Data and IT Systems to Support Research/Evaluation.
· All other domains were seen to be “emerging”.
· No domains were reported as “opposed” for any team.
· No domains were reported as “embedded” or “leading” for any team.
All teams had similar findings mostly identifying as “emerging” with some teams stronger in Data and IT systems then others, identifying a shared learning opportunity between equity teams at UOW (Figure 4, middle/bottom). Importantly the results highlighted that UOW equity teams were more developed than they thought, providing motivation.
Full results and recommendations from the Tool can be found in Appendix 3.







[image: One of five radar charts showing Evaluation Capacity Building scores for all equity staff or teams at The University of Wollongong. There are six domains, each measured on a 5-point scale. No single team's score across any domain exceeds 3. ]Figure 4: Top: results across all four equity teams that participated in the Tool. Middle: results from the Retention Team and Equity Scholarships team. Bottom: results from Future Students and International Engagement and Student Academic Success teams. (1 = opposed, 2 = absent, 3 = emerging, 4 = embedded, and 5 = leading)








[image: One of five radar charts showing Evaluation Capacity Building scores for the equity scholarships team at The University of Wollongong. There are six domains, each measured on a 5-point scale. No single team's score across any domain exceeds 3. ][image: One of five radar charts showing Evaluation Capacity Building scores for the retention team at The University of Wollongong. There are six domains, each measured on a 5-point scale. No single team's score across any domain exceeds 3. ][image: One of five radar charts showing Evaluation Capacity Building scores for the student academic success team at The University of Wollongong. There are six domains, each measured on a 5-point scale. No single team's score across any domain exceeds 3. ][image: One of five radar charts showing Evaluation Capacity Building scores for the outreach programs team at The University of Wollongong. There are six domains, each measured on a 5-point scale. No single team's score across any domain exceeds 3. ]

Designing an Impact Evaluation for The Retention Program
The Retention Program at UOW provides proactive and supportive outreach to students whose behavioural data suggests are disengaging from their studies or are at-risk of not completing their studies. This outreach is undertaken by Student Retention Coordinators and can take the form of:
· A text message: to nudge behaviour change or engagement.
· Email: As a mechanism to provide further information or step-by-step instructions.
· Phone call: To engage with students who have opted in for more tailored support and promote their engagement with their studies through a Student Success Plan.
· Face-to-face or phone meeting: Student Success Plans developed collaboratively with students outlining the steps and support required to promote engagement with their studies and increase the likelihood of completion. The Success Plan is a strength and needs based assessment undertaken in consultation with a Student Success Coordinator. By exploring past success and current challenges, the student develops a plan with suggested actions and support referrals to help them succeed.
The Retention Program is planning (outside the scope of this project) to undertake a Quantitative Impact Evaluation (QIE) on the impact providing the tailored level of outreach to students belonging to equity cohorts (low socio-economic status; Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander; and regional, rural, and remote [RRR}) provides, and validate the mechanism to identify at risk and disengaged equity students through behavioural flags. 
Parallel to determining and building evaluation capacity, we drafted a flexible QIE design and project plan, with the outcome being the combination of ECB across the team and the QIE plan to set up the Retention team for success in measuring impact for the program through QIE in 2026.
To design the plan, four workshops were held with the team with the following focus for each workshop:
· Review and revise the Retention Program Program Logic Model (PLM).
· Identify the Key Evaluation Questions (KEQs).
· Define data quality, availability, and outcome measures.
· Review of evaluation plan and design.
Figure 5: Program Logic Model design with the Retention team.
[image: Four staff in a university classroom are shown standing and working together around a table.  ]

The Retention Team already had a program logic model which was developed in 2023 and revised in 2024. Using this process as an opportunity to reassess the program’s logic, the team provided feedback on the old model (Appendix 4) and changes were made to isolate the “enablers” from the intervention itself, as well as a simplification of what the final impact would be. During the workshop, assumptions were tested as well as any leaps of faith in the logic. Importantly, the team identified a set of values for the evaluation which acted as principles in its design (Figure 6). The workshop also included identification of what’s working and what needs improvement (Appendix 5), which was included in the final PLM to highlight revisions and quick lessons learned in future (Figure 7).

Figure 5: Identified design principles of the Retention Program evaluation.
[image: A diagram entitled 'design principles of the evaluation'. It shows three 'must have' elements that are timely, co-designed, and strengths based. Four 'good to have' elements that are inclusive, transparent, rigorous and ethical, and three could have elements that are utilisation-focussed, culturally-responsive and flexible. ]


2

Figure 6: The UOW Retention Program Logic Model (2026).

[image: A complex program logic diagram with text and arrows, showing inputs, enablers, intervention activities, outputs, outcomes and impact for the University of Wollongong Retention Program.

]



After the Evaluation Essentials for Equity Programs workshop, the next steps were to provide direct support and coaching to equity program teams to use the Tool’s assessment and insights to improve their impact evaluation practice as well as address specific challenges through targeted action. Originally, we had thought this would be in the form of individual coaching sessions, with an aim of presenting the ideas in the planned symposium at the end of the project. 
However, we found that participants had limited time and capacity to dedicate to coaching sessions and developing the ideas in advance. We decided to change the outcome of the Evaluation Symposium to a “hackathon”, allowing participants to receive the coaching collectively and to develop their ideas for impact measurement whilst providing a tangible real-world output to use beyond the proposal. This also directly addressed some of the feedback over the duration of the project that teams often did not have the time to set aside to plan for evaluation activities.
Evaluation Symposium and evaluation Community of Practice for UOW equity staff
At the conclusion of the project, we held an Evaluation Symposium. This provided an opportunity to showcase the Student Retention team’s personal development and their experience planning an impact evaluation to other equity practitioners at UOW. It was also a place to introduce the first Community of Practice (CoP) for Equity Evaluation at UOW. 
The retention team participated in a panel (Figure 8) and discussed their journey on the program including giving advice to teams on what they found useful and sharing what they had learned on the journey.
Figure 7: Panel Chaired by Lucy Snowball and Cassy King with two members of the Retention team.
[image: A group of people in a room
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The workshop then held a “hackathon” of four 20-minute sprints to build an evaluation plan, followed by a showcase of what the teams had designed. The sprints were to:
· Clarify evaluation purpose and scope.
· Draft Key Evaluation Questions.
· Identify their indicators.
· Map their data sources.
Three additional sprints were used as homework for the teams to complete following the meeting:
· Choose their analysis methods.
· Set their timeline.
· Document any risks or assumptions.
The showcase asked teams to provide an elevator pitch of their plan and the other teams provided feedback on what they liked and would consider providing community guidance akin to a Community of Practice.

Figure 8: Two teams presenting during the elevator pitch of their evaluation plans developed during the “hackathon”.


















The establishment of the first Community of Practice (CoP) for Equity Evaluation at UOW was an important outcome of this project. It provides the opportunity for UOW equity colleagues to meet regularly and share evaluation and impact measurement learnings, identify further opportunities to co-design, collaborate, and improve our practice. 
Due to significant changes in staff at UOW, the CoP was introduced at the symposium outlining examples of an agenda to include skills in understanding data, surveys, and student experience, and outcome measures (for example, a sense of belonging). Detailed plans of activities will be developed in 2026. 
[bookmark: _Toc192004677]

Impact
Creating an intentional learning environment (the workshops and symposium) for evaluation and evaluative thinking (ET); and learning to apply ET through practice (self-assessment tool, symposium) helped embed the learning into equity practitioners. Due to various factors at UOW, challenging program assumptions—a key facet in evaluative inquiry—is often met with caution. The workshops keep this in mind, scaffolding (Buckley et al., 2015) the evaluative learning already built in our teams through the SEHEEF and Logic Model workshops already undertaken. 
Quotes from participants at the workshop included:
I really resonated with the idea of falling in love with the problem, not the solution to it. Framing your work as about the problem, so you are not too attached to the solution and can't unbiasedly evaluate it. (Participant 1)
It was engaging and interesting. The content was presented in ways that encouraged interaction and reflection, encouraging us to really process the information and apply it to our own contexts. (Participant 2)
The Retention Program team received additional support and coaching in evaluation, and the tangible output of a QIE design, providing long-lasting impact. The combination of evaluation capacity building and a fully drafted flexible QIE design/plan provides an uplift in skills and capability. The flexibility of the plan gives three stackable options for design, enabling future decision-makers to be fully presented with the options including the resources required, the type of evaluation (such as mixed methods or quasi-experimental), and what outputs could be expected from each. The modular nature also means work can be built on and chosen depending on the demands the team may later be facing.
Finally, the Tool provides a baseline measurement for evaluative capacity at UOW. The Tool can also be used periodically by teams and results compared year on year to indicate changes, whether improvements or declines. 
It was identified with the Tool that UOW could grow from “emerging” to “embedded” taking the following steps:
· Celebrate successes, use early adopters to build awareness/interest.
· Begin process of ensuring consistency.
· Encourage reflection and action.
It was identified with the Tool that UOW could grow from “absent” to “emerging” by taking the following steps:
· Raise awareness and articulate the case for change.
· Introduce practice into role descriptions.
· Provide worked examples and training.
These findings and steps of action will ultimately inform and guide senior leadership on how they can influence professional development and improve evaluative culture at UOW.
The Tool provides a sustainable resource available to equity practitioners to re-assess at any time point, which is important for future iterations of programs which may change when new funding models such as the Needs-Based Funding model are introduced. Its design will help engender a culture of evaluation and evidence-based decision making that avoid the traps of conformation bias (Buckley et al., 2015) due to the six domains addressing key areas in evaluative capacity building and thinking. Using a facilitated workshop to complete the tool also helped open discussion about evaluation culture at UOW, which in turn helps build a culture of transparency. 
It highlighted some key insights about the evaluation culture including: 
Implementation is key, how can we implement a culture of evaluation? (Participant 3)
Feel we “reflect” rather than evaluate. Although we do have evaluation plans in place. (Participant 4)
We need a supportive role of an evaluator/specialist to get to the next step. (Participant 5)
While culture change takes time beyond the lifecycle of this project, the workshop and symposium were opportunities for equity practitioners at UOW to gather and introduced the idea of a community of practice for equity program evaluation at UOW. For longer term benefits “Evaluation Champions” could be created including those in positions of influence (Volkov & King, 2007, Buckley et al., 2015) recognising not all need to be an expert evaluator in an organisation but will champion evaluation and ET locally (Taylor-Powell & Boyd, 2008).
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Appendix 
Appendix 1: The Evaluation Capacity Needs Assessment Tool (“The Tool”). Used to measure team evaluation capacity. Questions 1–3, covering the domains of evaluative culture, evaluation policies and procedures, and evaluation planning and practice.
Appendix 2: The Evaluation Capacity Needs Assessment Tool (“The Tool”) used to measure team evaluation capacity. Questions 4–6, covering the domains of evaluation and research capability, data and IT systems, and evaluation for program design.

 Appendix 3: Evaluation Capability Assessment Tool results.


Appendix 4: Annotations to the 2025 Retention Program Logic Model.

Appendix 5: Workshop notes on what’s working and what needs improvement (top) and highlighting positives and negatives (bottom).
Appendix 6: Final Evaluation Plan for the Retention Program.
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Assessing the Evaluative Capacity of your team

This tool will be used to determine the evaluative capacity of your team at the University of Wollongong. This will help us identify opportunity areas to work on through the coaching
support.

There are six questions, each of which has five response options as well s the option to indicate you don't know. When answering these questions, consider which option best
describes what is happening in your team right now. You might feel that more than one option is relevant to your team. If that is the case please choose the one that BEST reflects
where your team is now.

Building Evaluative Capacity to Improve Student Retention at UOW project is funded by the Australian Goverment through the Australian Centre for Student Equity and Success.

When you submit this form, it wil not autom:

lly collect your details like name and email address unless you provide it yourself.

1. Which team are you responding for?

Enter your answer

2. Thinking about the EVALUATION CULTURE in your team

(O staff are scared to use evaluation, they actively oppose or are hostile to it

(O Evaluation is not understood or else it is seen as unnecessary

(O Thereis some awareness of the benefits of evaluation and the need for evidence-informed decision-making

(O There is widespread awareness of the benefits of evaluation, and evidence-informed decision-making is highly valued
(O staff regularly demonstrate the value they place on evaluation, within the team and with external stakeholder

(O 1am not sure/I don't feel able to judge
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(O There are no formal evaluation policies and procedures in place

(O We have some formal evaluation policies and procedures in place, but there are some gaps in coverage and quality is inconsistent

(O Policies and procedures cover most aspects of evaluation, and they are reasonably good at supporting professional practice

(O Our evaluation policies and procedures are extensive, robust, integrated, of proven effectiveness and regularly reviewed to make sure they reflect best practice

(O 1am not sure/I don't feel able to judge
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(O staff plan to avoid evaluating their programs or are discouraged from doing so
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(O Some projects or programs have evaluation plans in place. When evaluation happens, it is often a scramble to find the data we need.
(O Evaluation plans are in place for most projects and programs. Evaluations are prioritised and scaled according to importance and risk
(O staff routinely use tailored and appropriate evaluation approaches for all or most projects and programs

(O 1am not sure/I don't feel able to judge
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(O Our policies and procedures work against the use of evaluation in decision-making

(O There are no formal evaluation policies and procedures in place

(O We have some formal evaluation policies and procedures in place, but there are some gaps in coverage and quality is inconsistent

(O Policies and procedures cover most aspects of evaluation, and they are reasonably good at supporting professional practice

(O Our evaluation policies and procedures are extensive, robust, integrated, of proven effectiveness and regularly reviewed to make sure they reflect best practice

(O 1am not sure/I don't feel able to judge

4. Thinking about the EVALUATION PLANNING AND PRACTICE in your team

(O staff plan to avoid evaluating their programs or are discouraged from doing so

(O staff don't think evaluation planning is necessary. Programs usually either lapse or roll on without much thought about evaluating them
(O Some projects or programs have evaluation plans in place. When evaluation happens, it is often a scramble to find the data we need.
(O Evaluation plans are in place for most projects and programs. Evaluations are prioritised and scaled according to importance and risk
(O staff routinely use tailored and appropriate evaluation approaches for all or most projects and programs

(O 1am not sure/I don't feel able to judge
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5. Thinking about EVALUATION AND RESEARCH CAPABILITY BUILDING in your team

(O Developing skills in evaluation and research is seen as a waste of time or discouraged
No effort is put into building evaluation and research capability among staff

There is awareness that staff need skills in evaluation and research, and some training and support is provided

We have a reputation for investing in the evaluation and research skills of our people, and our approach to capacity building is recognised by others as ‘cutting

(O Evaluation and research skills are actively supported through targeted training and recruitment
®
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linking about the DATA AND IT SYSTEMS TO SUPPORT RESEARCH/EVALUATION in your team

Barriers and roadblocks are put up to prevent data and IT systems from supporting research and evaluation

Data and IT systems are not designed to support research and evaluation

Relevant data are sometimes available to support research and evaluation but systems could be better integrated
Data and IT systems fully support the use of data for research and evaluation

Data and IT systems are used in new and innovative ways to inform research and evaluation
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7. Thinking about the USE OF RESEARCH AND EVALUATION FOR PROGRAM DESIGN in your team

(O staff are discouraged from using research and evaluation to design and implement projects and programs
(O Research and evaluation are not taken into account when projects/ programs are designed and implemented
(O Research and evaluation inform some projects and programs, but in an ad hoc way

(O Most of our projects and programs can poir

to the evidence base that supports them

(O Research and evaluation inform our projects and programs from initial design phase through continuous improvement cycles as part of delivery

(O 1am not sure/I don't feel able to judge
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How we could grow from Emerging ®  Embedded
Ø Celebrate successes, use early adopters to build 


awareness/interest
Ø Begin process of ensuring consistency
Ø Encourage reflection and action


How we could grow from Absent ® Emerging
Ø Raise awareness and articulate the case for change
Ø Introduce practice into role descriptions
Ø Provide worked examples and training


In summary
Assessing Team Evaluative Capacity 


Overall across the four UOW equity teams that participated:


• One domain was seen as ‘absent’ by 3 out of 4 teams: Data 
and IT Systems to Support Research/Evaluation


• All other domains were seen to be ‘emerging’ 


• No domains were reported as ‘opposed’


• No domains were reported as ‘embedded’ or ‘leading’


1=opposed, 2=absent, 3=emerging, 4=embedded, 5=leading
0


1


2


3


4


5
Culture


Policies and
Procedures


Planning and
Practice


Capability Building


Data and IT
Systems


Use in Program
Design


Evaluation Capacity Building Assessment
Average across all teams
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Retention Team
Assessing Team Evaluative Capacity 


How we could grow from Emerging ®  Embedded
Ø Celebrate successes, use early adopters to build 


awareness/interest
Ø Begin process of ensuring consistency
Ø Encourage reflection and action


How we could grow from Absent ® Emerging
Ø Raise awareness and articulate the case for change
Ø Introduce practice into role descriptions
Ø Provide worked examples and training


For the Retention team:


• One domain was seen as ‘absent’: Data and IT Systems to 
Support Research/Evaluation


• All other domains were seen to be ‘emerging’ 


• No domains were reported as ‘opposed’


• No domains were reported as ‘embedded’ or ‘leading’


1=opposed, 2=absent, 3=emerging, 4=embedded, 5=leading
0


1


2


3


4


5
Culture


Policies and
Procedures


Planning and
Practice


Capability Building


Data and IT
Systems


Use in Program
Design


Evaluation Capacity Building Assessment
Retention team Average across all teams
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Equity Scholarships Team
Assessing Team Evaluative Capacity 


How we could grow from Emerging ®  Embedded
Ø Celebrate successes, use early adopters to build 


awareness/interest
Ø Begin process of ensuring consistency
Ø Encourage reflection and action


For the Equity Scholarships team:


• All domains were seen to be ‘emerging’ 


• No domains were reported as ‘opposed’


• No domains were reported as ‘embedded’ or ‘leading’


1=opposed, 2=absent, 3=emerging, 4=embedded, 5=leading


0


1


2


3


4


5
Culture


Policies and
Procedures


Planning and
Practice


Capability Building


Data and IT
Systems


Use in Program
Design


Evaluation Capacity Building Assessment
Equity Scholarships team Average across all teams
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Outreach Programs (FSIE) team
Assessing Team Evaluative Capacity 


How we could grow from Emerging ®  Embedded
Ø Celebrate successes, use early adopters to build 


awareness/interest
Ø Begin process of ensuring consistency
Ø Encourage reflection and action


How we could grow from Absent ® Emerging
Ø Raise awareness and articulate the case for change
Ø Introduce practice into role descriptions
Ø Provide worked examples and training


For the Outreach Programs (FSIE) team:


• One domain was seen as ‘absent’: Data and IT Systems to 
Support Research/Evaluation


• All other domains were seen to be ‘emerging’ 


• No domains were reported as ‘opposed’


• No domains were reported as ‘embedded’ or ‘leading’


1=opposed, 2=absent, 3=emerging, 4=embedded, 5=leading
0


1


2


3


4


5
Culture


Policies and
Procedures


Planning and
Practice


Capability
Building


Data and IT
Systems


Use in Program
Design


Evaluation Capacity Building Assessment
Outreach Programs (FSIE) team Average across all teams
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Student Academic Success team
Assessing Team Evaluative Capacity 


How we could grow from Emerging ®  Embedded
Ø Celebrate successes, use early adopters to build 


awareness/interest
Ø Begin process of ensuring consistency
Ø Encourage reflection and action


How we could grow from Absent ® Emerging
Ø Raise awareness and articulate the case for change
Ø Introduce practice into role descriptions
Ø Provide worked examples and training


For the Student Academic Success team:


• One domain was seen as ‘absent’: Data and IT Systems to 
Support Research/Evaluation


• All other domains were seen to be ‘emerging’ 


• No domains were reported as ‘opposed’


• No domains were reported as ‘embedded’ or ‘leading’


1=opposed, 2=absent, 3=emerging, 4=embedded, 5=leading
0


1


2


3


4


5
Culture


Policies and
Procedures


Planning and
Practice


Capability Building


Data and IT
Systems


Use in Program
Design


Evaluation Capacity Building Assessment
Student Academic Success team Average across all teams
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Evaluation team capability assessment
1. Evaluative culture


OPPOSED - Staff are scared to use evaluations; they actively oppose evaluation or are hostile to it


ABSENT - Evaluation is not understood or else it is seen as unnecessary 


EMERGING - There is some awareness of the benefits of evaluation and the need for evidence-informed 
decision-making 


EMBEDDED - There is widespread awareness of the benefits of evaluation, and evidence-informed decision-
making is highly valued 


LEADING - Staff regularly demonstrate the value they place on evaluation, within the team and with external 
stakeholders
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Evaluation team capability assessment
2. Evaluation policies and procedures


OPPOSED - Our policies and procedures work against the use of evaluation in decision-making


ABSENT - There are no formal evaluation policies and procedures in place 


EMERGING - We have some formal evaluation policies and procedures in place, but there are some gaps in 
coverage and quality is inconsistent


EMBEDDED - Policies and procedures cover most aspects of evaluation, and they are reasonably good at 
supporting professional practice


LEADING - Our evaluation policies and procedures are extensive, robust, integrated, of proven effectiveness and 
regularly reviewed to make sure they reflect best practice
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Evaluation team capability assessment
3. Evaluation planning and practice


OPPOSED - Staff plan to avoid evaluating their programs or are discouraged from doing so


ABSENT - Staff don’t think evaluation planning is necessary. Programs usually either lapse or roll on without 
much thought about evaluating them


EMERGING - Some projects or programs have evaluation plans in place. When evaluation happens, it is often a 
scramble to find the data we need


EMBEDDED - Evaluation plans are in place for most projects and programs. Evaluations are prioritised and scaled 
according to importance and risk


LEADING - Staff model the use of tailored and appropriate evaluation approaches for all or most projects and 
programs. 
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Evaluation team capability assessment
4. Evaluation and research capability building


OPPOSED - Developing skills in evaluation and research is seen as a waste of time or discouraged


ABSENT - No effort is put into building evaluation and research capability among staff 


EMERGING - There is awareness that staff need skills in evaluation and research, and some training and support 
is provided


EMBEDDED - Evaluation and research skills are actively supported through targeted training and recruitment


LEADING - We have a reputation for investing in the evaluation and research skills of our people, and our 
approach to capacity building is recognised by others as 'cutting edge’. 
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Evaluation capacity assessment
5. Data and IT systems to support research / evaluation


OPPOSED - Barriers and roadblocks are put up to prevent data and IT systems from supporting research and 
evaluation 


ABSENT - Data and IT systems are not designed to support research and evaluation


EMERGING - Relevant data are sometimes available to support research and evaluation but systems could be 
better integrated


EMBEDDED - Data and IT systems fully support the use of data for research and evaluation


LEADING - Data and IT systems are used in new and innovative ways to support our evolving research and 
evaluation needs
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Evaluation capacity assessment
6. Use of research and evaluation in program design


OPPOSED - Staff are discouraged from using research and evaluation to design and implement projects and 
programs


ABSENT - Research and evaluation are not taken into account when projects and programs are designed and 
implemented


EMERGING - Research and evaluation inform some projects and programs, but in an ad hoc way 


EMBEDDED - Most of our projects and programs can point to the evidence base that supports them


LEADING - Research and evaluation inform our projects and programs from initial design phase through 
continuous improvement cycles as part of delivery
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1 Introduction 
This document outlines an evaluation plan for the Student Retention Project at the University of Wollongong (UOW). It has been 
developed through workshops and planning with the Retention team under the Building Evaluative Capacity to Improve Equity Student 
Retention project funded by the Australian Centre for Student Equity and Success (ACSES). 


The Student Retention Project forms a central part of UOW’s commitment to improving student success, progression and equity. The 
Student Retention Project reflects this commitment by proactively identifying students who may be at risk of disengagement and 
offering timely, respectful support adapted to their individual circumstances. 


The project brings together functions including risk identification, CRM-enabled outreach, personalised communication, student support 
planning and referral pathways to create a coordinated and student-centred approach to retention. These activities are articulated in the 
Student Retention Logic Model, which describes how early contact, proactive guidance and follow-up can increase student confidence, 
improve help-seeking and support students to stay enrolled, complete units of study and progress successfully through their degrees. 


As the initiative matures, from research conducted at the University of Wollongong (Hill, Fulcher et al. 2018), to pilots in 2024, and roll out 
to the whole of UOW in 2025, it is increasingly important to understand how well the project is being delivered, how students experience it 
and what difference it is making. This evaluation plan provides a structured approach for doing so, ensuring that UOW builds an evidence 
base for good practice in retention and improves outcomes for students through program improvements. The plan also recognises the 
practical realities of the operating environment: competing priorities, resource constraints and the need for evaluation to be flexible, 
feasible and genuinely useful for staff. 


This plan has been prepared with and for internal UOW staff. It provides a framework for monitoring, evaluating and learning in the 
Student Retention Project, with options that can be scaled depending on the time, team capability and resources available. We have 
designed a modular implementation approach to ensure the evaluation is utilisation focused and contributes to better outcomes for UOW 
students. 
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2 Project overview 
2.1 The Student Retention Project at a glance 


Activities Target audience 


Sending proactive outreach notifications via text 
messages, emails, phone calls. 


Students identified as at risk. 


Calling students to offer support, create space for 
conversation and understand barriers. 


Students with flagged risk factors who opt in for a consultation after a text and email. 


Student Consultation: developing personalised student 
support plans (SSPs) (academic, wellbeing, 
administrative) 


Students who accept support and opt in to discuss their situation. 


Referrals to academic services (PASS, tutoring, peer 
support) 


Students with academic concerns, failing units or low academic engagement.  


Referrals to wellbeing and personal support services Students experiencing wellbeing, financial, housing, personal or motivational challenges 


Navigational support (help with systems, deadlines, 
enrolment steps, forms) 


Students unfamiliar with UOW processes, Commencing students, International students 


Follow-up contact after consultation and SSP 
development. 


Students who have successful completed an SSP 


Collaboration with faculties, student services and 
academic support teams 


Faculty staff, Student services teams, Subject co-ordinators, DnA and students 


Staff reflection and continuous improvement cycles Retention team members, Faculty staff and Subject co-ordinators 


2.2 Project logic  
The main purpose of this project logic is to tell the story of intended impact - the difference that the project is expected to make for the 
people who interact with it, in the places where these people live.  
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The logic was developed in consultation with the project team. It reflects the team's thinking at the current time, noting that this may 
have matured since the project was originally conceived and designed.  


Figure 1: Project logic diagram 


 
  







Student Retention Project: Evaluation Plan 


 Dec 2025  |  Draft 4 


The narrative of the logic 


The notes below set out key aspects of the story behind this project that might not be self-evident from the diagram in Figure 1.  
• Early, proactive contact with students can address emerging disengagement with studies and provide timely guidance before issues 


escalate. 
• The quality of the interaction is central to whether students act on advice, engage with services and remain enrolled. 
• Students are more likely to take up support when they understand the consequences of inaction and feel the university is genuinely 


invested in their success. 
• Equity cohorts may face additional barriers (including financial, cultural, wellbeing and administrative) that shape how they respond 


to outreach. 


2.3 Assumptions, external factors and project risks 
Project logics are inherently optimistic. They assume that everything goes well in the implementation: that all the pieces come together 
as expected, under conditions that are supportive. They also assume that the activities, once undertaken, will lead to the intended 
impacts. Essentially, wherever there is an arrow in a logic model, there is a positive assumption being made.  


Assumptions  


It is helpful to explicitly identify assumptions and external factors so that they can be prioritised in the data collection and considered in 
analysis. Sometimes the most transferrable lessons from an evaluation can be about the conditions under which key assumptions do or 
do not hold true. Some assumptions we can trust, others we need to test.  


Important assumptions in the logic of this project are: 
• Student identification is accurate, with risk flags able to reliably identify students who would benefit from early support 
• Students are contactable, reachable and able to engage with communication channels used (SMS, email, phone) 
• Students will be willing to engage with support when contacted, and perceive the outreach as relevant and useful 
• Support model is appropriate for diverse student cohorts, including equity groups with varying needs 
• Staff have the capacity, capability and consistency required to deliver outreach and record interactions accurately 
• Data systems will capture interactions reliably, enabling credible monitoring and evaluation 
• Referral pathways are available, accessible and have capacity to accept students referred during outreach 
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• Academic and service units will collaborate effectively to support referred students 
• Early, relational contact can address disengagement, build confidence and prompt students to access help 
• Timely guidance and support improves student self-efficacy, which contributes to improved progression and retention 


External factors 


External factors sit outside the control of the project but can have a significant bearing on its implementation or impact. Sometimes these 
come out of the blue, other times they can be anticipated. External factors that could have an impact on this project include: 


• Broader institutional changes: 


– Changes to UOW’s strategic priorities, funding allocations and organisational structures 
– Shifts in faculty-level commitments to student support or retention initiatives 
– Resource constraints affecting CRM, student services or teaching teams 


• Policy, regulatory or funding shifts: 


– Federal policy changes (e.g., HEPPP/SEHEEF requirements, HELP reforms, Commonwealth support changes) 
– Changes in reporting obligations or performance metrics affecting retention work 
– Emerging compliance requirements for student communication or wellbeing 


• Sector-wide pressures: 


– Increases in cost-of-living pressures affecting students’ ability to continue study 
– Accommodation, housing, transport or financial stress impacting student engagement 
– Rising mental health challenges across higher education cohorts 


• Economic and labour market conditions: 


– Job market fluctuations influencing students’ decisions to pause, withdraw, or change study load 
– Growth in part-time employment among students, reducing availability for study 


• Student cohort shifts: 


– Demographic changes in the student population 
– Changes in academic preparedness, English proficiency or digital literacy 
– Evolving student expectations about communication, contact and support 
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Project risks 


Where an assumption looks like it might be a bit of a stretch, it is a good idea to take steps to help assure that the logic holds.  This is akin 
to risk mitigation.  


For this project, risk mitigation strategies in place include the following: 


Project risks Mitigation strategies 


Capacity and workload constraints: Retention, 
faculty and service teams may not have the 
capacity to deliver outreach, follow-up, or 
evaluation activities consistently especially 
during peak periods 


• Keep evaluation requirements small and prioritised (pulse survey, simple dashboard) 
• Embed monitoring tasks into existing workflows and CRM processes 
• Use modular evaluation components that can scale up/down depending on workload 
• Coordinate timing with faculties and service units to avoid overload 


Inconsistent or incomplete recording of student 
contact: Variation in how staff log calls, notes, 
referrals or follow-up creates gaps in the data, 
limiting the reliability of analysis. 


• Provide short templates/checklists/ in CRM for consistent logging 
• Build a shared understanding of “minimum data to record” 
• Regular data quality checks by DnA or project leads 
• Staff training refreshers to embed consistent practice 


Data access or system changes disrupt 
evaluation: Changes to CRM, early-alert systems, 
data governance, or analytics tools may delay or 
prevent access to the data needed for monitoring 
and evaluation. 


• Secure clear data governance agreements and points of contact early 
• Document data extraction processes to ensure continuity during system changes 
• Use minimum viable indicators that can be tracked across system transitions 
• Engage DnA as an ongoing partner in the evaluation cycle 


 







Student Retention Project: Evaluation Plan 


 Dec 2025  |  Draft 7 


3 Evaluation focus 
3.1 Purposes of the evaluation 


 


Assess whether, how and for whom the Retention Project is improving: 
• help-seeking and engagement 
• student awareness of supports 
• re-enrolment, unit completion and retention outcomes 
• equity of outcomes across different student cohorts 
• aligned to UOW's Student Strategies 


Understand effectiveness 


Identify what is working well, what could be improved and what processes or supports need to 
change to deliver consistent, high-quality outreach and support. 


Strengthen implementation 


Generate insights that help staff improve communication, referral pathways, navigational 
support and student engagement practices across sessions. 


Support continuous learning 


Provide evidence to inform decisions about: 
• required staffing and resourcing 
• CRM and analytics capability 
• future enhancements or expansions to the model 
• alignment with broader Student Success initiatives 


Guide decisions about scaling and sustainability 
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3.2 Audiences for the evaluation 
Evaluation Audience Audience Use 


Retention Team Use findings to improve practice and operations 


Test assumptions 


Understand impact and outcomes for students 


Student Engagement Leadership Understand impact and experience for students 


Inform strategic and operational planning 


Feedback for the Student Advisory Council (Students as Partners) 


Faculties and Academic Units Identify emerging issues for student cohorts 


Develop consistent approaches for supporting at-risk students 


Data & Analytics (DnA) Improve data pipelines, dashboards, early alert accuracy and interpret system-level patterns 


Supporting Services (Wellbeing, PASS, 
Student Services) 


Anticipate demand from referrals 


Identify and address recurring barriers 


Improve support pathways collaboratively 


Senior Leadership (as required) Understand contribution to institutional KPIs 


Inform future investment and strategic decisions 
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3.3 Evaluation questions 


 


Implementation & 
Reach 


• How consistently are 
the project activities 
delivered and who is 
being reached? 


• Who is under-
represented in 
outreach or 
engagement and 
why? 


Student Experience  


• How do students 
experience the 
outreach and 
support? Is it timely, 
respectful, culturally 
safe and helpful? 


• To what extent does 
the project reflect 
the Student Success 
principles in 
practice? 


Outcomes 


• To what extent does 
the project improve 
awareness of 
supports, help-
seeking and 
confidence? 


• Does the project 
contribute to 
improved re-
enrolment, unit 
completion and 
overall retention? 


• Are there differential 
outcomes for equity 
groups? 
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4 Evaluation design options 
There are three main evaluation design options available for the Retention Project.  
• There is no ‘best option’ here. The choice depends on a combination of factors, including the purpose, the detail required, and the 


resources available.  
• The insights from evaluation are additive. The team can pursue a mix of these options, or others, over several years. This would piece 


together growing clarity and nuance over time.  
 


Option A: Essentials Option B: Mixed Methods Option C: Deep Dive 


Purpose Establish reliable monitoring  
and early insight 


Understand student experience  
and unpack why changes are  
(or are not) happening 


Test the project’s contribution to 
retention and equity outcomes 


Will explain What is happening Why it is happening Impact on student outcomes 


Will deliver Rapid insights for continuous 
improvement 


Richer insights about equity grouips, 
barriers and enablers 


Deeper insights about longitudinal 
outcomes 


Best for Starting point, low capacity Improving practice, student voice Strategic decisions, investment cases 


Design Monitoring + light eval Quant + qual Quasi-experimental 


Data sources CRM, Student Lists, other admin data Option A + interviews, case studies Option B + matched cohorts 


Analysis Descriptive Triangulated mixed-methods Contribution analysis 


Outputs Dashboard Mixed-methods report Summative evaluation 


Resourcing, data 
burden + complexity 


Low Moderate Higher 


Evidence strength Baseline Medium–high High 
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5 Indicators, data sources and methods 
This section outlines the indicators we will track, the data sources available and the methods for collecting and analysing data under 
each evaluation option. It is structured so the team can select the evaluation option that fits available resources and maintains 
consistency across all options with a set of core indicators. 


5.1 Overview of indicators 
Table 1: Core indicators across all options 


Domain Indicator Purpose 


Engagement Reach Number of students identified as at risk 
Number of student Op-in's  
Number of students contacted  
% contacted 


To monitor implementation, reach and 
equity 


Quality of Contact % successful calls 
student-reported usefulness of support 


To assess quality of outreach 


Referral Pathways Number of referrals made 
Service usage patterns 


To understand support flow 


Early Change Indicators Changes in awareness, confidence and help-seeking intention To track early shifts 


Academic Outcomes Unit completion, progression and re-enrolment To monitor outcomes over time 


Equity Outcomes by equity cohort (e.g., Indigenous, Low SES, Students with 
Disability, International, Regional, Rural and Remote) 


To assess equity and inclusion 


Implementation Learning Staff insights, barriers, enablers and improvement suggestions To support continuous improvement 
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5.2 Data sources 
The table below shows a summary of the data sources by evaluation option 
 


Option A:  
Essentials 


Option B:  
Mixed methods 


Option C:  
Deep dive 


CRM/ ✔ ✔ ✔ 


DnA student at-risk lists ✔ ✔ ✔ 


Admin outcomes (unit completion, re-enrolment, change 
in course status i.e referral/ restricted status) 


✔ ✔ ✔ 


Student pulse survey ✔ ✔ ✔ 


Service usage data Optional ✔ ✔ 


Student interviews – ✔ ✔ 


Case studies – ✔ ✔ 
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5.3 Data Collection Methods 
Option A — Low-Resource Essentials 


Purpose: Establish baseline monitoring and early indicators of change. 


Data Source Collection Method Analysis Approach 


CRM activity logs Automatic CRM capture; sessional extract Counts, trends, equity breakdowns 


At-risk lists Sessional DnA pull Comparison: identified vs contacted 


Admin outcome data Once per session Before/after descriptive analysis 


Pulse survey (2–4 items) SMS/email auto-send Frequencies, crosstabs, short themes 


Staff reflections Short form or reflection session Light thematic coding 


Option B — Mixed-Methods Evaluation 


Purpose: Understand why change is occurring and how students experience support. 


Data Source Collection Method Analysis Approach 


All Option A sources As above As above + triangulation 


Student interviews Purposeful sampling, short semi-structured interviews Thematic analysis, equity lens 


Focus groups/yarning Facilitated groups with priority cohorts Experience mapping + cultural safety assessment 


Case studies 3–5 illustrative examples Narrative synthesis 


Staff workshops Facilitated discussion Pattern identification + co-interpretation 
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Option C — Deep-Dive Contribution Analysis 


Purpose: Assess the project’s plausible contribution to retention and progression outcomes. 


Data Source Collection Method Analysis Approach 


All Option A & B sources As above Integrated mixed-methods 


Matched comparison group Risk-based matching, DnA extract Regression/comparative analyses 


Longitudinal progression Multi-session dataset Trend analysis; contribution story 


System/faculty integrations As available Alternative explanations analysis 
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6 Governance, roles and responsibilities 
Effective evaluation requires shared ownership across teams involved in project design, delivery and monitoring. The roles and 
responsibilities below will ensure evaluation activities are coordinated, feasible and aligned to Strategy. 


Role Governance role in the evalation Additional responsibilities in the implementation of the evaluation  


Project Sponsor  
(Decision making 
authority) 


Oversee alignment with UOW’s strategic 
priorities  
Ensure appropriate support for evaluation 
activities 


Approve major evaluation outputs 
Support cross-unit coordination 


Evaluation Lead 
(Retention Manager/ 
Managers tasked with 
Evaluation) 


Co-design and manage the evaluation plan 
Ensure evaluation activities are delivered on 
time and meet quality expectations. 


Coordinate data collection 
Undertake analysis (Option A) or coordinate with DnA (Options B and C) 
Prepare reports 
Facilitate sense-making sessions 


Retention Team 
(Practitioners) 


Co-design the evaluation plan such that it 
meets current and emerging program needs 


Maintain CRM data quality 
Distribute pulse surveys 
Participate in staff reflection 
Provide qualitative insights into implementation 


Data & Analytics 
(DnA) 


Advise on feasible and appropriate use of 
data for evaluation 
Hold responsibility for data quality 


Deliver sessional data extracts  
Assist with dashboard development + manage dashboards 
Support and maintain data integrity 
Conduct analysis if Option C is selected 


Faculties / Schools n.a. - Collaborate on intervention design but 
do not hold a governance role in evaluation 


Provide contextual insights 
Help interpret findings for particular cohorts 


Student partners / 
student 
representatives 


Provide diverse student perspectives on 
evaluation methods, findings and implications 


Advise on research tools, including pulse survey wording, interview/FG guides 
Review of communication approaches 
Review findings for cultural safety and student relevance 


Supporting service 
units*  


Provide service unit perspectives on 
evaluation methods, findings and implications  


Track and share referral data to provides insight into patterns of usage 
Interpret findings relevant to their service 
Collaborate on subseqent pathway improvements  


* e.g., PASS, Learning Co-op, Wellbeing, Student Services 
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7 Evaluation timeline 
The evaluation timeline follows the academic session cycle and is designed to be practical, repeatable and aligned with the rhythms of 
the Retention Project. The timeline below describes the core evaluation activities for Option A, with additional activities marked for 
Options B and C. 


Indicative Timeline 


 


Annual Evaluation Activities 
• Annual synthesis report (integrating 2–3 sessions of data) 
• Equity-focused analysis (e.g. Indigenous Islander students, Students with Disability, Low SES, international cohorts, RRR) 
• Sense-making workshop with Retention Team, DnA and Student Engagement  leadership 
• Update evaluation plan based on learning and feasibility 


Before session 
(Weeks –2 to 1) 


•Confirm risk 
flags and 
student 
identification 
criteria (DnA) 


•Prepare CRM 
templates and 
pulse survey 
(Retention 
Team) 


•Conduct brief 
staff refresher 
on data entry 
and quality 
(Evaluation 
Lead) 


During session 
(Weeks 1–8) 


• Routine 
outreach 
(Retention 
Team) 


•Automatic CRM 
data capture 


•Pulse surveys 
sent weekly or 
at touchpoints 


•Staff record 
referral details 
and follow-up 
notes 


Mid-session 
(Weeks 4–6) 


• Pull preliminary 
monitoring data 


•Quick insights 
check-in with 
DnA 


•Adjust 
communication 
approach if 
required 


• (Option B) Begin 
recruitment for 
interviews/focus 
groups 


End of session 
(Weeks 8–10) 


•Final data 
extract (DnA) 


•Staff reflection 
session (“what 
worked, what 
didn’t, what 
next?”) 


•Pulse survey 
summary 


•Prepare 
sessional 
dashboard 


Post-session 
(Weeks 11–13) 


•Produce short 
insights brief 
(Evaluation 
Lead) 


•Option B: 
Conduct 
interviews, focus 
groups, yarning 
circles 


•Option C: 
Prepare 
matched cohort 
dataset for 
analysis 
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8 Evaluation risks, ethics and considerations 
Evaluation of the Retention Project requires ethical practice, data governance, cultural safety and includes operational risks. The 
following considerations apply regardless of which evaluation option is chosen. 


Key evaluation risks and mitigation 


Risk Mitigation Strategy 


Workload and capacity 
constraints 


Keep evaluation modular 
Prioritise Option A during peak times 
Embed data tasks into existing workflows. 


Inconsistent CRM data 
quality 


Provide quick reference templates 
Run short refreshers 
Light data quality checks each session 
Local protocol documentation 


Low student response to 
outreach or surveys 


Co-design messages with student representatives  
Use SMS  
Make surveys short (1-2 mins) 


Referral pathways 
overstretched 


Monitor service capacity  
Use triage 
Maintain communication with service leads 
Coordinate timing of referrals 


Data access or system 
disruptions 


Document extraction processes 
Maintain close relationship with DnA 
Ensure minimum viable indicators are stable 
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Ethical considerations 
• Informed participation: Pulse survey and interview participation is voluntary, students receive brief, plain-English explanation of 


purpose 
• Privacy and confidentiality: Only de-identified data is used for analysis, identifiable data is restricted to operational staff 
• Cultural safety: Evaluation activities uphold respect, recognition and cultural safety 
• Minimising burden: Student contact is kept brief, evaluation avoids duplication with other feedback mechanisms 
• Vulnerable cohorts: Particular care is taken when engaging students experiencing distress or disengagement 


Data governance and security 
• All data storage complies with UOW data governance policies 
• Administrative and CRM data are accessed only by authorised personnel 
• Student feedback is stored separately in secure folders 
• Data sharing follows role-based access controls 
• Evaluation outputs use aggregated data only 


Considerations for equity and inclusion 
• Ensure representation of equity cohorts in evaluation activities (especially in Option B) 
• Analyse outcomes by equity group each session 
• Ensure student voice activities are culturally safe, welcoming and inclusive 
• Adapt methods for accessibility (e.g., alternative formats for surveys) 
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Appendices
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Optional: Program documentation or additional evaluation notes 


- Lessons Learned Log (2025) Retention Evaluation Gantt Chart 2025.xlsx 
- King, C. (2025) Retention Program Process Evaluation Report. Internal document. 
- UOW Vision 2035 & Strategic Plan 2030. https://www.uow.edu.au/about/our-vision-strategy/ 
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