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Introduction
Are you a tutor or lecturer? Or perhaps you work in a local library, a Regional University
Centre or in a residential college? Whatever your role, you may find that students are looking
for guidance on essay and report writing, referencing, oral presentations and lots more.
Working “on the ground”, you are not expected to be an expert on the range of academic
skills and literacies required of university students. There is great diversity between subject
areas, so even if you know a lot about how a report needs to be written in a particular
course, and which referencing style to follow, the expectations in another subject are likely to
be quite different. In most cases, however, universities have “Academic Skills” units within
Student Support Services, which offer one-to-one sessions and workshops and provide
online resources. So, what you can do is direct students to the relevant information and
supports.
The purpose of this guide is to:
•
•
•

raise awareness of the academic learning support services provided by universities
assist staff in helping students find the relevant information for their discipline/subject
area and/or for their assessment tasks
share some useful sites on academic learning.

Academic skills and literacies: some background info
It is often assumed that students arrive at university knowing how to write academic essays
and reports, and how to follow the numerous referencing styles. Such skills and literacies are
required to undertake many assessment tasks. In reality, students develop academic skills
and literacies over time and throughout a degree.
Academic literacy and learning staff have expertise in assisting students to develop the
required skills and literacies, and in how to approach assessment tasks, for instance,
analysing the assignment question and planning the task to undertake it in manageable
parts. Where can students find these academic learning skills advisors? Many Academic
Skills units are centrally located in Student Support Services. Some staff are based within
faculties and others are in libraries. These services are free and are usually available for
students in undergraduate and postgraduate courses.
The shift to online provision due to COVID-19 has seen many Student Support Services that
were formerly only provided on campus now being provided online as well. These include,
for example, one-to-one services and workshops. In addition, a range of other online
supports are increasingly being used, such as: online drop-ins; live chat; message boards
and forums; recorded sessions; quick guides; after hours assignment feedback (e.g. from
external providers); and online learning modules and units.
If it has been a while since students were in an educational context—which is often the case
for mature-aged students—they may benefit from undertaking a transition course prior to
commencing an undergraduate degree. Some universities offer short transition courses
before or during their Orientation periods. Many Australian universities offer enabling
programs (also called university preparation programs or access courses) that run over one
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or two semesters. These courses focus on study skills, such as time management; academic
writing; numeracy; how to find information; critical thinking; and much more. Some focus on
specific disciplines in the sciences and humanities. At the same time as developing skills
and confidence, learning “how to be a student”, individuals in enabling programs become
more familiar with the university environment, its expectations and culture (Crawford, 2014).
For your information, a few examples of enabling programs include courses at Edith Cowan
University, CQUniversity, James Cook University, The University of Newcastle (UON) and
the University of South Australia.

How can you help students find the relevant supports and guides?
A lot of handy “Academic Skills” guides are provided on university websites, so you don’t
need to reinvent the wheel! You could raise awareness among staff and students in your
team that such services exist. In particular, students commencing their studies may not know
about these services or realise that they can access them from afar. It is also worth
reminding students about these services throughout their degree. At the beginning of their
studies, students might experience information overload, so timely reminders at different
points of a semester and beyond the first year of their course are recommended.
* Top tip: encourage students to use the “academic learning” resources provided
by their institution
You can assist students with finding and using the resources and services provided by their
institution. That way, they will become familiar with the staff, services and expectations of
their institution, as well as gain confidence with navigating their institution’s website and/or
physical environment.
Note that “Academic Skills” units go by different names at different universities, such as
“Academic Skills Support” and “Learning Support.”
* Top tip: explore the fantastic resources at other institutions
You might like to look beyond your institution’s website and see what resources are publicly
available elsewhere.
Here are a few of my favourites:
•

•

•

The Academic Skills Toolkit at the University of New South Wales has guides to
referencing, writing, critical thinking, reading and note-taking, oral presentations, time
management and lots more! Their Writing Skills Support, for example, includes
guides on grammar and how to write in specific disciplines, such as in science and
engineering. I’m fan of encouraging students to unpack their assignment question.
The University of Western Australia (UWA)'s Academic Skills Centre (also known as
STUDYSmarter) has loads of resources and YouTube clips. “Featured resources”
includes assignment and semester planners; online etiquette tips; and an agreement
template for students involved in group or team work. In addition to guidance on
essays, grammar and time management in their “A-Z of online resources”, you’ll find
“Maths and Stats” and “Skills for Science”.
The University of New England’s Academic Skills Office has a lot of useful resources
on developing study skills, writing assignments (including self-paced tutorials),
referencing and plagiarism, and a long list of Fact Sheets on writing essays, reviews
and reports (including lots on grammar) and more!
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Here are a few more excellent resources to add to the list:
•
•
•

RMIT University’s Learning Lab: online study resources
Curtin University’s UniSkills including Digital skills
University of Wollongong (UOW)’s Online study resources

The websites mentioned above cover referencing in terms of what, why and how. When
actually referencing and needing to follow a specific style guide, university library guides are
helpful, such as the UTAS library’s “libguides”. Another favourite is QUT’s referencing site.
* Top tip: Remind students of the range of learning support services
Encourage students to look out for one-to-one services and workshops–delivered face-toface and/or online–as well as the online resources mentioned above. If you are not sure
where to find your local academic skills support team, the Association for Academic
Language and Learning (AALL) provides a Table of ALL Centres and Units across Australian
institutions.
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