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In this Report
The COVID-19 pandemic is one of the most significant events
of the past century. It has caused a massive social disruption,
leaving hundreds of thousands without jobs and costing billions
of dollars. At La Trobe University, the delivery of education has
completely changed, with students having their entire courses
delivered online. This transition to a new form of learning is
occurring at a time where students are dealing with a far more
stressful and uncertain world.
It is on this background that the La Trobe Student Union
decided to create a student survey. The intention was to survey
a wide range of student experiences but to focus especially on
the quality of education and student welfare. The purpose of
collating this data would be to inform the responses that both
the Union and the University take during this pandemic. The
findings are contained below in this report.
The Union received 475 responses from students. The
responses, as can be seen, come from a diversity of educational
and geographic backgrounds, which reflects the diverse
community that our campus hosts.
This report collates, analyses and draws conclusions on the
data that we have received. It contains an explanation of La
Trobe University’s policy in this area and provides a hypothesis
to provide a framework on which to analyse the data and draw
conclusions.
This report will provide recommendations designed to inform
the University’s policy making, helping to provide it a further
evidence base in dealing with these fraught decisions. We as a
Union will use these results to fight for your rights and secure
the changes that all students wish to see.
From myself and the rest of the LTSU team who helped put this
survey report together, we wish you all the best, and hope that
you and your families are safe.
-Annabelle Romano, LTSU President
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DISCLAIMER: The ideas and statistics presented within this report are
reflecting the results of the survey. They do not necessarily reflect the
views of the La Trobe Student Union unless explicitly stated.

Respondent Data
As of the survey’s close
we recieved a total of 475
responses. The majority
of students came from the
Bundoora campus, with the
next highest amount coming
from the City Campus and
Bendigo.

There is an almost even split
of respondents between the
ASSC and SHE colleges. The
remaining 4.0% comprise
students undertaking
double degrees in both
colleges or blank answers.
International students
comprised just over one third of
the data, but make up just over
23% of the overall student body,
according to LTU Key Statistics
(2017).

Almost two thirds of
respondants were in a
Bachelors degree, with the
remaining responses split
between Postgraduate
students and Diplomas.
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Introduction
Hypothesis of the study
The central hypothesis that is
to be tested through examining
the results is the following null
hypothesis:
“That
the
transition
to online learning has had no
appreciable, negative effect on the
quality of education for students”
This could either be due to the fact
that there is inherently no difference
in quality between online and
face-to-face teaching, or that the
university has put in place effective
mechanisms to counterbalance
the inherent difference of online
teaching.
The term “education for students”
needs to be properly defined.
We are not merely looking at the
average effect on all students,
as students will be affected in
different ways.
However, if the data shows that
an equal number of students were
both positively and negatively
affected by the transition, the null
hypothesis would still be falsified as
it did indeed have an “appreciable,
negative effect” on students’
education.
Against the null hypothesis is the
hypothesis that suggests that is an
appreciable, negative effect on the
quality of students’ education due
to the transition to online learning.
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If this is observed, it is highly
likely that there will be significant
variation in the effect size, based
on factors such as; the nature of
the course studied, quality of the
educators, and method of online
delivery.
La Trobe’s Position - ‘We will
continue to provide excellence in
teaching, learning and research
through these new modes of
working’
Throughout the COVID-19 Crisis,
La Trobe University has introduced
a series of measures aimed at
minimising academic disruption,
whilst maintaining high-quality
education for all students. Such
measures include; the extension
of census date by two weeks, and
the introduction of the ‘V’ grade
to omit ‘fail’ grades from academic
transcripts and WAM calculations.
The implementation of these
and other measures indicate La
Trobe’s understanding that the
rapid transition to online learning
brings unique challenges, as well as
the potential to adversely impact
student performance. The LTSU
welcomes many of the changes,
which may adequately alleviate
disruption to the educational
experience for many students.
However, continuous feedback
to the LTSU suggests that such
measures have not – in many cases
– gone far enough. The following
section analyses La Trobe’’s
response to the COVID-19 Crisis.
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Transition
La Trobe was among the first
universities in Victoria to transition
fully online, instituting a 7-day
‘pause’ to teaching during the third
week of the semester. The LTSU
commends the tremendous effort
of all staff in transitioning most
coursework online in such a short
time frame. However, we do not
believe that all coursework lends
itself equally to online delivery, nor
that all learning outcomes can be
met through purely digital means.
Due to the ‘pause’ in teaching, La
Trobe has added an additional
week to the academic calendar
to ensure that all coursework can
still be covered. However, in the
past week, students have been
informed that some subjects will no
longer carry out final week classes,
although La Trobe maintains that
learning outcomes will be achieved.
During the transition, the census
date was pushed back to April
15.
Importantly,
this
allowed
students an additional two weeks
to decide whether online studies
were applicable to them without
incurring the financial penalty. La
Trobe saw a drop in retention
rates in comparison to other
years, however, this drop was not
significant. Furthermore, payment
dates for international students’
fees were extended until April
30, with the option to apply for
a payment plan if needed. La
Trobe made clear they would not
be providing fee reductions for

international students, who p78ay
tens of thousands more for the
experience of studying face to face
in Australia.
La Trobe offered a refund of
Semester 1 SSAF fees to all
students, which was said to be done
in response to the online transition.
However, it has since resulted in
the LTSU’s budget being cut by
50%. This has led to an ongoing
spending freeze, and the potential
standing down of crucial staff at
a time where students arguably
require their representatives most.
Parking permits were also refunded
to staff and students, with an
average refund wait time of 5 to 9
weeks.
LTU conducted a survey to assess
student perception towards the
online learning transition, which
gathered approximately 4,800
responses. The University has
since quoted this survey in several
publications, stating that the
majority of students are pleased
with the transition. However, we
believe an independently run
survey is necessary, as it asks
differing questions of students in
comparison to La Trobe’s student
feedback survey, allowing students
to fully respond to the online
transition.
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Financial Assistance
The University has funded a
multi-million-dollar
assistance
fund for students facing financial
hardship due to COVID-19. This
fund undoubtedly has aided many
domestic and international students
alike, who are finding themselves
in extenuating and unforeseen
circumstances this Semester.
The LTSU applauds the quick
action taken by La Trobe with
this initiative and recognises the
positive impact it has had for many
students. La Trobe maintains that
communication
was
provided
to applicants at all stages of
processing, yet some students
may have been missed due to
incomplete applications, or system
errors.

in the transition online, with several
being exchanged for online forums
instead.
However the university ensures
that they are working tirelessly to
ensure quality learning during this
time.

Survey Results Analysis Section One
The section below will analyse
the responses to the questions in
section one.
How would you rate your
experience with the University’s
online transition of your course
content?

Education
The University has also introduced
a ‘V’ grade for Semester 1. This
will appear in place of ‘fail’ grades
received, and will not count
towards WAM calculations. The
LTSU believes that this is a needed
first step towards equitable grading
practice in light of COVID-19.
However, it does not go nearly far
enough.
La Trobe has acknowledged that
the learning experience during
this crisis is unprecedented and
different, which is consistent with
student feedback. Many tutorials
and seminars had their length cut
6

Students were asked to rate their
experience from 1 to 5, with 1 being
very bad and 5 being very good,
as to how they found the transition
to online learning. A plurality of
respondents (40.4%) graded their
experience as a 3, suggesting that
they found the transition average,
with room for improvement. The
next largest cohort of respondents
(27.8%) gave a 2, suggesting that
they thought that their experience
of the transition was poor. In total,
79.8% of respondents gave a
score of 3 or less for the transition,
showing the vast majority of student
respondents are at best indifferent
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with the transition. At worst, they
are deeply unimpressed.
How
would
you
rate
the
experience with the University
support services so far?

very happy (score of 5) with the
support they received from the
university, compared to 26.6% of
participants who were unhappy
(score of 2) or very unhappy (score
of 1). 73.4% of respondents gave a
score of 3 to 5.
Are you satisfied that you are
receiving the same quality of
education online as you would
have under normal circumstances?

In parentheses following the
question, it lists the following: the
university checking in on you; online
resources; Speak Up; Counselling
Support; La Trobe International and
et cetera. The question is trying to
ascertain how the university has
assisted students. Students were
asked to rate their experiences
from 1 to 5, much like with the
above question.
From the data, it seems that
the views of the student body
are relatively evenly spread.
The plurality of respondents
(36.6%) gave their experience a 3,
suggesting an average response.
The next two largest cohorts were
respondents who gave a 4 (28.4%)
and respondents who gave a 2 is
19.4% of responses.
If anything, the majority of
respondents seem happy with the
university support services or at the
very least, not particularly unhappy
with the support provided by the
university. 36.6% of respondents
were either happy (score of 4) or

Students were asked to give a
score from 1 to 5 in response to this
question, like above.
This data set is rather unequivocal.
The plurality of respondents (41.4%)
gave a score of 1, suggesting that
they were not at all satisfied that
they are receiving the same quality
of education as they would under
normal circumstances. 77.5% of
respondents responded with a 1
or a 2, suggesting that over threequarters of respondents are of the
view that the quality of education
is inferior to what they would
normally be getting.
Presuming this is reflective of the
wider student body, this shows a
profound dissatisfaction with the
quality of education being provided
by the University. Furthermore,
the cohorts get smaller the higher
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the score gets, with only 1.9% of
respondents completely satisfied
that the quality of education will be
the same.
How confident are you that you will
be able to complete the semester
without suffering academically?

Students were asked to give a
score from 1 to 5 in response to
this question, much like the above
question.
This data set follows a similar pattern
to the data set for the question
above. Only 2.5% of respondents
in total were completely confident
that they would be able to complete
the semester without suffering
academically (ie gave a score of 5).
The largest cohort gave a score of
1 and the respondents who gave a
score of 1 and 2 represented 72.4%
of total responses.
Much like in the above data set,
the cohorts decreased in size
as the score increased. The
respondents who gave a score of
4 and 5 represented only 9% of
the total responses. If this result
is representative of the wider
population, most students are of
the view that their grades are going
to be adversely affected, however
wider sampling of the student
8

population would be required to
confirm such.
To what degree have the changes
to the semester negatively
impacted your mental health?

Students rated the effect on the
mental from 1 to 5, with 1 equalling
not at all, and 5 being a great deal.
Unsurprisingly, the majority of
respondents said the transition to
online learning had affected their
mental health, however, the degree
of such effect was shocking.
Over 50% of respondents stated
the changes had substantially
impacted their mental health,
with
27.6%
of
respondents
putting 5 (a great deal). The
LTSU acknowledges that Student
Wellbeing, specifically La Trobe
Counselling, with the assistance of
Ask La Trobe, has been offering
wellbeing support to students in a
variety of forms.
In particular, the offering and
spreading of financial bursaries
and wellbeing check-ups are
heavily appreciated by students.
The LTSU believes that reducing
academic pressures by providing
targeted support would cause
an overall increase in student
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wellbeing. Such support may
come in a variety of forms, but the
increase of counselling services
in terms of number staff and
availability would be invaluable.
The LTSU understands, due to the
financial effect of COVID-19 upon
the university, such may be difficult
however,
students’
wellbeing
should be a priority of La Trobe.

Which of these following services
do you require right now?

Do you think the university has
provided enough support for your
academic studies in light of the
recent COVID-19 situation?

A clear majority of respondents
(78.5%) reported that they needed
academic support immediately,
which relates back to a substantial
amount of students not feeling
academically
supported
by
La Trobe. Some participants
also specified the type of
support needed, which included
compulsory placement assistance
and the implementation of an optin/out system at La Trobe.

In this question, students responded
to the amount of academic support
they had received in regards
to the COVID-19 crisis. 42% of
respondents stated that they had
been given ‘not enough’ academic
support, with the second-largest
response being ‘yes, but they could
do more’ (26%).
Overall students appreciate the
support the university is currently
providing, but feel the amount
is unsatisfactory, especially in
regards to their academic studies.
Respondents believe the university
could do more, to varying degrees
but overall wish they had more
support.

Students were asked to choose
which of the following five services
they need immediately, and also
had the ability to provide their own
response
Academic Support

The LTSU, however, acknowledges
that
some
online
academic
structures were pre-existing, and
are being continuously improved
by La Trobe. Both Studiosity and
the Learning Hubs have had a
significant increase in utilisation
during the online learning period.
Financial Support
221 (46.5%) of respondents stated
they needed financial support
immediately, providing the financial
hardship COVID-19 has placed upon
students. The LTSU recognises
La Trobe’s work in providing the
opportunity to apply for financial
bursaries, however, these short
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term cash payments cannot sustain
students for the long run.
Mental Health Support
Roughly a third of students who
responded
(34.3%)
reported
requiring mental health support.
The LTSU recognises that the La
Trobe Counselling services and
Student Wellbeing have been
trying to assist the large influx of
students into the service. However,
respondents have stated they
are struggling as a result of the
COVID-19 crisis.
VISA support

Employment Help
Finally, 118 participants (24.8%)
responded that they required
employment help. This included
both domestic and international
students, showing that the crisis
has distinctly affected students’
employment
and
occupation,
particularly those who are casual
workers. However, the LTSU
acknowledges that the university
has attempted to increase support
through La Trobe’s career service.
Have you purchased equipment
(eg…
computer,
software,
stationary, furniture etc ... ) to help
with your online learning?

5.7% of respondents stated they
needed VISA support immediately,
particularly in terms of meeting
their VISA requirements during
the academic transition to online
studies and the current exam
period.
Some
international
respondents also reported that
their forced return home due to
VISA restriction had also affected
their
academic
performance.
The LTSU acknowledges that the
international
student
services
team has been assisting students,
however respondents have still
stated they are struggling.

The data shows that the majority
(54.1%) of respondents reported
purchasing goods and services for
the transition to online learning.
If this is indicative of the wider
population, it means that a majority
of students have made purchases
due to the transition to online
learning. The purchases that were
made and the quantity of money
spent is the subject of the next two
questions.

A consistent amount of students
also picked VISA support in addition
to employment help, showing that
international students have been
incredibly hard financially during
this crisis period.

Of the students that reported
purchasing, the most commonly
purchased items were home
office furniture (49.4%), office
and computer equipment (46.7%),
personal computers (40.1%) and
extra phone data (40.1%). The
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What equipment have you needed
to purchase to help with your
online learning?
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majority of respondents purchased
IT-related goods and services to
access online learning. Almost
half of the respondents needed to
acquire home office furniture for
the transition and a small minority
reported purchasing stationery.
Unsurprisingly, this suggests that
the purchases made by the student
body were for home office and ITrelated goods.
How much money do you estimate
you spent on these essential
purchases?

This question had 4 possible
answers. The possible answers
were: less than $100, $100-$200,
$200-$500 and more than $500.
The respondents also had the
option of writing in individual
amounts.
The largest cohort of respondents
reported spending more than
$500, representing 35.2% of the
responses. This cohort was much
larger than the next cohort which
was the respondents who spent
$100 to $200 on their purchases at
25.8%.
Only
17.2%
of
respondents
reported spending less than $100

on their purchases, showing that
these purchases were a substantial
investment for many of the
respondents. This is unsurprising,
given that many IT and home
office-related items are expensive.
Therefore, this shows that students
are being forced by circumstance
to make significant purchases in
order to partake in online learning.

Survey Results Analysis Section Two
When asked to expand on their
concerns
about
departments
within the university and the
services they provide, students
brought up four main concerns: the
Learning Management System, the
Weighted Average Mark, library
services and financial aid.
The Learning Management System
(LMS)
Students are so far unhappy with
the lack of development and
adaptation to online learning in
this area. LMS has been used as a
primary means of communication,
and while this was acceptable
during periods of face-to-face
learning, it has not been during the
transition to online learning.
When expanding on what exactly
was not working with the LMS,
students stated that it was
frequently not loading, crashing or
just simply not opening.
The LTSU is in support of the LMS
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improvements to accommodate
online learning more effectively but
understands that this is not a small
undertaking and will be a long term
project. The LTSU has fought for
improvements in the past and will
continue so in the future.
Weighted Average Mark
The issue of the weighted average
mark was commonly raised by
students. Based on the data
provided, the quality of online
learning has compared poorly to
that of face-to-face. It is not the
lecturers that are blamed but the
system in which they are forced to
operate.
Students are concerned that La
Trobe University has not provided
a new means of teaching. Other
than a platform to speak (through
zoom), there is no means of online
communication between teachers
and students besides email and
LMS. This, coupled with the lack
of innovation regarding LMS, leads
to an inability to teach content
effectively. Because of the reasons
stated above, students are unable
to perform as well as they have in
the past and as found in the survey
results, students should not be
penalized for performing worse
than usual.
Library Services
The library has an online resource
that is used by most students during
a regular semester but has become
12

a necessity recently. However, the
library research service is reported
as not user friendly and requires a
tutorial. The majority of concerns
seem to come from a lack of
understanding or awareness in
regards to the functionality of the
site. The LTSU will be providing a
document that outlines how to use
this resource in order to alleviate
some concerns.
Financial Aid
The university provides many
different means of financial aid, in
the forms of both hard goods and
by monetary means. There are
22,600 students at the Bundoora
campus alone, and the majority of
them require assistance, however,
there are only so many funds
available. Funds go to those most
in need, and this means that some
miss out.
If applicable, how has your
employment and income been
affected as a result of COVID-19?
When asked how COVID-19 has
affected their income 23.% of
students reported no change, 45%
said they had either lost their job or
temporarily stood down, and 17%
reported fewer shifts This decrease
in work led to 34.2% of students
reporting their income to have
decreased by 50% or more.18.3
percent saw a reduction of less
than 50%, and 8.7% reported an
increase in revenue. The remaining
students had reported having no

LTSU COVID-19 Online Transition Survey Results

income, to begin with, and were
thus unaffected in this way.
It is clear from student responses
that the majority have seen
a decrease in their earnings,
potentially creating a financial
strain that is piling onto their study
load.

students reported that they had
problems with a subject during the
transition.
The majority of the Subject codes
fall under Business or Law schools.
Science courses are also being
mentioned, primarily due to the
practical nature of the classes.

Survey Results Analysis Section Three
Have you reached out to an LTSU
advocate?
11.8% of students reported that they
had contacted the LTSU advocacy
services during this period.
This service is free and available
to all students to act on students
behalf regarding academic issues
when dealing with the university.
Have you changed your mode of
study due to COVID-19?
Since the transition to online
learning, 13.7% of students have
chosen to change their method of
study. The remaining 86.3% have
chosen to remain with their current
model.
Have you faced any issues with
any subjects due to the online
transition?
39.9% of students did have no
issues with their subjects during
the transition to online learning.
However, an alarming 60.1% of
La Trobe Student Union, 2020

Findings
As we can see from the above
three sections, the data shows
that students are facing a range of
adverse situations, and students
are disadvantaged. A few examples
of this include:
Lower quality of education due to
online learning
Adverse mental health outcomes
Feeling as though the university
has not provided adequate support
for online learning.
The survey provides an abundance
of evidence that students are
suffering in other areas of their
life - for example over half of the
respondents reported a loss of
income due to coronavirus - and
as such these adverse effects
compound
and
progressively
worsen students’ quality of life.
Finally, to the question of the null
hypothesis, which states that:
“There has been no appreciable,
negative effect on the quality of
education for students.”
If the data showed that a percentage
of students were receiving a poorer
education than they otherwise
would, the hypothesis would be
falsified. The analysis of the data
in Part One provides a strong basis
for concluding that students are
perceiving substantially poorer
14

education than usual. Majority of
students reported that they were
receiving an inferior quality of
education due to online learning,
and believed their marks would be
adversely affected. As noted when
the hypothesis was defined, the
hypothesis would be falsified even if
the number of students unaffected
(or positively affected) was equal
to the number of students who
were negatively affected. In this
case, however, few students
responded positively when asked
to comment on the quality of their
online learning. The vast majority of
the responses were negative with
some responses being strongly
negative. Therefore, this report
finds that the null hypothesis is
falsified.

Recommendations
Given the above findings, it is
appropriate
that
this
report
suggests remedial courses of
action. While the coronavirus
pandemic will have an adverse
effect on students regardless of
the action taken, there are methods
of reducing the strain on students
during this difficult time.
It is clear from the data that
the online delivery of courses is
inferior to face-to-face learning. It
is also true that online delivery is
the only way that the University
can practically provide course
instruction
in
the
prevailing
circumstances. This leaves the
remedy of mark adjustment. As
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noted above, students in the
comment section of the survey
commented repeatedly about their
Weighted Average Mark. Many
expressed concern that their future
prospects would be damaged
by poor marks accrued during
the pandemic. The University has
already ruled that fail marks will
not affect the WAM. This report
advises the University to take the
next logical step.
Recommendation 1: That the
University adopt an optional pass/
fail grading scheme for all semesters
where the mode of delivery has
been substantially affected by the
coronavirus pandemic. Students
can choose to have their semester
contribute to their WAM or not.
This recommendation is in line
with what has been implemented
at multiple universities, including
the University of Adelaide, the
University of Sydney, Monash
University and the University of
Melbourne. While you will find
variations in these individual
schemes, the basic principle in all of
them is the same. These universities
recognise the importance of
ensuring that students’ WAM is not
adversely affected at a time when
many students are facing often
unprecedented challenges.
The report recommends an optional
pass/fail system as the LTSU
recognises that some students will
be less disadvantaged due to these
changes and continue to succeed

in their studies. Those students
should not be penalised and it is
important to tailor approaches
to ensure the best outcome for
the greatest number of students.
Students would be able to elect
which subjects contribute to their
WAM, and have a V grade for the
remaining ones which they choose
to not have contribute.
However, if the Melbourne model
is not possible, a change in WAM
policy is still a necessity, to ensure
that students are not penalised
as a result of the COVID-19. The
LTSU
therefore
recommends
that students have an opt-in/optin scheme for all their subjects,
therefore all of their subjects would
contribute to their WAM for the
semester or none of them. This
ensures that students’ WAM’s
are protected during the crisis,
while easing some administrative
pressure and strain upon La Trobe
University..
If
the
University
remains
unpersuaded on the merits of
the
above
recommendation,
this report will provide a second
recommendation to be supported
due to the non-implementation of
the first.
Recommendation 2: That the
University increase funding and
provision for support services;
engage in consistent and active
outreach to all students; identify
academically struggling students
and provide them with the
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necessary assistance. This includes
reversing the recent 50% cuts
made to the LTSU budget.
This recommendation is designed to
ensure that students are provided
with
appropriate
academic
support during online learning
and the coronavirus pandemic.
Notwithstanding
whether
the
WAM issue is resolved or not, the
University ought to ensure that
students are receiving the highest
quality education possible in the
current circumstances.
The LTSU is well aware that the
University is currently under
a
significant
financial
strain,
however, the academic wellbeing
of the student body must remain
the highest priority. Academic
wellbeing is closely related to the
general wellbeing of students and
for this reason, this report provides
a recommendation in relation to
mental health.

understand just what services are
available to them during this period.
An increase in the visibility of these
services necessitates an increased
provision for these services, which
are already substantially burdened.
These are the recommendations
to La Trobe, which represent
the LTSU’s best analysis of the
situation as it stands. They provide
a framework with which to guide La
Trobe’s decision making through
the rest of this pandemic in relation
to student wellbeing and academic
affairs.

Recommendation 3: That the
University increases provisions
for counselling and organises an
awareness campaign of mental
health
support
targeted
at
students.
The coronavirus pandemic has had
a dramatic and negative effect
on the mental health of students.
This recommendation encourages
the university both increases the
capacity of their mental health
support as well as increase its
visibility. It is essential that students
16
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We at the LTSU would love to thank all the students who took their time to
fill out the survey. Every response will help us to fight for the issues that are
impacting you.
If you have any issues at all, please dont hesitate to contact the La Trobe
Student Union Advocacy services at ltsu_advocacy@latrobe.edu.au
Our financial counselling service can also be found at
ltsu.financialcounsellor@latrobe.edu.au
If you are feeling like you need counselling or mental health services, please
visit: latrobe.edu.au/students/support/wellbeing/counselling
We are all in this together, and hope that you are okay during these difficult
times.

The La Trobe Student Union acknowledges the Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples, the traditional owners of the lands on which La Trobe
University and the Student Union are located. We pay our respects to Elders
past, present and future.
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