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The Student Success
Toolbox Project
The Student Success Toolbox project
seeks to address the problem of effective
transitions and the foundations for student
success during the initial stages of the
study lifecycle with a specific focus on
flexible learners. In the context of this
project a broad definition is adopted of
flexible learners, which includes adult
learners engaged in part-time and
online/distance learning.

Creative Commons (CC-BY) licence.

Am I Ready for
Study?

Do I Have Enough
Time?

The particular focus of this project is on
supporting flexible learners through key
transitions in the early stages of the study
lifecycle: from thinking about study,
making choices, the registration process
and through to the first few weeks. A basic
premise of the project is that the
foundations for student success are laid
early in the study lifecycle, and that
insufficient attention has been given in the
literature and within institutions to the
importance of the period before flexible
learners formally commence their study. A
related underlying assumption is that this
crucial transition period may be enhanced
by the availability of appropriately
designed digital readiness and preparation
tools, which help to scaffold both
prospective students and those about to
embark on part time or online/distance
study for the first time.

Who Can I Ask?

My Computer
Skills

My First
Assignment

Get Ready for
Success

Study Tips for Me

Online Orientation

Eight digital readiness and preparation
tools
were
developed
as
Open
Educational Resources (OERs) with a

The eight tools can be viewed on the
project website, and can be obtained from
the project’s Github webpage.

Detailed descriptions of the tools can be
found in the ‘The Toolbox’ section below.
The tools have been developed in a
generic form whereby any programme
team, support unit or institution can adapt
a tool or tools for their specific context and
needs. This means that the majority of the
tools need to be customised before they
are ready to be used, for example there
are blank areas for institution-specific
resources to be inserted. The technical
details relating to how tools can be
customised can be found on the project’s
Github webpage.
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Individual tools may be useful to a
programme team or institution but the
project team would suggest that the tools
may most usefully be utilised in
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combination as part of a strategic flexible
learner socialisation plan. The tools should
not be utilised in isolation but should be
part of a programme team or institution’s
overall
approach
to
recruitment,
socialisation and teaching of flexible
learners. The effectiveness of the tools will
be diminished if they are set against
inaccurate marketing materials or poorly
planned first year teaching methods that
do not support flexible learner transition
into Higher Education. There is a separate
Transition Plan Audit tool available from
the project website that can be used to
assess your programme or institutions
approach to flexible learner transition.
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Flexible Learner
Transition - Key Points
Characteristics of Flexible
Learners
Tools being developed for flexible learners
should be tailored to their (typical)
characteristics:
•

Time poor due to other time
consuming responsibilities

•

A need to negotiate with others
for the time and space to study

•

Anxious about going/returning
to education

•

Not accustomed to the norms
of higher education institutions

Typical flexible learner personas should
be created and used to reflect on flexible
learner needs both generally and within
the specific context of the institution and/or
programme.

Study life-cycle
Effective interventions would ideally be
targeted at at-risk learners, or those with
characteristics that will potentially put
them in the at-risk category before they
reach the possibility of failure during the
first few weeks.

Thinking
about study

Making
Choices

Registration
Process

First Few
Weeks

This can be accomplished by targeting
prospective or new flexible learners during
the early stages of the study life-cycle:
thinking about study; making choices; the
registration process; orientation/induction;
and the first few weeks.

A Strategic Approach
A strategic flexible learner transition plan
should be used to direct a programme
team or institution’s overall approach to

Marketing
Materials

Early Study
Life-cycle
Stages

Online
Orientation

Learning
Design

recruitment, socialisation and teaching of
flexible learners. The effectiveness of
interventions with prospective and/or new
flexible learners will be diminished if they
clash with inaccurate marketing materials
or poor learning design (especially in the
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first year) that do not support flexible
learner transition into Higher Education.

Student Success
The main areas of focus that should be
tackled, relating to issues that flexible
learners have in the early stages of the
study life-cycle are:
1. Balance of messages ‘from the
institution’ and ‘in the world of the
learner’
2. Provide reassuring messages
3. Explicitly set realistic expectations
4. Provide positive role models
5. Provide socialisation opportunities
6. Orientation to physical & virtual
campus
7. Introduce Study Skills
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The Toolbox
Am I Ready for Study?
In the Am I Ready for Study? tool prospective flexible learners are presented with the
opportunity to reflect
and self-assess if they
are ready to commit to
part-time
online/distance study.
The tool involves a brief
quiz that is comprised
of
six
sections
addressing
the
following
topics:
(i)
Previous Study, (ii)
Work and Family, (iii)
Study Intentions, (iv)
Study
Skills,
(v)
Computer Skills and (vi)
Work Habits. Each
section explores a particular issue relevant to the success of flexible learners, as identified
from the literature review.
After answering each block of questions, personalized feedback is provided, and upon
completion of the quiz the prospective learner is presented with an overall summary of their
results and further personalized feedback. This feedback includes a visual representation of
their responses. A key feature of the feedback is the deliberate use of two voices: (i) the
institutional voice and (ii) advice from current or previous adult students with flexible learning
experience.
Importantly,
each
person
is
either
informed
they
are
ready for study based
on their responses or
encouraged to reassess their situation
and directed to a
number of resource
links to help them
reflect on how they
could enhance their
readiness to succeed
as a flexible learner.
The feedback is quite
clear when it appears the person would be at risk of failure but does not discourage people
Guide for Supporting Flexible Learner Transition – January 2016
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from pursuing study when their circumstances change. The tool also allows people to
download a PDF version of their personalized feedback so they can use this when weighing
up their decisions with family members, friends or even institutional learning and/or career
advisors.
The Am I Ready for Study? tool is designed for use at an early point of the study life-cycle,
when an individual is considering the prospect of becoming a flexible learner. The feedback
a user of the tool receives within the tool is framed on that basis, for example “you probably
need to talk with your close family and friends. It’s really important that they understand why
you’re thinking about undertaking further study…”. However, the tool could be augmented
such that it would fit in at later points in the study lifecycle. To accomplish this change the
feedback that users receive would have to be altered to reflect the stage of the study lifecycle
in
which
you
wish
to
use
the
tool,
for
example
“you probably need to talk with your close family and friends. It’s really important that they
understand the decision you have made about undertaking further study…”.

Do I Have Enough Time?
The Do I Have Enough
Time? tool provides a
self-reflective
‘life
calculator’
where
prospective
flexible
learners
are
encouraged to think
about the amount of
time
they
can
realistically spend on
different
activities
during a typical week.
More to the point this
tool is intended to help
people make better
choices in terms of how
much spare time they
might have to allocate to study. The calculator enables people to self-assess whether
balancing study with their existing life, work and family commitments is realistically
achievable.
In completing the tool for a typical week each person is provided with tips on how to most
accurately estimate how they currently spend their time under six sections: (i) Work, (ii)
Family, (iii) Household, (iv) Hobbies, (v) Leisure and (vi) Sleep. On completion of the
exercise people are given feedback on whether their personal circumstances are conducive
to embarking on further study through a flexible mode of delivery. Again the feedback does
not shy away from suggesting the person re-consider plans to study if they have very little
spare time over and above work, family and other life commitments.

Student Success Toolbox Project

8

The Do I Have Enough
Time? tool is designed
for use at an early point
of the study life-cycle,
when an individual is
considering
the
prospect of becoming a
flexible learner. The
feedback a user of the
tool receives within the
tool is framed on that
basis, for example
“while most courses
are designed to require
a minimum number of
hours to complete, the
actual time you need will vary. You can probably go ahead and register for your course but
don’t forget to talk with the staff and check the requirements for the particular programme of
study you wish to undertake”. However, the tool could be augmented such that it would fit in
at later points in the study lifecycle. To accomplish this change the feedback that users
receive would have to be altered to reflect the stage of the study life-cycle in which you wish
to use the tool, for example “While we recommend that you spend eight hours studying per
week per module, the actual time you need will vary. Remember to include some flexibility in
your study plan”.

Who Can I Ask?
The Who Can I Ask?
tool offers prospective
flexible learners the
opportunity to think
about
their
support
network and how they
might garner support to
help them successfully
complete their studies.
Through a series of
information slides, users
are made aware of how
they can seek support
from Friends, Family,
Employers, Universities
and Other Students. In
these slides examples
of student support/non-support scenarios can be accessed by clicking on quotes presented
throughout the tool. Furthermore, in the first part of the tool advice is offered for those who
feel they would have a lack of support in their life and for those who feel they would not want
to tell anyone in their life about their studies.
Guide for Supporting Flexible Learner Transition – January 2016
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The Who Can I Ask?
tool
then
offers
students a set of
common
support
problems: I am not
sure I will be able for
this course; I am
struggling with the
technology on this
course; I have no idea
how to go about writing
an assignment; My
assignment is due next
week and I’m not sure
what I’ve written is ok; I
have to work overtime
unexpectedly so I just
won’t get my assignment done on time, and how various types of support networks might be
able to help a learner experiencing that problem.
Within the Student Success Toolbox project the Who Can I Ask? tool is designed for use at
an early point of the study life-cycle, when an individual is considering the prospect of
becoming a flexible learner. However, the information presented to users of this tool is not
explicitly tied to this study life-cycle stage. Therefore this tool can also be used with new
flexible learners who are waiting to begin their studies, or as part of an ‘on-entry’ orientation.

My Computer Skills: Am I Computer Ready to Learn?
Through the guidance
of a student narrator,
prospective
flexible
learners are informed
of
the
necessary
computer skills needed
in higher education.
The student narrator’s
guidance
is
personalised based on
their current computer
skills, which a user
indicates by choosing
one of three scenarios.
They are also informed
of the technology they
will need, and the
computer services offered by colleges. Four student stories can also be accessed within the
tool, relating to flexible learners’ first interactions with email services, online reading
materials, Microsoft Word, and Microsoft Powerpoint.
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A computer skills quiz
is also offered within
this tool, allowing users
to self-assess their
current
level
of
computer skills. The
quiz opens with three
questions. If a user
answers no to any of
these
fundamental
questions they move
straight to a set of
online services that
can assist learners in
improving
their
computer skills are
also. If a user answers yes to the first three quiz questions then they are presented with
further questions relating to word processing, file management, and using the internet. A
space has been created at the end of the tool where a set of resources specific to a
particular institution can be inserted.
The My Computer Skills tool is best used at an early stage of the study life-cycle, either
when an individual is considering the prospect of becoming a flexible learner or when they
have made a decision to become a flexible learner and are waiting to begin their first year of
studies. However, the information presented to users of this tool is not explicitly tied to these
study life-cycle stages and so could be used at later stages, for example as part of an ‘onentry’ orientation. This tool requires some customisation before it can be used. Audio can be
created for the four student stories in the tool, or the audio option can be removed. The
resources section at the end of the tool needs to be populated with relevant links for your
institution.

My First Assignment
Through the guidance of
a
student
narrator,
prospective
flexible
learners
navigate
through
a
narrative
relating to what it is like
to plan out and develop
a first assignment in
higher education. Four
different
navigation
pathways are available
through this tool pending
on the user’s indicated
previous experience with
developing higher education study skills.
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Advice on how to start
an assignment is given,
for example reading
over the assignment
instructions and course
notes, and talking to
others
students/the
tutor.
Information
relating
to
the
development of an
assignment plan, and
how to find, evaluate
and use information to
create
a
good
assignment is also
given. Additionally a
series
of
student
orientated quotes are
readily accessible throughout the tool in order to give users a further sense of what it is like
to tackle a first assignment in higher education. A space has been created at the end of the
tool where a set of resources specific to a particular institution can be inserted.
The My First Assignment tool is best used at an early stage of the study life-cycle, either
when an individual is considering the prospect of becoming a flexible learner or when they
have made a decision to become a flexible learner and are waiting to begin their first year of
studies. However, the information presented to users of this tool is not explicitly tied to these
study life-cycle stages and so could be used at later stages, for example as part of an ‘onentry’ orientation. This tool requires some customisation before it can be used, in that the
resources section at the end of the tool needs to be populated with relevant links for your
institution.

Get Ready for Success
This Get Ready for
Success tool is a five
week online course
(MOOC) that provides
prospective
flexible
learners
with
key
messages about how to
prepare for studying at
higher education level
as a flexible learner.
This tool incorporates a
number of the other
tools produced by the
Student
Success
Toolbox project within its structure. This allows the MOOC to aid prospective learners in:
assessing their readiness for higher education; calculating how much time they have
Student Success Toolbox Project
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available in their lives to study, relative to how much time they spend in the other existing
parts of their lives; examining what supports they have in their lives, and how those supports
may help them overcome common problems experienced by flexible learners; learning about
the computer skills needed in Higher Education; and also about the study skills required to
study successfully in Higher Education. Additional content (text, audio and video), activities
and facilitated online discussion forums, unique to this tool are also used to help prepare
prospective flexible learners.
The Get Ready for Success MOOC will be hosted on a new Moodle-based MOOC platform,
DCU Academy.

Study Tips for Me
This Study Tips for Me tool is designed to provide crowdsourced support for flexible learners
from other flexible
learners. The site is
based on a social
media
platform,
Tumblr,
and
addresses topics such
as
developing
a
healthy
study/life
balance, how best to
study, and how to
prepare.
Flexible
learners are free to
post any tips they wish
to give other flexible
learners. These tips
are then reviewed by a
moderator
and
approved
for
publication on the Study Tips for Me page. This allows prospective or new flexible learners to
get good, practical advice from those that have come before them. It also allows prospective
or new flexible learners to socialise, asynchronously, with those existing flexible learners, to
get a sense of those other flexible learners. Through encouraging interaction between
students in this manner it is thought it will benefit all students in overcoming challenges and
developing suitable plans for study.
The Study Tips for Me tool developed by the Student Success Toolbox project is an
exemplar of what is possible to accomplish using this type of social media platform to
harness support from existing flexible learners for prospective or new. This exemplar has
been designed such that the materials posted are generic and beneficial for any flexible
learner and discipline or course specific content has not been included. However, the
primary purpose of creating the Study Tips for Me tool was not to create the tool itself but to
demonstrate how such a tool can be built. This type of social media based tool can be used
in many different ways. As long as there are enough students to generate the desired
content and a moderator to view and approve the content submitted then this approach can
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be used for broad
uses, such as in the
exemplar tool, or for
specific discipline or
course uses.
The Study Tips for Me
tool can be used at
any stage of the study
life-cycle. Within the
scope of this project
the Study Tips for Me
tool can be used
when an individual is
considering
the
prospect of becoming
a flexible learner,
when they have made a decision to become a flexible learner and are waiting to begin their
first year of studies, and/or as part of an ‘on-entry’ orientation.
The exemplar tool that has been produced by the Student Success Toolbox project cannot
be used by others, as what we want to share with others is how to create such a tool. Before
you create this type of tool you will first need a plan for who your tool will be aimed at and for
what type of crowdsourced advice, tips etc. you wish to gather in your tool.

Online Orientation
As
an
online
orientation,
at
the
beginning
of
the
academic year, would
necessarily be unique
to that programme or
institution the Online
Orientation tool takes
a different form from
some of the other tools
produced
by
the
Student
Success
Toolbox. The Online
Orientation tool is
created as a guide for
those who wish to
create
an
online
orientation,
whether
they are academics or those within service units in an institution.
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The Online Orientation tool describes the elements that should be present in an effective
online orientation and then gives examples of different approaches to including that element
in an online orientation. The Online Orientation tool then facilitates you in building up a plan
for how they would create an online orientation for their programme or institution. To build up
such a plan you need
to know what tools,
skills,
resources
and/or supports you
have available to
produce an online
orientation, or be
willing to reflect on
these issues before
moving forward with
building your online
orientation.
For
example, does you
have the capability
(skills,
equipment,
supports
etc.)
to
record and produce
video content for your orientation? If not you may still be able to develop an online
orientation based on text, audio files and online activities. Another important factor is to
assess what current orientation materials and activities are available to new flexible learners
and how the new online orientation can utilise, or align with, these materials and/or activities.
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Models of Implementation
Use of Individual Tools
Individual tools may be useful to a
programme team or institution to target the
particular issue that needs to be
addressed,
whether
that
is
time
management or awareness of the need for
computer skills. For example the Do I
Have Enough Time? Tool could be used

by a programme team to highlight issues
of time management to new flexible
learners.

Tools in Combination
The Student Success Toolbox project
team would suggest that the tools may
more usefully be utilised in combination.
For example the Am I Ready for Study?

reflecting on how these issues do/may
impact on their plans to study. Other tools
can be used to then follow up on these
areas of concern in more depth, facilitate
further reflection and reinforce key
messages and advice, for example: Do I
Have
Enough
Time?
for
time
management; Who Can I Ask? for support
networks; My Computer Skills for
computer skills; or My First Assignment for
Study Skills.
The Tools can most usefully be utilised not
only in combination but as part of a
strategic flexible learner transition plan, as
part of a programme team or institution’s
overall
approach
to
recruitment,
socialisation and teaching of flexible
learners. The effectiveness of the tools will
be diminished if the messages they
contain clash with inaccurate marketing
materials or poor learning design
(especially in the first year) that do not
support flexible learner transition into
Higher Education.

Marketing
Materials

Self-readiness quiz touches on a number
of important areas of concern for new
flexible learners, and aids them in
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Early Study
Life-cycle
Stages

Online
Orientation

Learning
Design

There is a Transition Plan Audit tool
available from the project website that can
be used to assess your programme or
institution’s overall approach to flexible
learner transition.
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