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ENGAGED LEARNING
IN BLOCK MODE
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We acknowledge the Ancestors, Elders and families of the Boonwurrung, Waddawurrung and
Woiwurrung of the Kulin who are the traditional owners of University land. As we share our
own knowledge practices within the University may we pay respect to the deep knowledge
embedded within the Aboriginal community and their ownership of Country. We acknowledge
that the land on which we meet is a place of age old ceremonies of celebration, initiation and
renewal and that the Kulin people’s living culture has a unique role in the life of this region.
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INTRODUCTION
Victoria University
(VU) is a dualsector University
of Opportunity and
Success based in the
West of Melbourne,
Australia.
With a culturally diverse
population of students and staff
from a wide range of backgrounds,
VU has a powerful moral purpose
to provide vocational and higher
education that transforms
the lives of students and the
communities it serves.
The University’s heterogeneity
reflects the diversity of its
core constituency in the West
of Melbourne, an area which
is undergoing major change in
its traditional industries and
workforces. VU’s stakeholders
deserve an outstanding university
that is engaged with and focused
on the contemporary needs of
students and communities to
ensure they survive and thrive in
the face of such major economic
and social changes. In 2018,
VU introduced a revolutionary
approach to learning and teaching,
which will be fully implemented
across the University by 2022. This
is The VU Way.
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THE VU WAY

Under The VU Way, large
impersonal lectures and passive
learning in semester-long units of
study are being replaced by small
group, engaged learning in Block
Mode. Studying one subject at a
time, the focus is resolutely on the
individual learner and their learning
success. Often successfully utilised
in vocational and postgraduate
education, this approach has been
largely absent in undergraduate
higher education in Australia.
The VU Way has already
been adopted for all first year
undergraduate students at VU,
and has had a very positive impact
on learner engagement and
student transition, satisfaction,
retention and success. In 2019 it is
being implemented in all second
year undergraduate subjects. By
2022, it will be implemented across
all VU’s vocational and higher
education courses.
By adopting this approach,
VU can provide a high quality,
comprehensive and flexible
tertiary education offer to any
student from any background.
The move to Block Mode across
courses at VU will increase the
flexibility with which VU students
can mix and match their subjects
in a way that suits them best.

OUR MORAL PURPOSE
Under this system, students are
able to gain vocational or higher
education credentials concurrently
or sequentially to equip them with
the knowledge and skills they will
need as future ready graduates.
VU was a pioneer of workintegrated learning as a whole
of institution strategy. This will
continue to be an integral part of
The VU Way to develop futureready graduates through strong
links into practice and industry. By
spreading the use of Block Mode
teaching across the University, VU
is making another major education
innovation in the Australian tertiary
system, promoting the importance
of active, collaborative, engaged
and flexible education for all.

HACKING HER WAY TO SUCCESS

I was born in Afghanistan and grew
up without a word of English. My
journey hasn’t been easy but VU
has given me supportive friends
and mentors who have helped me
find my right place.

Through a combination
of supportive VU
pathways, hard work
and hackathon success,
Zahra Rezai found her
place in the world of IT.

I started at VU in the Certificate
IV of Information Technology to
pathway into the Bachelor of
Information Technology. Now, I’m
working full time while doing my
Masters as VU is flexible enough
for me to handle both.
I have VU to thank for so many
opportunities. From placing me
at my internship at the Asylum
Seeker Resource Centre where I
got first-hand industry experience
in the Footscray community, and
giving me access to the best
experience ever – European
Innovation Academy (EIA).

After my team won the 2016
hackathon, I got a scholarship to
EIA to study on exchange in Nice,
France. I took part in their extreme
entrepreneurship program where
you take your idea and turn it into
a start-up in just 15 days. It was
amazing.
I couldn’t have got to where I
am now without VU, the friends
it gave me and my mentors. I’m
proud to say I’m a VU student.

COURSES STUDIED
Certificate IV in
Information Technology
Bachelor of Information
Technology
Master of Applied
Information Technology
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THE ADVANTAGES
OF BLOCK MODE

STUDENT
ACHIEVEMENT

The Block Mode
is intentionally
designed to manage
the challenges of
transitioning to
university for new
students as well as to
enhance the quality of
learning for students at
all levels. With students
studying one subject at
a time in small groups,
Block Mode provides
students with two
categories of major
advantages:

A first for an Australian university,
VU’s Block Mode and its wraparound support have shown
evidence of stunning success.
While applying equivalent or
higher standards to those applied
previously in traditional mode,
and in some cases, using identical
assessment items to those used
previously, results show that
when compared to 2017, first year
students in 2018 have:
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First, it provides for high impact,
active, collaborative, deep and
ENGAGED LEARNING, which we believe
is vital to transforming lives and
preparing students for their
futures.
Second, it enables much
greater FLEXIBILITY than the
traditional semester system so
that students can plan their
studies over the course of the
year to suit their lives and
circumstances, combining study
with work, family and other
commitments.

THE IMPACT OF BLOCK MODE
Increased Student Satisfaction
and Retention: Strong student
retention rates within first year
and high student satisfaction were
evident.

Improved Pass Rates: Overall
Pass rates were up for first year
Block Mode students.

Unlike traditional models of
learning and teaching, where
students are required to manage
the demands and deadlines of
multiple subjects at the same
time, VU’s Block Mode has
simplified and streamlined the
student experience by enabling
undergraduate students to focus,
in depth, on one subject at a time.

Better Grades: A dramatic
improvement in grades occurred
under Block Mode, with the
highest rate of increase in the
proportion of Distinctions and High
Distinction grades achieved.

“Block Mode recognises,
respects and accommodates
the complexity of student lives
and facilitates a predictable,
manageable and connected first
year experience.”

Positive Impact on Students
from Low Socioeconomic Status
Backgrounds and Non-EnglishSpeaking Backgrounds and on
Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander Students: The impact
of Block Mode on VU’s diverse
student cohorts is compelling,
with increases in both Pass rates
and High Distinction grades.

McCluskey, T., Weldon, J., & Smallridge,
A. (2019). Rebuilding the first year
experience, one block at a time.
A Practice Report. Student Success,
10(1), 1-15.
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2.1

ENGAGED
LEARNING
Block Mode learning
and teaching is
designed to be
active and to engage
students with
meaningful learning
through the benefits of:
Smaller class sizes – The VU
Way has abolished the large,
impersonal and passive lecture
style of education typically
delivered to hundreds of students
at a time. Each Block is a small
learning community in which
strong peer-to-peer connections
are formed and a sense of
academic and social belonging is
activated.

Focus – students experience
immersive and uninterrupted
active learning over the duration
of each Block, without having
to juggle multiple subjects
with competing demands and
deadlines.
Support – learning from
experienced and dedicated
educators and just in time wraparound support provides students
with access to immediate,
personalised scaffolding and
feedback to facilitate their
success.
Collaboration – the intimate
learning and teaching environment
strengthens relationships
among students and with their
educators to create more personal,
connected and collaborative
learning experiences.
Authentic assessment –
students are supported to engage
in authentic assessment and to
develop assessment and feedback
literacies and self- and peerassessment capabilities.
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ENGAGED LEARNING
A VICE-CHANCELLOR’S
REFLECTION ON
TEACHING IN BLOCK MODE
In 2018, Victoria
University’s
Vice-Chancellor,
Peter Dawkins, taught
a Block of first year
Economic Principles.
What follows is a
reflection by Peter
on that experience.

The close relationship that the
teacher (or ‘learning facilitator’)
is able to develop with the class,
is a very rich teaching experience.
The ability for the students to
work collaboratively in problem
solving mode is greatly enhanced
by this Mode. The ability of the
teacher to get to understand the
problems and challenges that the
students are facing is another
major advantage.
All the students that attended
classes as much as they
could passed the subject.
Some students found it quite
challenging and were able to tell
me about those challenges which
enabled me to provide them
with as much support as I could
both in helping their learning of
the subject matter, but also to
provide moral support when they
were facing problems outside the
classroom. I think it is very likely
that a number of the students who
worked hard to pass this subject
would probably have failed to do
so in the old model.
The range of experiences that
can be crafted for the students
in three hour Blocks is much
wider than is possible in the
traditional model. This included
in my case, for example, a game
for the students which simulated
a competitive market, and a
debate about the effect of robots
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and artificial intelligence on the
economy and society. I also had
the opportunity to involve a
range of subject matter experts
including a Leading Economist
with government and business
experience to bring alive key
economic concepts; a Senior
Research Fellow in economics to
discuss fiscal policy; a National
Journalist to relate the impact
of artificial intelligence on
work and productivity; and a
Federal Politician to outline
how governments can intervene
in markets and some of the
unintended consequences that
can sometimes result.
A final outcome from the four
week Block was the publication
of a co-written article in The
Australian entitled “The AI
revolution is coming: we must
prepare and adapt”. This article
was compiled from contributions
from students who participated in
an in-class debate. As a stimulus
to the debate, they first read Tim
Dodd’s article, “Upside, downside”,
published in The Deal magazine.
The class of 24 students was
divided about equally into
‘worriers’ and ‘optimists’ (with
slightly more worriers), and each
group argued their case well, which
further strengthened their views.
The synthesis later developed by a
subgroup of the class formed the
basis of the article.
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2.2

FLEXIBILITY
A hallmark of The VU
Way is flexibility. The
consolidated timetable,
small groups, blended
learning, online
subjects, and Blocks
offered repeatedly
throughout the
calendar year provide:
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Multiple or ‘rolling’ enrolment
dates to start or continue study to
suit individual needs.
A simplified timetable which
consolidates Block Mode classes
into three regular periods of three
to five hours, on three days per
week, which allows students to
balance their study with their
other work and life responsibilities.
The ability to accelerate or
study at a pace to suit student
preference and opportunity.

DUAL-SECTOR ADVANTAGE
SCHOOL FOR THE VISITOR ECONOMY,
A CROSS-UNIVERSITY SCHOOL
Choice so that students may
undertake or gain credit for
vocational and higher education
subjects at the same time.

Guaranteed pathways
between and across programs
and disciplines. For example, the
Associate Degree in Hospitality
Management has a guaranteed
pathway into the Bachelor of
Business with two years (16
subjects) of credit for study
already undertaken granted.

Preparatory and add-on
activities and qualifications that
complement the main course of
study.
High quality, blended, adaptive
resources to support flexible
and interactive learning and
personalised support.
Block Mode has also enabled the
creation of Pop-Up Blocks – that
is, subjects provided in community
locations for specific cohorts and
learning needs.

A key element of The VU Way, and
made easier by all courses being
in Block Mode, is the ability for
students to transition between
vocational education and higher
education, or even undertake
offerings concurrently. The
School for the Visitor Economy is
demonstrating how VU is applying
its dual-sector nature to best
effect, to meet the needs of
students and the demands of the
industries in which they are likely
to be employed.

The School is a cross-university
School that comprises a tertiary
offer encompassing qualifications
from Certificate II through to
PhD in the related fields of
tourism, hospitality and event
management. The School offers
multiple, seamless entry and exit
points for students to access at
different times in their learning
and careers, based on their
individual requirements. At the
centre of the value proposition for
the School, and leveraging VU’s
dual-sector status, is the following:

Multiple entry and exit points
across vocational and higher
education programs. For example,
students are able to exit after
successfully completing Year
1 with a Diploma of Hospitality
Management, which is
embedded in the first year of the
Associate Degree in Hospitality
Management.
Seamless pathways. For
example, students who
successfully complete three years
of subjects can graduate with
three qualifications – a Diploma in
Hospitality, an Associate Degree
in Hospitality Management and a
Bachelor of Business.
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FLEXIBILITY

TECHNOLOGY
ENHANCED LEARNING
IN VOCATIONAL AND
HIGHER EDUCATION
In VU’s higher education Block
Mode courses, all subjects are
supported by rich online resources
giving students access to core
and supplementary materials in a
digital format. Interactive videos,
interactive presentations and selfpaced simulations are available
through our award-winning
learning management system and
content creation software.
Victoria University Polytechnic’s
multi award-winning Blended
Learning Model also supports
a flexible learning approach by
providing students with access to
modern and interactive eLearning.
Covering the theoretical
component of the program of
study, the eLearning component
is developed to maximise
engagement.

Students then build on their
knowledge and develop practical
skills during facilitated face-toface sessions. The eLearning and
face-to-face components together
provide a flexible yet personalised
and supportive combination.
Student engagement is at the
core of the Blended Learning
Model, with each qualification
being built in a digital platform,
providing 24/7 access to
eLearning, workshop instructions,
work placement material,
assessments and results. Students
can also connect to the learning
resources via a mobile application
and receive communications from
educators in real-time, assisting
them to manage their competing
demands of study, work and family
commitments.
The model is scalable as it can
be easily replicated, regionally,
nationally and internationally.
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FUTURE-READY
GRADUATES
The VU Way, Block
Mode and the Blended
Learning Model are
designed with futureready and job-ready
graduates in mind –
focused on helping
students build the
knowledge and
technical skills required
and assuring the
acquisition of the 21st
century capabilities
required to thrive in
the uncertain world of
future work. The VU
Way focuses on:
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Developing problem solving and
creative skills by shifting students
from listening to inquiring, creating
and doing.
Bridging the gap between
theoretical knowledge and
practical application, extending
beyond academic results, through
complementary activities and
skills workshops, as well as VU’s
ongoing commitment to workintegrated learning.
Enabling students to relate
their learning to the real world
throughout their studies by
connecting them with the
21st century challenges of
healthy, sustainable and liveable
communities and industries.

IRRESPECTIVE OF THE COURSE OF
WORK READY STUDY THEY UNDERTAKE,
VU’S GRADUATES WILL BE:
Providing opportunities for
students to become confident,
independent lifelong learners and
to work collaboratively with others
to solve the grand challenges of
the 21st century.
Encouraging the development
of team work and peer
collaboration, harnessing
negotiation skills and building
shared accountability to develop
emotional intelligence and cultural
competence.
Offering experiential learning
that balances shorter and longerterm tasks, keeping students
focused and up to speed, to
encourage excellent time
management and organisational
capabilities.

WORK READY

TECH READY

LIFE READY

Graduates will be supported to
develop the portable skills, values
and behaviours that will enable
them to navigate the non-linear
trajectories of the future in both
work and life.

Technologies will be incorporated
into all courses to prepare
graduates for life and work in the
context of rapid technological and
digital change.

VU graduates will create greater
networks of influence and change
to become global citizens –
adaptable, resilient people with
deep concern for social justice
today, and with an eye to the
future.
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OPPORTUNITY AND SUCCESS FOR
ANY STUDENT FROM ANY BACKGROUND

BLOCK MODE
FLEXIBLE

ROLLING ENROLMENTS
DUAL-SECTOR CHOICES
TIME AND PLACE FLEXIBILITY

ENGAGED

SMALL CLASSES
ACTIVE AND COLLABORATIVE
ONE SUBJECT AT A TIME

FUTURE ME

WORK READY, TECH READY, LIFE READY

THE VU WAY
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THE VU STUDENT
EXPERIENCE
Underpinning The VU
Way is the University’s
commitment to a high
quality, contemporary
student experience
that goes beyond the
formal learning
experience.

VU’s vision is to provide a unique
student experience that is
characterised by a transformative
and enriching learning experience
that will ensure students succeed
on their terms, in preparation for,
during and after study.
VU values a personalised student
experience as a key element to
ensuring that all students thrive
and succeed, within a framework
characterised by:
Discovery and transformation
– where VU students develop a
sense of belonging, continue to
form their own unique identity and
develop graduate attributes during
and after study.
Opportunity – providing a
‘university without boundaries’
from entry to exit with meaningful
opportunities for students to
participate in student life and
co-curricular programs that enrich
their learning experience and
connections with industry.

Success and value – ensuring
students are provided the right
supports to successfully transition
into, through and out of VU and
build connections with each
other and their professional
communities, valuing their entire
learning and wider experience.
Engagement and support
– providing student lifecycle
services that meet the needs of
VU’s diverse range of students,
through personalised and
contemporary approaches
developed in partnership with
students.
The student experience at VU
is enabled by VU’s ecosystem
where the University’s moral
purpose to transform lives
defines organisational design
and capability. This ensures
commitment to transformative and
enriching learning as well as wider
experiences that enable student
success.

WHAT STUDENTS SAY
ABOUT THE VU WAY

WHAT
OTHERS SAY

You’re in a classroom
where the lecturer
knows who you are. You
are present and you are
engaged with the class,
asking questions.

The most radical and comprehensive
change any university in Australia has
made in living memory to the way it
teaches students.

ALICE GROWDEN

LAW AND COMMERCE STUDENT
While there is a vast
amount of places to
study law, I found that
Victoria University was
the perfect one for me
because of the Block
Mode of teaching that it
offers to new university
students. The program is
unique and gives me the
best chance of learning
to my full potential by
smoothly transitioning
into uni life.

JOSEPH HAFOKA

BACHELOR OF LAWS/
BACHELOR OF BUSINESS
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The Block Mode of
teaching allowed me to
focus more effectively,
eliminated some of
the stresses that come
with juggling multiple
subjects [and] gave me
a greater opportunity
to really master each
subject, and retain more
of its content.

SOPHIE WEBB

BACHELOR OF BUSINESS
There’s one class to
focus on so you can
really commit to that
class and you can do
your assigned homework
and assignments in a way
that suits you and you’re
not having to deal with
five, six other classes at
one time.

DECLAN O’BRIEN

SPORT AND EXERCISE
SCIENCE STUDENT

TIM DODD

HIGHER EDUCATION EDITOR,
THE AUSTRALIAN
The Block Mode opens student minds
and honours learning passion. Students
learn to construct knowledge rather than
have it transferred to them.

DR GEORGE KATSUSHI IWAMA

QUEST UNIVERSITY PRESIDENT AND VICE CHANCELLOR
Engagement matters, particularly in the
first year and particularly for time-poor
students from under-prepared and underrepresented groups.

PROFESSOR SALLY KIFT

FORMER JAMES COOK UNIVERSITY DEPUTY VICECHANCELLOR, AND CURRENT VICTORIA UNIVERSITY
VICE-CHANCELLOR’S FELLOW

WINNER - UNIVERSITY

VICTORIAN INTERNATIONAL EDUCATION AWARDS 2018

WINNER - INNOVATION

INTERNATIONAL EDUCATION ASSOCIATION OF AUSTRALIA
EXCELLENCE AWARDS 2018
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of the Vice-Chancellor
03 9919 4011
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