Building flexibility: Supporting diverse students for a career in creative technologies
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The demographic profile of the modern university student has shifted dramatically from the traditional school leavers to a more diverse group where we observe an increased number of students having to support themselves and their families during study, an increased prevalence of study-breaks, and an increased number of neurodivergence. As of 2025, approximately 395,095 students were enrolled in formal tertiary study in NZ. While a recent report presented that nearly half of the people in current creative industries is neurodivergent (Understood, 2025), we are observing a prevalence among MDS students with neurodivergent traits and an increased student demographic self-supporting or supporting a family. This paper presents our approach for retaining those students and supporting them toward the completion of their degree. Our strategy includes flexibility of workload, recovery strategies to complete assignments, offering touchpoints, counselling, and coaching.
Data from University NZ (2025) indicates that 17.6% of enrolled university students discontinued their studies with their original university within the first 18 months to either go to another university (29%) or to a non-university provider (16%). Across the world, there is a persistent trend in exiting degree level qualifications due to financial pressure, work demands, and caregiving responsibilities (UPCEA, 2026). Unlike the traditional university education model, which assumes a student’s primary job is studying, today’s learners often juggle full-time employment and familial roles. 
Burnout in higher education seems to have evolved from final-exam stress into a chronic state of emotional exhaustion where Mejerova and Sokolova (2005) presented that stress may have many sources including but not limited to institutional resources such as crowded lecture halls and inconsistent infrastructure, competitive nature of programmes, lack of work-life balance for a social life, financial concerns, personal relationships, and general life management challenges or external commitments. When institutions prioritize attendance over outcomes or physical presence over digital accessibility or dictate a specific amount of semester workload for completion, they inadvertently penalise students whose current life choices, learning abilities, or socioeconomic background necessitates a non-linear path. It is also unfortunate that the current financial support systems are lagging behind these demographic shifts with a lack the flexibility to address diverse or one-off needs such as small grants for car repairs, equipment support, health support, bereavement, or childcare, which often determine whether a student can carry on with their enrolments or drops out. For those situations where policy changes take a long time, institutional nimbleness of the education provider and an ability to offer individualised support for students remains an effective and perhaps the only available solution. 
Another shift in the demographics is an increased prevalence or increased recognition of neurodivergence where 15 to 20% of the population are reported to be neurodivergent (Cannon, 2026). Industries are increasingly recognizing that neurodivergent individuals bring unique strengths, such as hyper-focused subject expertise, innovative problem-solving, lateral thinking, and exceptional pattern recognition (Everway, 2026). However, if universities do not provide accessibility during the study period, these talented individuals may drop out before completing their degree. Therefore, higher education needs to move away from one-size-fits-all models but toward more flexible study conditions. To prevent burnout and attrition, higher education institutions must view diversity not as a metric to be managed, but as a fundamental characteristic of the modern learner who needs a redesigned, flexible, and empathetic academic environment. We believe recognising the changes in the student demographics and understanding the pain point for those students are integral for preparing a healthy and diverse future workforce for our society. 
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