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1. Introduction

The student services project: Effective
Approaches to Retaining Sudents in Higher
Education is a research study which places the
provision of student serviceswithin awidening
participation context, and analyses how such
services can best support a more diverse student
population to remain in higher education (HE). The
project was initiated and funded by the DfES and
has been managed by Universities UK viaa
steering group including representativesfrom
Universities UK, SCOP, the DfES, the HEFCE, the
NUS, UKCOSA and AMOSSHE. The steering
group circulated an open tender for this project that
was subsequently won by the Institute for Access
Studies (1AS) at Staffordshire University. The time-
frame for the study was mid March-July 2002. The
study waslimited to England only and boundaries
were set to focus on the services provided to
students for the period they are attending an HEI.
Student services was broadly defined as all services
which support studentsto learn. Thefollowing
report by the IAS isthe first outcome of this study.
Itisaparticularly timely report given the new and
challenging phase of widening participation in higher
education and the demands thiswill place on
student services.

1.1 Student services, widening
participation and student retention

Within higher education policy in England currently
three areas of concern relevant to this research can
be seen to be driving governmental, and to differing
degrees, institutional agendas.

 increasing the number of students participating
in higher education;

e widening thediversity of students participatingin
higher education;

e improving retention rateswithin higher
education.

Thegoal of increasing participation isprimarily
linked to economic concerns and the dominance of
the relationship between higher levels of education
and national competitiveness. Evidence of an

interestinincreasing participationisclearly
indicated in the consultation document
Partnerships for Progression (HEFCE 01/73),
which supports the Government's target that, by
2010, participation of 18to 30 year oldsin HE
reaches 50 percent. Achievement of this target
doesnot directly requireinstitutionsto expand the
diversity of the student population, but the supply
and demand in HE research (HEFCE 01/62)
suggests the need in order to increase the number
of students participating in higher education, and
widening participation, especially to those from
lower socio-economic groups. Thissaid, the
necessity to recruit more students from traditionally
under-represented groupswill affect institutions
differentially, depending on their existing
recruitment profile and institutional mission.

The specific goal of widening participationisalso
linked to goals of social equality and social

cohesion. It ispromoted by the HEFCE ina
number of ways. Firstly, special initiative funding
has been made available for widening participation
projects. Secondly, the funding council introduced
annual performance indicatorsin December 1999
(HEFCE 99/66), which attempt to measure the
extent to which each HEI is performing in relation
to recruiting students from lower socio-economic
groupsand low participation neighbourhoods. These
latter "postcode indicators' have been used to assist
HEIsin recruiting students from those locales with
a'postcode premium' of an additional 10% for these
students (the appropriate size of the postcode
premium isatopic of discussion following thereport
of the Education and Employment Select
Committee, 2001 and is currently under review -
HEFCE Circular 02/22). In addition, in 1999 HEIs
were asked to prepare Initial Strategic Statements
(HEFCE 99/33), and, building on thisprocess, in
2001 they were asked to prepare a 'Widening
Participation Strategy and Action Plan’ for the next
three years (HEFCE 01/29). Funding incentives to
widen participation are likely to be of more
significanceto post-1992 institutions than more
traditional institutionsin receipt of higher levels of
research-related funding, and thisdivision within the
sector islikely to continue.



Student retention isatopic of international concern.
The UK has the second highest rate of retention
after Japan (McGaw, 2002). The goal of
maintaining current high rates of persistencein
higher education, and improving themin some
ingtitutions, islargely centred on efficiency
concerns. The Government hasinvested heavily in
higher education and so is concerned that the
returns on this investment are maximised. To
facilitate this process, performance indicators of
retention and compl etion have been devel oped,
which are encouraging institutions— especialy
those with completion rates lower than their
benchmarks — to improve their performancein this
respect. The performance indicators demonstrate
that ingtitutions vary considerably asregardstheir
retention and completion rates. The variation can be
attributed to a number of factors, such as entry
profile (whichincludes age, social class, domicile,
ethnicity and qualifications), subject mix, and the
institution’s position in the reputational spectrum.
Part of thisvariation is accommodated in the
benchmark figures calculated separately for each
institution by the HEFCE, but some demographic
data remain outside the capacity of the
benchmarking methodol ogy (asdoesinstitutional
reputation). Overall rates of withdrawal have not
changed significantly since 1982, despite the huge
increase in admissions (Select Committee on
Education and Employment, 2001, paral.11). In
addition, an analysis of datafor 1998-99 (HEFCE,
2000) showed that some institutions were
performing better than their benchmarks for
completion, despite having enrolled substantial
numbers of students whose demographic
backgrounds tend to correlate with weaker
performance (Yorke, 2001).

In 2001 the then Secretary of State for Education
stressed theimportance of ingtitutional responsibility
for student retention to the Select Committee on
Education and Employment:

“The evidence shows that there are
unacceptable variations in the rate of 'drop-
out' which appear to be linked more to the
culture and workings of theinstitution than
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to the background or nature of the students
recruited” (David Blunkett, then Secretary
of State for Education, Select Committee on
Education and Employment, 2001, para 18).

Literature on student retention suggests that there is
awiderangeof individual, socia and organisational
factors that contribute to early withdrawal. It may
however, be more productive, not to say ethical, to
examine the influences and roles of the HE sector
and HEIs in promoting student success. There are
anumber of spheresin which the structure of the
HE sector, and/or the practices of the specific
ingtitution areinfluential. Theseinclude:

e academic practices — curricula, teaching,
learning, assessment, academic support;

e socia integration—formal andinformal
interaction with peers;

e student funding arrangements—responsibility for
bearing the direct and indirect costs of higher
education (i.e. cost of provision and living costs);

* personal support —to provide support in relation
toindividual personal circumstances.

Student services can have a central roleto play in
assisting studentsin relation to academic practices,
social integration and funding issues, and providing
personal support (see Action on Access,
forthcoming). Student services alone, however, are
not responsiblefor individual successor institutional
retention rates.

The term 'non-traditional students may be defined
in various ways. HEFCE (00/35) indicates the
following categories, and prioritisesfor additional
funding full-time undergraduate studentsfrom low
participation neighbourhoods and students with
disahilities:

« young full-time undergraduate entrants from
disadvantaged backgrounds (i.e. from geo-
demographic groups with lower than average
rates of participation);

* studentswith disabilities;

* mature (21 years and over on entry)
undergraduate students;

* part-time undergraduate students.
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Other categorisationsinclude:

« first generation entrants;
 studentsfrom ethnic minorities and refugees,
* low income students.

Whether a broad or narrow definition of ‘ non-
traditional’ or ‘widening participation’ studentsis
employed, these students may experience particular
difficultiesin relation to each of the four spheres
identified above, and thus may experience multiple
disadvantage not just in terms of entering higher
education, but also in terms of retention and
success.

1.1.1 Academic practices

Previous educational experienceisasignificant
determinant of future academic performance.
Compulsory education helps to determine the future
participation of pupils’ learning viaeducational
achievement, and the attitudes to learning which are
devel oped. Studentsfrom non-traditional groups
are, for arange of reasons, more likely to have had
poor previous educational experiences, and thus be
less well prepared for higher education (see Reay
et al, 1998). Thereis therefore an important role
for HEIsto play not just in ‘raising aspirations for
higher education, but in supporting potential students
prior to entry and once they are at the institution to
develop academic skills which may not have been
aswell developed asintraditional students. This
problem may be particularly acute for mature
students, who, whatever their background, will have
not participated in formal education for anumber of
years. Drawing from the work of Bourdieu
(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977) it can be argued that
both curricula and pedagogy need to be amended to
meet the needs of new student cohorts. He
concluded that working-class students are less
successful not because they were of inferior
intelligence but because the curriculum was * biased
infavour of those things with which middle-class
students were already ex-curricularly familiar’
(Robbins, 1993, p153).

The need for curricula and pedagogical
developments to support the needs of new student

cohorts are reflected in recent research on
institutional strategiesto support the success of
widening participation students (Thomas & Yorke,
2001). Thisresearch found a number of academic
practicesto be significant, in particular, a sustained
commitment to ‘ the student experience’ inal its
dimensions emerged as a factor of considerable
importance. Specific issues relating to academic
practiceincluded:

e outreach work to develop academic skillsand to
promoteinstitutional engagement;

¢ induction into the expectations of higher
education, which tended to be extended beyond
the traditional one week period, and covered the
first semester or even the whole of the first
year;

* prioritising resourcesfor thefirst year;

* developing diagnostic approachesto inform the
provision of learning support;

e curriculum development including the
introduction of learning skills, information about
student services, employment and careers
education and the devel opment of new subject
areas into existing programmes to encourage
participation by under-represented groups;

e re-introducing personal tutors and creating a
more structured and proactive role;

¢ |ess emphasis on early summative assessments
in favour of formative assessment;

* supportive and devel opmental ways of dealing
with failing students, e.g. revision summer
schools, providing studentswith alternative
course of action, such as transfer, not
withdrawal;

» staff pedagogical training to meet needs of
greater student diversity.

The magjority of these areas demonstrates the need
for a close working relationship between student
services and other parts of HEIs. There are thus
significant roles that student servicescan, andin
many cases do, play to support students from non-
traditional groupsto succeedin higher education,
and indeed to improve the performance of all
students. These issues are discussed later in this
report.



1.1.2 Social integration

Recent empirical research (Thomas, 2002)
demonstrated that an aspect of the university and
college experience fundamental to the decision of
students whether or not to stay in HE is the extent
to which they have good friendships and social
networks that provide support to overcome
difficulties. Similarly, Vincent Tinto (1993)
emphasi ses the need for social integration via both
formal and informal activities. The changing nature
and circumstances of new student cohorts may
hinder the development of social relationshipswithin
higher education. For example, many students are
engaged in paid employment, which reducesthe
timeavailablefor participationin all formsof social
activities. The need for paid employment will be
greater amongst students from low income and
lower socio-economic groups, than amongst middle-
class peers, although the incidence of paid work
may be much more widespread. Similarly, the
increase in students from the local area, and so who
are not domiciled within shared student
accommodation decreases opportunities for social
interaction. Student services can play arolein
helping students to locate each other (e.g. mature
students, international studentsetc), by providing
social spaces, by offering more flexible and
affordable accommodation options and by
compensating for theinformal support usually
provided by networks of friends.

1.1.3 Sudent financial issues

Thereis much national (e.g. Callender, 2001,
Callender & Kemp, 2000) and institutional research
(Dodgson & Bolam 2002; Knowles, 2000) that
highlightstheimpact of the changed funding
arrangements on students from lower socio-
economic groups, and certain ethnic minority
groups. Research by the Institute for Access
Studies noted four key waysin which financial
pressures impact on students:

1. absolute lack of money, debt and fear of debt;

2. comparative lack of money inrelation to
previousincomelevels, and peersnot attending
HE;

3. part-timeemployment;
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4, transition from benefitsto student finance
arrangements.

Previousresearch (Thomas & Yorke, 2001) identified
a number of ways in which institutions can support
students to overcome or deal with these financial
pressures.

1. Providing direct financial support viathe
administering of national and institutional bursary
schemes.

2. Providing workshops and advising them about
benefits to enable students to both manage their
money more effectively, and to accept and deal
with debt.

3. Assigting students to secure part-time
employment, either withintheinstitution, or
externally. Thisnot only offers direct
assistance, but provides a message that the
institution is aware of the need for part-time
employment. In addition theinstitution can play a
rolein regulating the quality of the employment
opportunity and limiting the number of hours
worked.

Financia support of thesetypesisusually afunction
of student services (or the Careers Service).

1.1.4 Personal support

The provision of support in relation to individual
personal circumstancesis perhaps the traditional
arena in which student services have operated.
The emphasis on widening participation means that
agrowing number of students face difficulties,
whether that is stress caused by financial hardship
or other personal circumstances (McMinn, 2002),
or assistance with issues such as disability or
childcare. Thereisevidence of agrowing need for
more diverse services, such as employment support
for minority student groups (e.g. ethnic groups,
mature students, disabled students etc.). Greater
diversity entails support for a broader range of
lifestyles, cultural and religious practices.

1.1.5 The strategic role of student services

To enable student services to contribute to
improving retention, their contribution must be
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recognised. Thisreguiresinvolving student services
iningtitutiona strategic planning, providing
appropriate structures and systems for
disseminating learning and experiencesfrom
student services to other members of academic and
non-academic staff, equal prioritising of student
support with other institutional activities (e.g.
research and learning and teaching) in terms of
human and financial resources and being realistic
about the contribution of student servicesto this
agenda. Giving student services a higher strategic
priority, however, isnot without difficultiesasitis
resource intensive and time consuming for student
services staff and can reduce time available for
direct work supporting students.

Student services have a central role to play by
providing academic, social, financial and personal
support to students and potential entrantsto enable
them to succeed in higher education. The issue of
student retention however is complex, there are
different institutional challenges, and thereisnot a
formulafor success, nor asimplelinear relationship
between the quality of student services and an
institution’sretention and completion rates. This
makesit difficult to assess the contribution of
student servicesto improving retention within an
institution?, and indeed the cost of this contribution.
Students require support and an appropriate
ingtitutional culture (Thomas, 2002, Thomas &
Yorke, 2001) throughout their engagement with
higher education, and not just from student services
when they have a specific problem. Undoubtedly
student services are able to contribute and influence
the devel opment of aninclusiveinstitutional culture,
but they aone are not responsible for it.
Furthermore, student services contribute not only to
retaining studentsin HE, but allowing studentsto
improve their performance, and even assisting
students to make positive choices about deferral or
withdrawal.

2. Aims and objectives

The overall aim of this research was to examine the
waysinwhichinstitutions, and in particular student
services, can support diverse studentsto remainin
higher education in order to achieve educational
success. This research complements other work on
widening participation and retention e.g. Action on
Access work and other research conducted by the
Institute for Access Studies.

The research aimed to answer the following
research questions:

* Inwhat waysis a more diverse student
popul ation supported in both England and other
mass systems?

* What research has aready been undertaken and
what can be learnt from this?

e What are the key issues of concern for the
higher education sector in England inrelation to
supporting amore diverse student popul ation?

«  How will student support systems need to
develop in the foreseeable future and what are
theimplications of this?

e How can these services be targeted at and
rendered more accessible to students?

« How can effective policies, services, and special
initiativeswith respect to supporting different
under-represented groups, be identified and
shared?

« How can the expertise of student services
professional s be accessed and disseminated
across the sector?

How can staff (academic, non-academic and
support staff) be supported and devel oped to
provide more effective student services?

« How can ingtitutions be encouraged and assisted
to develop a strategic approach to supporting
student diversity?

The tender outlined four objectives for the research:

1. Toreview literature, reports and data from
England and other countries with a mass HE
system, on student services and supporting a
more diverse student popul ation.



2. To consult with the HE sector in two phases on
the issues surrounding support for amore
diverse student population, and thewaysin
which research outcomes can be of maximum
benefit to the sector.

3. To produce ten case studies of good practice
(policies, servicesor specid initiatives) and
general guidancefor improving institutional
support for amore diverse student population.

4. To produce a research report for the steering
committee, including recommendationsfor HEIS,
the sector as a whole and other stakeholders.

Thefollowing section critically reflectson the
methodology chosen to answer these research
questions and meet these objectives.

Student Services: Effective Approaches to Retaining Students in Higher Education

3. Methodology

3.1 Roleof theresearch team

The IAS team was chosen for its research skill and
international expertise in the field of widening
participation and retention. This enabled them to
analyse the role of student servicesin promoting the
overall successof diverse students, within awidening
participation context. The report is addressed to all
concerned with student success, including those with
the most senior decision-making responsibility. Its
audience is not confined to the student services
profession. However, the research team was highly
mindful of the need to actively consult professionals
and involve them in the process, drawing on their
expert knowledge. Thiswasaccomplishedinavariety
of ways: via the steering group, via a survey/open
invitation to participate and most significantly through
a participative conference. Consultation was also
conducted with the sector viathree presentations at
both national and international conferences.

3.2 Literaturesearch

The research was informed by an extensive
literature search of published and grey literature
(e.g. CVCP, 1998, 2000; Harris, 2001; Dodgson &
Bolam, 2002). Thisincluded international examples
and benefited from the International Retention
Research Network, a research partnership of ten
countries, co-ordinated by the IAS. The literature
search provided the team with agrounding in the
field and an understanding of some of the key
issues and debates. It has been used to help
develop the framework for good practice which is
elaborated in Section 4.

3.3 Survey

The research was initiated with an open invitation
to the sector to participate viaa survey (see
Appendix 1) which was circulated to 93 universities
and 37 colleges of higher education, using

addresses provided by Universities UK and SCOP.
It was also circulated to professional associations
viathe steering group and viathe NIACE lifelong
learning email discussion list, and wasavailable
from the IAS website. The survey sought the views
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of the sector on the priorities and future
development of student services and the results are
analysed in Section 5 of thisreport. The design of
the survey raises certain issues. The term student
services canin itself be considered problematic, as
itisnot alwaysused consistently. Similarly, the
decision to |eave the boundaries of student services
open to self-definition, rather than indicating them
prescriptively, was felt by some practitionersto bea
limitation of the research. However, some unifying
term was necessary, and although some guidance
was given, the definition had to be open in order to
include the wide range of services provided to
support students. The form also asked institutions to
nominate examples of good practice and provide
some base-line data, which might befollowed up in
acase study. 56 universitiesand 15 HECs replied,
giving aresponse rate of approximately 60% and
40% respectively. Given the three week deadline
(including Easter) and the heavy workload of
respondents, thisis considered avery positive
response. It isinteresting to note that the invitation
also received anumber of responses from outside
England, one from Northern Ireland, one from
Wales, and five from Scotland, who strongly felt
they should be included in the study. Because of the
boundaries dictated by project funding, these parties
were advised that they could not be considered as
case studies, but thisis an important issue which
should be addressed by the relevant funding
councils, andisalso an indicator of the high level of
interest in the survey. We have drawn on examples
of good practice from outside England in the
remainder of the report (i.e. excluding the
institutional case studies).

3.4 Casestudies

The next important phase of the research was the
production of ten qualitatively-oriented case studies
which serve as positive examples of some of the
good practice which exists within the student
services sector. Ten case studies were chosen from
the 106 nominationsreceived, someinstitutions
having put forward more than one. This was not a
competition to find ‘winners' and these case studies
are not prescriptive models, rather illustrative
examples. Thiswas not intended to be a statistically

representative sample and it is not suggested that all
student services could or should follow these
examples, rather that they indicate some good
practice approaches to key issues within student
support. The choice of case studies was objective
rather than random, in order to give asfair and as
comprehensive apicture as possible within the
limits of the study. The nominationswere rigorously
scrutinised according to a set of criteria of good
practice, chosen from the literature (see Section 4).

Although the case studies cannot be replicated
wholesale the criteria by which they were chosen
are generalisable across the sector and have been
developed to facilitate a strategic approach to good
practice. Section 4 of thisreport outlines the
criteria and demonstrates how and why the IAS
have generated them from the literature in
developing aframework for good practice. Such
criteria were chosen as a means of selection, rather
than the performance indicators on retention,
because those indicators are too gross to pinpoint
the value added by student services, and because
student services cannot by themselves be held
accountable for retention. Moreover performance
indicators may fluctuate, whilst criteriaof good
practice can provide amore solid basis for future
sustainable development to support student
retention. Innovation was not prioritised asa
separate criteria, since it was good practice rather
than novelty which the research tender emphasi sed:
however the criteriathemselvesimply aninnovative
and responsive approach.

The process was controlled by independent
selection by two members of the research team,
who reached a high level of consistency and
consensus in their choice. A second process of
selection then occurred, when afina set of case
studies were chosen to cover arange of key
themesintegral to supporting a diverse student
population. Thesewere: disability, ethnic minority
students, peer support, mature students, learning
skills, mental well-being and academic integration.
In addition, three examples of an integrated and
joined up student services were chosen. Although
not anew concept, this growing trend within



student services was of particular interest to the
steering group. Geographical and institutional
diversity were addressed, but it was considered
important to reflect where strengths lay in the
sector, rather than skewing the sample to equally
represent all types of institution. Other factors were
also instrumental, for example, the response rate
was lower from colleges of higher education and
overal, nominationstended to focuson dyslexia,
which the research did not have the scope to
include as a separate theme.

It isimportant to stress that alarge number of case
studiesnot finally included in thisreport still appear
to meet the criteriafor good practice used in
selection. In fact one of the outcomes of the
research is alarge data set of good practice which
the IAS have suggested, given financial support,
could be made widely availablein auser friendly
form, such as a directory.

Case studies were conducted by experienced
members of the research team. The team
determined arange of participants they wished to
interview, including: frontline staff, senior
management, heads of student services, academic
staff, members of steering groups and students
themselves. This was then negotiated and arranged
with the institutional contact. Researchersthen
visited theinstitution, conducted interviews and
focus groups and collected documentary evidence.
The co-operation of student services staff was vital
and their time effort and willingnessto participate
must be recognised and valued. Generally
researchers were able to meet the participants they
had targeted, but in asmall number of case studies
students were not available, mostly because of the
timing of the research close to exams. In these
cases other evidence of positive student response to
the service was sought via monitoring data. The
value of case studiesisthat they provide an
embodied account, rather than an abstracted ‘ one
sizefitsall’ model. Thus the research was ableto
address ‘the complex interweaving of threads
which make up student support and student
success', (Workshop member, participative
conference). However, it should be noted that there
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weresignificant limitationsto theinformation
available to researchers in some case studies. Some
did not have a calculation of the cost of their
service as many student services do not actually
operate on an activity-based costing mapped
against retention. Theissue of how monitoring and
evaluation might beimproved isaddressed in
Section 7.7 of thisreport. Case study data has been
used intwo formsin thereport: firstly in brief
descriptive accounts of each case study, and
secondly to inform the analysisin Section 7.

3.5 Participative conference

An important feature of the research methodology
was building in alevel of consultation and
participation. This opened the research up to
scrutiny; apainful but ultimately invaluable process.
Once the survey and case studies had been
completed a participative conference was
organised at Staffordshire University. At the
request of the DfES, attendance was by invitation
only and nomineeswere provided by Universities
UK, SCOR, the DfES and the steering group. Case
study participants were also invited by the research
team. A total of 36 people attended the conference.
A presentation on the development of the research
to date was followed by workshops on key themes.
Rather than a congratulatory presentation of the
case studies themselves, the team attempted to
draw from their research the key issues which it
had revealed, presenting them for reflection and
discussion. In this way the team confirmed that
they were not using the case studies as narrow
prescriptors for success. They sought to discover
whether the conclusions they were reaching had
legitimacy in the sector, and asked professionalsto
identify key issuesthey might have missed.
Discussion wasfull and frank, particularly around
the issue of methodology; substantial areas of
agreement were found, but there were also robust
challenges and critical perspectives, which the
research team have taken on board and used in the
production of this report. The conference also
addressed the issue of dissemination; the consensus
being that this was a crucia report and must be
publicly launched and disseminated aswidely as
possible.
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3.6 Limitations of the research
methodology

The research had two significant structural
limitations: time scale and funding, and these have
clearly impacted on its methodol ogy. Covering the
large and complex issue of student support within
such a short time frame severely limited the scope
of the research, despite the ahility of the team to
keep to atight timetable and their willingnessto
work many extra hours, beyond the call of the
contract. Similarly the funding for this research was
on asmall scale, which, amongst other factors, has
limited the numbers of case studies and the time
that could be spent on each one. These limitations
of time and resources have been of real concern to
the professional student services community.

The research team have maximised the resources
and types of data available to them by adopting a
mix of methods and by building consultation into the
methodology. However, there have been concerns
from practitioners that the short-time frame and the
case study process mean that many instances of
good practice will not be fully reflected in the
report. Some of these concerns could be alleviated
by the production of adirectory of practice. The
concern that the case study examples will be used
asa'top ten’ of student servicesisarea one
within the sector. Although thisreport has clearly
explained the role of the case studies as examples
not prescriptions, this problem might have been
aleviated by better explication of the case study
approach by the research team at an early stage.
The value of the participative conferenceisthat this
problem was flagged up and could then be
addressed. However, it isimportant to acknowledge
that in any such research project, professionals will
seek to have their work recognised, and when
choices have to be made, disappointments are
inevitable. Finally, thisresearch should beviewed as
the 'beginning’ and not the 'last word' on student
services, widening participation and retention.

4. Developing a framework
for good practice:

a literature analysis

In order to guide this research study, awide-ranging
review of literature associated with good practicein
widening participation, retention, student servicesand
student success was undertaken. It included both
published and unpublished material. At present there
islimited information that directly links student
services with retention but agrowing body of work is
emerging. In addition, a number of reports have been
published recently that focus on a specific student
service e.g. careers and counselling, and these have
wider applicability. Fromtheliterature, ten criteriafor
good practice were generated. These should not
come as any great surprise to the sector as their
importance has already been highlighted in other
studiesidentifying good practice.

4.1 ldentifying and consulting with the
target group

A key theme emerging from research into widening
participation istheimportance of careful targeting
(CVCR, 1998 and Universities UK, 2002). Woodrow
(2001) stressed accurate targeting as an essential
component of any good practice into widening access,
and highlighted the problems of projectsthat adopted
a‘catch al’ approach. Such approaches, she argued,
ignorethe historical tendency for aready privileged
groupsto benefit from opportunities not intended for
them. Similarly, Thomas (2001) concluded that a
‘blanket approach (to widening participation) will
widen, not narrow, the persistent social class
participation gap’. A similar problem could emergein
student servicesif they do not clearly identify and
consult with the target group.

The importance of targeting specific groupsis further
confirmed by evidence suggesting that those who are
most in need of support are the least likely to seek it
out. In his review of the careers service, Harris
(2001) identified mature students and students from
lower socio-economic groups asthe least likely
groups to use the careers service, and if they did, it



was often too late to give them the maximum
benefit. Research continues to indicate that these
students do lesswell in the labour market than their
peers. Current work by the Centre for Higher
Education Research Information (CHERI) (2002)
stresses that socio-economic background, ethnic
background and age all have direct and indirect
effects on employment opportunities.

The reasons why students might not access support
aremultipleand will depend onindividual
circumstances. For example, Dodgson and Bolam
(2002) summarised various research projects which
found that mature students, who may experience
feelingsof guilt in trying to achieve abalance
between work and home commitments, often have
low confidence which will prevent them seeking
support. They may also feel that they should be
coping better and/or that such support is not
intended for them. Feelings of embarrassment can
prevent people from asking for advice (Owen,
2002). A recent report from the National Audit
Office (NAO) (2002) stressed that students may
also fear being stigmatised if they need support.
This might especially be the case with regard to
particular services, for example, mental health
support: ‘ Studentswith mental health difficultiesare
often very reluctant to disclose their experiences;
they may be concerned about the reactions of
others and anxious about jeopardising their future
academic and employment careers' (CVCP,
2000: p20).

Another common finding isthat students are often
not aware of the services available. As Dodgson
and Bolam (2002, p11) asserted ‘ student services
must become more up-front and pro-activein
supporting and meeting the needs of all students, no
matter what their background and circumstances'.
By being pro-active services can not only raise
awareness and become transparent to students, but
they can also challenge the assumption that they
only exist for studentswith ‘ problems’. Dodgson
and Bolam highlighted anumber of waysinwhich
universitiesin the North East were being pro-
active; these included the use of diagnostic testing
and providing study skillsworkshops.
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Student feedback is highlighted throughout the
literature as ageneral principle of good practice and
as an important element of the monitoring and
evaluation process.

“It is advisable to consult the target audience
on the content, format and design of
information and training materials. For
example where material isdevised
specifically for students, the involvement of
student representatives can be helpful inits
production, ensuring that thelanguageis
appropriate and key messages are accessible
to that group” (CV CP, 2000, p24).

4.2 Useby thetarget group

To be well used by the target group student services
must be well-publicised and user-friendly. Students
must have confidence in the services and be able to
trust them in matters such as confidentiality. Ozga
and Sukhnandan (1997), in their research on non-
completion, found that students who chooseto
withdraw tend not to have sought professional help
before doing so. Often this was not because they
were unaware that services existed, but that they
lacked understanding of their specific rolesand
therefore reverted to informal and often inadequate
sources of support. They also found differences
between what students saw as the point of
intervention and staff saw as the point of departure.
Ozgaand Sukhnandan recommended that institutions
needed to improve the way they promoted student
support services and suggested institutions make
available a central help desk for onward referral.
The chalenge for HEIs isto make information
available, but at the same time to not bombard
students and overwhelm them. Owen (2002) found
that students would appreciate some sort of
information when they needed it. A wealth of
information at the outset, for example, viainduction
is often forgotten afew monthsin.

The problemswith the current student financial
support system illustrates the importance of
providing studentswith user-friendly support
services. Criticised for being complex, confusing
and bureaucratic (Dodgson & Bolam, 2002), the
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current system involves numerous different
schemes. The DfES is aware of the need for a
more streamlined and simpler system of financial
support and the system is currently under review.
As Baroness Warwick (2002) argued in the Lords
Debate on the Government review of student
finance, ‘any new scheme must be easily
understood, well publicised and easy to access'.

4.3 Addressing issuesof diversity and
equality
Students are entering higher education from an
increasingly wide range of backgrounds and thisis
set to continue as widening participation remains a
high priority. The numbers of mature students,
international students, disabled studentsand ethnic
minority studentshaveall continued torise. In 2001,
UniversitiesUK highlighted afive-fold increasein
the number of young people entering HE in the last
twenty years. The way in which students are
studying is also changing with amoveto more
flexible modes of study: * Students may study in
their workplace, home, library, college, aswell or
instead of on-campus' (Harris, 2001). All this has
had, and continuesto have, implicationsfor student
services.

Student services need to meet the needs of all
students, but with recognition that certain groups of
students will have greater needs than others.
Adams (2001) and McGivney (1996) have looked
at the particular needs of disabled students and
mature students respectively, and both have called
for aneed for greater flexibility. McGivney argues
that HEIs ‘ need to recognise the previous
experience, commitments and concerns of adult
students...and need to recognise the specific
difficulties faced by specific groups who lack
recent educational experience or who find
themselvesinaminority’ (1996, p131). Similarly,
Adams (2001) stresses the need for ‘a diverse
approach to teaching and learning with scope for
flexibility to take account of the circumstances
specifictoindividual disabled students’ (pl7).

Dodgson and Bolam (2002) highlighted
specialisation and increasing specificity in student

services as one of the common themesin the six
universitiesin the North East. They identified the
increasing development of specific student retention
strategies and programmes, and special induction
events and activities for specific groups e.g. mature
student open days. The importance of specialist
support and facilities for mature students has been
reiterated by McGivney (1996). Although there are
difficultiesin generalising the needs of particular
students (Haque, 2001) and a danger of unfounded
assumptions about the needs of student groups,
there is evidence of common issues, for example,
the reasons why mature students drop-out are
notably different to those of younger students
(Ozga & Sukhnandan, 1997).

Thereis growing recognition in the sector that
services have to acknowledge the specific demands
of different groups (McMinn, 2002), and
increasingly, of theimportance of apersonalised
approach to student support. The Select Committee
on Employment and Education (2001) put this
forward as the most effective method of reducing
non-continuation, and recent literature adds support
to this. Action on Access (2002), for example, in
their work on student success argue that 'the
concept of an ideal student initself isdifficult to
sustain. Students are highly diverse and rather than
examining whether an institution’s culture ‘fits' the
abstract student, it is perhaps more appropriate for
institutions to examine how person centred and
flexible they are able to be'.

4.4 Supporting studentsacrossthe
lifecycle

The adoption of the student lifecycle approach has
proved to have efficacy in the way some institutions
think about student retention and in the way
research relating to retention issuesis being
conducted. The student lifecycle approach has the
following main stages: pre-entry advice and
guidance, admissionsand induction, first term/
semester, moving through the course and
employment/progression. This approach benefits
studentsin that it offers them a comprehensive and
consistent form of provision: ‘ Thelifecycle
approach enablesinstitutionsto develop their



provision of supportinlinewithindividual student
need, rather than institutional practice’ (Action on
Access, 2002).

Increasingly, and following trendsin the USA and
Australia, more support is being offered at the pre-
entry stage and similarly the first semester is seen
as crucial. As the NAO report (2002) states, some
institutions have tried to assist the transition to HE
by adjusting the first year. Moretimeisbeing given
over to the development of core skillsand the
specific disciplineitself issimply introduced.
However, the challenge seemsto be in achieving a
balance, so that al students, irrespective of their
previous educational experiences are stimulated.
Otherwise, this approach runs the danger of
reversing itsintention and causing some (other)
students to withdraw.

Although it iswidely recognised that the first
semester/year must be prioritised, support needs to
be available throughout the whole HE experience
and beyond. There is some concern that overly
concentrating on the first year is problematic; as
Johnston (2001) argues, ‘in the long run it may (and
does) cause retention problems later on if the
revamped educational experience in thefirst year
fails to prepare students for what comes next’.
Dodgson and Bolam (2002) reiterate the
importance of students having accessto high levels
of continuous support, as does McGivney (1996)
who asserts that student experiences change as a
programme proceeds. The role of the personal tutor
may be particularly significant here and has been
explored in depth by Owen (2002) who argues that
‘students must have areliable system, which
ensures they are known, ‘tracked’ and supported
throughout their university careers’ (p7).

Traditionally a student’s contact with the careers
service has been towards the end of their course.
However, the importance of early contact has been
stressed by both the Harris Report (2001), and the
more recent report by Universities UK and the
CSU (2002) ‘Enhancing Employabhility:
Recognising Diversity’. The recommendation put
forward by Harriswasthat ‘ all students (including
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those discontinuing their studies) should be ableto
use al the services offered by the careers service
at the institution where they were enrolled, for at

least two years after they have left the institution’.

4.5 Monitoring procedures

Stressing theimportance of monitoring for widening
participation projects, Woodrow (2001) arguesthat
its purposeistwo-fold. * Monitoring isimportant to
make surefirstly that projects are getting it right,
and to secondly demonstrate that they’ re getting it
right’ (p8, original emphasis). Monitoring offersthe
potential for improvement and is necessary for
influencing future policy decisionsand ultimately
bringing about change. As Woodrow and Yorke
argue, 'tracking of students, and monitoring and
evaluation...are essential components of a sectoral
strategy. The results of monitoring and evaluation
will provideimportant inputsto further policy
developments (UniversitiesUK, 2002, p171).
Effective monitoring and tracking of students can
aso lead to more pro-active support (Dodgson &
Bolam, 2002).

Despiteitsimportance, the monitoring of widening
participation and retention is underdevel oped and
the reasons for this are varied. As Woodrow and
Yorke (Universities UK, 2002, p5) explain, ‘ some
institutions are wary of labelling their students as
having entered under the banner of widening
participation, on the groundsthat this might
stigmatise them’. They also found that some project
workers have become increasingly sceptical of
tracking processes because of the increase in cause
and effect factors outside of their control. Johnston
(2001) also highlightsthe secrecy within which
much of the work on retention is undertaken: ‘ Very
few institutions admit publicly to any systematic
retention difficulties, useful information istherefore
not shared because of the concerns that the
information might be used as a stick to beat the
institution with. Thereisvery little guidance on (or
hard evidence of) strategies are likely to be
successful’.
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Monitoring, evaluation and research all have akey
roleto play, and thisisexplored in alater section
of this report (see Section no 7.7).

4.6

‘It is clear that HEIs are keen to support
their students, but less than half are relating
the work being done to analysis of success.
Taking a more strategic and research driven
view isvita if we areto understand how
best to support students to succeed’ (Action
on Access, 2002).

I mpact on student success

The literature indicates that being able to measure
student success and the contribution made by
student servicesisacrucial but neglected area. As
the monitoring procedures section hasindicated, itis
difficult for the published literatureto analyse this
relationship, dueto alack of data. What information
isavailable, tendsto beat aninstitutional level, in
theform of grey literature, which isnot generally
shared more widely across the sector. For example,
internal reportsfrom Greenwich University indicate
that counselling has a positive effect on retention.

However, some data is how starting to emerge
which highlightsthe positiveimpact of student
services and other retention initiatives on student
success. For example, considerable work has been
undertaken at Napier University where their
student retention project isnow in its eighth year.
The project focuses on detailed retention-related
research including the publication of yearly student
retention statistics, student support initiativesand
staff development activity. Napier has realised
measurable improvements in student performance —
for example, the proportion of first year students
passing al their modules has risen by 15% since
1995/6 (see Johnston, 2001 and 2002). A recent
report by McMinn (2002), examining the

rel ationship between counselling provision and
student retention, identified arange of studiesthat
have been undertaken to ascertain the factors and
relationshi ps determining the qualitative nature of
the student experience whilst in HE. Although
largely ingtitutional in nature, many of these studies
offer evidence of an important connection between
the two.
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Clearly the gathering of evidence of successis
highly important and various strategies for doing so
are addressed later in the report.

4.7 Saff development

Staff development is seen as central to the success
of any support service and increasingly the focus
has been on an institution-wide devel opment. For
example, as addressed by CVCP (CVCPR, 2000,
p15) in the Guidelines on student mental health:

‘Given the wide range of contextswithin
which staff may come into contact with
students with mental health problems, a
wholeinstitution approachisrequired’.

At present, work on staff development in relation to
widening participation and retention islimited,
however thisis starting to be addressed as the
HEFCE continue to promote the need for more
‘joined up’ thinking. Srivastava (2002) detailsone
HEFCE-funded project commissioned to investigate
activitiesand good practice in relation to staff
development and retention and puts forward the
following key points:

* academic staff are central at all stages of a
student’s higher education experience: through
teaching, learning, assessment and support. The
achievement of the goal of widening
participation and retention is dependent upon
policiesand practices being firmly embedded
through and within staff development and
training;

* the need to respond to diversity means that
traditional centralised human resource
management approaches need to be
supplemented by more devolved, departmental
and academic group-based responsibility;

* reflection on practice, involvement and
ownership of change are more likely to secure
staff commitment and avoid resistance to, and
avoidance of, change.

Good practicein staff development includes:

* theidentification of staff professional needs
relating to diversity;



e provision of staff development for academic
staff to include diversity and widening
participation i Ssues,

» all staff being considered in widening
participation strategies,

» staff being asked for feedback of their
experiencesinwidening participation;

* recognition of informal staff development
processes such as sharing experiences and staff
discussion.

Above all staff need to be aware of the different
social, cultural and academic backgrounds of
students, accept and respect them and develop an
inclusive model of teaching, learning and
assessment (Thomas, 2002).

4.8 Linkswithin the institution

‘The key to improving retention ratesis
ensuring a balanced and holistic approach’
(Johnston, 2001).

The structure of higher education is changing and
assuchitisnolonger possibleto treat support
services as an add-on extra, as something apart
from themaininstitution. Instead, with widening
participation and retention, it isimportant to build up
strong working relations acrosstheinstitution, with
other student services and administration, academic
departments, teaching and learning strategies, staff
devel opment and induction, widening participation
activities and the Students Union, to create a
strategic approach (e.g. Thomas, 2001). Devel oping
such relationships however is not unproblematic.
For example, Holliday (1998), discussing the
importance of internationalising the Students' Union,
highlights the often grey areafor students of who
provides services: institutions or the union.

The establishing of good linkswith academic
departmentsisalso difficult, and literature continues
to stress the resistance of some academics to see
retention as a matter for their concern. ‘Thereisa
trend for academicsin particular to see student
support as separate from good teaching, good
research and generally being ‘kind' to students’
(Action on Access, 2002). Yet research continues
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to highlight the central position of the academic tutor
as ‘the mainstay of student support’ (Dodgson &
Bolam, 2002, p30). McGivney (1996), Dodgson and
Bolam found that a common themein the universities
in the North East was the important role and
contribution of the personal tutor. 69% of the
students they interviewed had sought advice and
support from their tutor. Despite this, however, they
concluded that, at present, ‘ success and
effectiveness of the systemis still very much
dependant upon the attitudes of theindividual staff
and studentsthat areinvolved’ (p52). Consideration
needs to be given to how the system can be made
more effective and responsive. Thispoint is
supported by the NAO report (2002) which found
that although all institutions allocate personal tutors,
thereiswide variation in how —and how well — it
works. Thomas and Yorke (2001) found that in HEIs
that were successfully widening participation and
improving retention there was a move towards the
reintroduction of a more structured and proactive
personal tutorial system.

Owen (2002) has focused on the growing use of the
‘curriculummodel’, amodel whichisexemplified by
the course known as University 101 in the United
States. This approach attempts to provide support
through the actual courses which students follow;
learning skills, information about the HEI and the
alocation of apersonal tutor are incorporated into an
accredited course/module. Such amodel helpsto
overcome many of the problems associated with a
more traditional one-to-one approach to pastoral care
which, in amass university, she argues ‘works only at
a huge cost in terms of people-hours and stress
(p20). The curriculum model approach ismore
structured, less dependent on the work schedule or
goodwill of individual members of staff and offersa
way of affirming and demonstrating the institutions
commitment to student support.

4.9 Linkswith external agencies

“HEIs should not be regarded as therapeutic
communitiesin their own right, but as partners
with other agenciesin the referral of students
with significant support needsto appropriate
services (AMOSSHE, 2001, p9).
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With growing demands on student services, emphasis
is being placed on the importance of partnership, not
only withininstitutions but with external agenciestoo.
Developing effective partnerships can bring many
benefits: it can prove very cost-effective and avoid the
duplication of serviceswhich isvery important when
there arelimited resources available. More importantly,
however, it can provide seamless provision for
students.

For some student services, effective communication
with specialist professionalsisessential in being ableto
offer a student in need the most comprehensive
support. Working with external agencies has been
particularly strongly promoted in the area of mental
health support. ‘ The development of partnerships
between HEIs and external agenciesis essential. By
building up relationshipswith external agencies, cross
referrals can be facilitated and increased dialogue can
help ingtitutions devel op their expertise. In return,
external organisations can gain some understanding of
institutional policiesand procedures (CVCP, 2000,
p22). To assist the development of external relations,
the CV CP recommended a central contact point for
communication.

410 Codst effectiveness

‘Thereisahistory of funded initiatives that
produce good results during the funding period,
but which, despite good intentions, fail to be
embeddediningtitutions' (UniversitiesUK and
CSU, 2002: p40).

The problems of short-term funding in relation to
widening participation and retention are well
documented. Thomas (2001) argues that a key aspect
of widening participation sustainability isfinancial
sustainability, and regarding retention, successful work
at Napier University highlightsthat effortstoimprove
retention are necessarily long-term. 'Any cycle of
research, action and evaluation will take aminimum of
three years, more likely four or five years' (Johnston,
2001).

Until very recently, the actual costs of strategiesto
widen participation and retention were largely
unknown. As Woodrow and Yorke explain,
‘identification of coststendsto be problematic on two
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counts. First, what counts as widening participation
and/or what counts as expenditure on it is unclear, and
second availability of dataislimited/taboo’
(Universities UK, 2002, p158). However, comments
from the student services sector that thereis
inadequate funding to continue to meet the challenges
of growing diversity and support gained considerable
weight by findings of a short research exercise,
commissioned jointly by UniversitiesUK and HEFCE
(2002) to establish the costs of widening participation.
The research concluded that students from non-
traditional backgroundsare significantly more
expensive to recruit, retain and progress through their
HE careers than the ‘traditional’ norm'’, and that at
present, HEIs are subsidising their commitment to
supporting the Government’s agendaon widening
participation from other income and activities. The
research called for the cost premium attached to
widening participation students to be changed to 35%
rather than the 10% currently funded by HEFCE.
(Thisis currently under review - see HEFCE
Circular 02/22).

Itisnot only financial resources but human resources
that are important too. Literature identifiesthe
escalating demands on staff time: declining staff,
student ratios, the Research Assessment Exercise
(RAE), acomparative lack of reward for developing
excellenceinteaching, difficulty inrecruiting and
retaining new staff and increased effort required for
internal and external quality audits. The Select
Committee on Education and Employment (2001)
examined these issues in depth and found:

 ingtitutions with the highest rates of withdrawal
a so had the highest staff: student ratios, and the
lowest income per student;

» ghort-term contracts of staff had led to fewer
avenues of advice and support for students;

 theavailability of continuing, consistent and caring
academic and personal advice from lecturers and
tutors can help determine whether a student
continues or terminates his or her studies.

These ten criteriawere applied to the nominations for
good practice to select the case studies. They were
then used to draw up the interview questions for the
case study visits. The case studies themselves are
presented under these criteriain Section 6.



5. Findings of the research

5.1 Theviewsof the student services
sector

e Thissection of the report is drawn from
responses to Part One of the pro forma
distributed to all HEIsin England. The sectionis
sub-divided into a number of issuesraised by
respondentsrelating to:

* thechanging role of student services;

* resourceimplications;

e staff needs;

* diversity of student need;

* incentivesfor HEIsto deliver high quality
student services,

e disincentives,

* using the research project.

5.1.1 The changing role of student services

It was felt that student services have traditionally
been seen as a ‘reactive’ support department;
inherently a‘good’ thing and there to support the
academic experience for students. Thisis
frequently described as ‘fire fighting’ rather than a
pro-active approach. However, government policy
intheform of new legislation and the widening
participation agenda and an increasing consumer
orientation on the part of students and their parents,
isresulting in an increased, and changing demand
on student support services. Many respondents feel
that student services are being encouraged to take
awider role. Similarly students (and their parents)
are making moreinformed choicesin relation to HE
and the quality of the student experienceis
becoming increasingly important. Student support
could therefore ‘tip the balance’ in terms of
institutional choice. Student services are seen as
vital to students and the HE community in general,
providing avalue added el ement:

“| believe that the role of student servicesis
in aprocess of transition from areactive,
welfare orientated service for institutionsto
a pro-active developmental servicethat is
fundamental to the work of the HEI as a
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whole, in particular with regard to
recruitment, retention and completion, the
employability of studentsand to the overall
quality of the student experience. For many
years the role of student services has been
just outside the core business of the
institution. | believe that has now changed
and that with the increasing
professionalisation of all constituent areas of
student services, such a department has a
great deal more to offer an HEI than
supporting students with problems” (Head of
Student Support Services).

Perceptions of the role of student services are felt
to have changed. Increasingly services are 'a port
of first call’, involved in supporting al students
rather than being perceived as alast resort for
students with "problems’. While the need to change
and develop in the face of increased diversity is
acknowledged, thisis coupled with the need to
change staff attitudes more widely because,
regardless of how effectively student support is
centralised, their departments only account for a
small proportion of the contacts students have with
their HEI. The Quality Assurance Agency’s (QAA)
subject review system, which has a student support
and guidance aspect was said to have put student
services 'on the map' and gave them a more
professional role as student support is crucial to
subject area assessments. A key change therefore
may be that student services staff could be less
focused on remedia work with problem students
and increasingly concerned with supporting other
staff in managing student issues. 1n addition, the
need to adopt an holistic approach to the student
lifecycle was frequently mentioned by respondents,
for examplein terms of increased collaboration with
the careers service to increase student
employability. Similarly, the need for increased pro-
active support and outreach work to raise
awareness of what is available:

“Retention isacontinuum, which startswith
theinitial enquiry, anditisfromthispoint
onwards student services should be offering
guidance” (Head of Student Services).
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A number of respondentsfeel that the development
of an HEI sense of ‘community’ is one way
forward with increased collaboration with the
Students’ Union and accommodation services.
Similarly other respondents highlight aneed for
closer contact with external voluntary groups and
the devel opment of partnershipswith specialist
agencies. The benefits of this are noted by one
head of student services:

“This both increases the potential influence
of student servicesin institutional foraand
leads to a greater focus on the department’s
activities. Thisgreater scrutiny may lead to
critical evaluation of long held beliefsand
practices’.

Thelink between student support and teaching and
learning strategies is seen as ‘ the heart of the issue’
by the mgjority of respondents. Integration into
teaching and learning and the embedding of
inclusive practice into academic departmentsis
clearly seen by many as the way forward for
student services. Examples of issues raised are the
introduction of new and varied methods of teaching
to support more effective learning, and more varied
means of assessment which reward success in a
wider context.

5.1.2 Resource implications

Funding allocation is at the discretion of the HEIs
themselves; currently there are no sector
benchmarks for resourcing and student services
haveto obtain funding from block grants. Improving
practice and embedding activitieswithin themain
strategic structure requires resources, which have
to be ring-fenced from already small budgets.
Furthermore, resources have to be found for staff
development and the expansion of activities. Thisis
expressed by one head of student services:

“... asthe needs of adiverse student body
grow more complex, the pressures on
student services staff increase. We have to
make hard decisions about what we can and
cannot provideinthelight of ingtitutional
prioritiesand concerns’.

Resource issues are very much determined by
context; for example variance relates to the nature
of the student body and specific institutional issues.
However it is considered “essential for all HEIsto
resource their student support services at alevel
commensurate with the demands upon them and
ensure core provision everywhere” (Director of
Student Services). At the very least HEIs ought to
ensure monies, such as provided through Disability
Funding premium go to disability support for which
they areintended. However, it isalso felt that
financing should go beyond this, for examplethere
isaneed for additional resourcesin terms of
staffing. A number of HEIs have, as a result of
funding issues, adopted a strategy of developing
part-time and term-time staffing. As the demand for
additional flexibledelivery hasrisen (e.g. evening
staffing to give greater accessibility) they are now
having to reassessthis strategy, incurring additional
staffing costs. A rise in demand for online accessis
anticipated and additional resources are said to be
needed to improve accessibility viathe web and
other electronic information systems. |n addition,
student services staff will need to commit more
time to the devel opment of other staff within the
university, whilst still supporting those students who
reguire more specialised assistance.

This “squeezing of resources year on year makes
responding to new initiativesincreasingly difficult”
(Senior Assistant Registrar) and some HEIs face a
choice between recruiting more staff or reducing
activity which is not seen as absolutely core. Other
respondents raise the issue of providing comparable
services to studentsin partner colleges and what is
regarded by many as a key factor in terms of
resource alocation; thelocation and suitability of
accommodation. So for example, one small
specialist institution describes how afocuson
financial support and pastoral care has shifted as
their HEI tries to meet the needs of students
entering as aresult of the widening participation
agenda. In a shift of emphasis towards more
learning support the HEI has had to employ more
staff, increase the hours of existing staff to extend
activitiesand give additional staff training



particularly in terms of disability awarenessand
mental well-being issues. Specialist appointments
have been madein relation to student counselling,
study skills, dyslexia, debt counselling and
international students. Thishasincurred costsin
terms of salaries and accommodation, and is akey
issuein relation to the amount of additional
resources that can be made available.

5.1.3 Saff needs

It iswidely acknowledged that increased student
diversity represents a challenge for all staff and
needs a strong commitment to supporting and
developing staff across theinstitution. |ssues raised
focused on three main areas. the need to develop
and deliver effective programmes for all staff;
ensuring participation in staff development; and
support for student services staff.

e Development for all staff
Respondents highlight ongoing staff development
for student services staff in terms of legislative
requirements. A number of respondents feel
there is a shortage of staff suitably trained in
developing and piloting new initiatives, indicating
aneed for anational training initiativein project
management. In addition staff development is
also required for non-student services staff to
raise basic awareness of issues and provision
within their own department to facilitate referral.
Thisrelates primarily to training for academic
staff in understanding and responding to
diversity. Very few respondents refer to training
specifically for other non-academic staff such as
hospitality staff and wardens for example. In
terms of more generic staff development, the
issue of developing teamwork isalso raised.

* Participation in staff development
Ensuring participation in staff development is
seen as a key factor. More creative and
innovative approaches to staff development are
needed to encourage attendance. However, time
isamajor issue; many academic staff members
feel they have no time to attend training
sessions, to the detriment of student support.
The following comment by a manager of student
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services reflects a dominant concern:

“ Academic colleagues would also state that
the change in the student profile has
increased the pressure on their time and
skillsin order to support vulnerable students.
Added to this, the pressure of research,
teaching and other departmental
commitments, personal tutors are frustrated
that they do not have thetimeto see all their
students and support them in an appropriate
manner. Thisis problematic as tutors are
vital peoplein spotting studentsin difficulty
and referring them on to appropriate
support”.

e Support for staff
Two main issues areraised in relation to support
for staff. Firstly, much of the work carried out
by staff involved in supporting studentsis
emotionally demanding. A second, and related
issue, isthe professional standing and value
attached to support staff. A number of
respondents feel that student services staff are
seen as inferior to academic staff within the
institution. Consequently much of thework they
doisseenas‘add on’, marginalised rather than
being an integral part of student success.

Thereis aneed for

“ .. abetter recognition that administrators
can be equal partners with academicsin
supporting students, not just resources for
departments' ..... “Thereis aso the on-
going issue of student services being seen as
non-academic and therefore in some way
inferior to academic provision. Theredlity is
often that student services staff are highly
qualified (oftento ahigher level than some
academic staff) and that work carried out in
many student services departments
complements, enables and develops the
academic work of theinstitution”.

(Heads of Student Services)

5.1.4 Di