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ABSTRACT 

 

Student support services is a relatively unknown function within Irish higher education 

and is generally considered part of the broader non-academic administrative provision 

within HEIs (HEA, 2018a; National Forum, 2015). Findings from this qualitative study 

suggest that those who work in this area do not see themselves in this homogenous and 

generalist way, but as a diverse group of skilled professionals who espouse a shared goal 

of supporting student wellbeing at higher education which assists the academic mission 

of the HEI by enabling students to thrive academically.  

Adopting a holistic perspective, they see the student experience as a potentially 

transformative one which extends beyond education and recognise their key role, both 

individually and collectively, in supporting the academic, emotional, personal, 

professional and social development of students. However, they also perceive their work 

as being unrecognised or undervalued within their HEI and struggle to articulate their 

status as a group and the valuable contribution they feel they make to the enhancement of 

the overall student experience within their institution. 

In the absence of professional standards, sector-wide guidelines or a professionalising 

framework, the heterogenous nature of the student services group may have implications 

for the development of a cohesive student service identity, both within the HEI and 

between the staff group themselves. Their varied academic and professional credentials, 

occupational backgrounds and lack of a pre-determined entry route into the student 

services support function may hinder the potential for a collaborative provision of service 

and a clear articulation of the contribution of the function within the HEI.  

Despite the multiplicity of roles, diversity of support provision and lack of a shared 

professional identity, this study suggested that, as a group, student support service 

professionals may have more points of commonality than difference. Findings suggested 

that they are greatly aligned in their approach and purpose. Consequently, their 

contributions to the student experience can be captured in three key areas of activity 

which help build students’ capacity to succeed: helping students to ‘get more’ out of their 

academic and institutional experiences; providing opportunities to ‘care for the interior’; 
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and building relationships and community within the HEI. Further, these contributions 

are framed by five common principles which are shared by all: student-centred; care; 

equality and fairness; professional behaviours; and responsibility. 

If student support service professionals do not see themselves as a cohesive identity, then 

it is difficult for them to have a collective vocabulary to describe the work that they do. 

It is the contention of this study, that locating their contribution within three key areas 

framed by a set of common principles provides a starting point for a consideration of how 

interprofessional collaboration might assist them in articulating how their role contributes 

to the holistic student experience, the broader institutional goals of student success and 

the expression of a more cohesive identity. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

1.1 INTRODUCTION 

 
The purpose of this chapter is to introduce the current study. It provides an overview of 

the context within which the study is set and explains the personal motivations and 

rationale for undertaking research in the student support services area. The aims of the 

study and the research questions are set out. The significance of the research is also stated. 

The chapter concludes with an overview of the structure of the thesis. 

 

1.2 PERSONAL MOTIVATION FOR UNDERTAKING THIS STUDY 

 
The impetus for this study stemmed from my own experiences of working alongside and 

as part of the student support service function in higher education institutions (HEIs) for 

over twenty-five years. During this time, I have observed immense changes to the Irish 

higher education landscape. When I first began working in non-university HEIs in the 

mid-1990s, student support services, as a function within institutions, was in its infancy. 

At that time, a narrow range of out-of-classroom supports mainly limited to the areas of 

student welfare, career guidance, and academic advice, were available to students. Future 

influential discourses in higher education such as equity of access and inclusion, quality 

assurance, and student experience, engagement and success were not yet known about. 

Therefore, these fledgling student support services tended to be term-time supports that 

were usually provided by single staff members employed on short-term contracts. 

Further, they tended to have different administrative or academic reporting lines within 

the institution and often worked in relative isolation to each other at various locations 

throughout the campus. Such fragmentation meant that these roles were not well-

integrated into the fabric of the HEI and the provision of supports and services to students 

could be a solitary endeavour. 

In the late 1990s, the massification of higher education and the ‘wide-ification’ (Morgan, 

2012a, p6) of the student body to include previously underrepresented groups, brought an 

increase in numbers to HEIs in Ireland and a change in student profile, experience and 

expectations. More diversity in the student body meant more diversity in how students 
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engaged with college life and the ways in which they transitioned in, through and out of 

their higher education experience. The ‘traditional’ student experience of the previous 

thirty years was no longer the norm and a ‘one size fits all’ approach to supporting student 

success could not be assumed (National Forum, 2019a; Morgan, 2013a).  

Consequently, greater numbers of students began to enter higher education without any 

knowledge of what to expect, with some inadequately prepared for the academic demands 

of their programme. Others lacked confidence in their ability or may not have had the 

social skills or capital to succeed. While more encountered challenges along the way as 

they strived to balance work, family and life commitments with their studies.  

Over time, greater recognition and consideration was given by the higher education sector 

to the full range of student backgrounds and experiences entering HEIs. The importance 

placed on understanding and creating supportive teaching and learning environments to 

enable student success, has led to an expansion of out-of-classroom supports and services 

for students and an increase in the numbers employed in the student support area. Since 

the mid-2000s, an emphasis on assuring and enhancing quality within Irish higher 

education has meant that the provision of student supports which are integrated, 

accessible and fit-for-purpose has become an institutional requirement for all HEIs. 

Consequently, as student support work has become more complex and important, a more 

structured student support service function has emerged within institutions. In addition, 

numerous professional organisations and networks have been established to promote the 

work of various student support services and facilitate networking and communication on 

issues of common interest. 

Not every student will have contact with any or all of the student support services 

available in their HEI, nor is it mandatory that they do. However, for those who choose 

to engage, what they typically find in a contemporary student support service function is 

a less-siloed, dynamic and interested group of Healthcare Professionals, Career Guidance 

and Employability Officers, Counsellors and Psychotherapists, Chaplains, Academic 

Support Tutors / Advisors and Disability Officers who have specialist expertise in their 

respective areas and a desire to support students in their academic journey.  

Yet, similar to Gansemer-Topf (2013), I am acutely aware of the difficulty many student 

support service professionals have in articulating the role of the student support services 
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function within higher education and their contribution to it, particularly to those who are 

unfamiliar with a higher education environment. As a function, student support services 

can encompass many diverse roles which do not fit neatly into the traditional higher 

education academic/administrative split and can be viewed as distinctly different from 

each other. Without sector-wide professional standards or competencies, I have often 

reflected on whether the work that I do in academic and disability supports and the 

contribution that I make to a student’s wider experience in higher education is similar to 

that of others who work in different support services and if it is based on shared values 

and principles. 

It is my experience that both individually and as a collective, student support services can 

play a significant part in the higher education experiences of students, many of whom 

have scant support elsewhere. However, outside of such personal experiences, relatively 

little is known about student support service professionals in higher education, the work 

that they do or how they articulate the valuable contribution that they make to the 

enhancement of the overall student experience to enable student success (Roberts, 2018; 

Gormley, 2016; National Forum, 2015; Graham, 2013).  

As an individual working in the student support service area, I am not a professional 

scholar, however, I do strive to be a scholarly professional. Consequently, I chose to 

explore the views of student support service professionals on their contribution to the 

student experience to give voice to student support service professionals within Irish 

higher education and, in doing so, contribute to an emerging research conversation about 

the contribution that professional staff can make to advancing broader institutional goals 

in relation to the enhancement of the student experience and the increasing 

professionalisation of student support services. 

 
1.3 STATEMENT OF THE RESEARCH PROBLEM 

The ‘repurposing’ of higher education following the first World Conference on Higher 

Education in 1998 has led to an emphasis on how HEIs can support and manage diverse 

cohorts of students in order to ensure their participation, retention, engagement and 

achievement throughout their student lifecycle (Thomas, 2019; Leese, 2010; Thomas, 

2002). As HEIs come under pressure to explicitly demonstrate their educational quality, 
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the manner in which they quality assure the standards of their educational provision, 

research, and related services has become a significant area of focus (QQI, 2016; ENQA, 

2005; Bergen Communiqué, 2005). 

In an era of globalisation, rapid expansion of higher education and elevated student 

expectations, the ability of the HEI to deliver high quality academic and non-academic 

supports in an environment that enables students to settle, stay and succeed is at the heart 

of current quality enhancement and student success debates with an emphasis on 

enhancing the student experience (Thomas, Hill, O’Mahony and Yorke, 2017; QQI, 2016; 

ESG, 2015; Temple, Callender, Grove, and Kersh, 2014; Morgan, 2012a). 

Yet, the European University Association (EUA) concedes that the importance of student 

services within higher education has been ‘relatively ignored as a policy priority 

throughout the bologna decade’ (EUA, 2010, p9). Consequently, relatively little is known 

about student support services in the higher education sector as a whole and the need for 

their value to be better recognised, supported and developed has been highlighted 

(Gormley, 2016; National Forum, 2015). Therefore, this study seeks to give voice to 

student support service professionals within Irish higher education and in doing so 

contribute to a research conversation in this under-examined area. 

 

1.4 AIMS OF THIS STUDY 

 
The purpose of this research is to explore the views of student support service 

professionals in higher education in relation to their contribution to the enhancement of 

the overall student experience. This study seeks to identify the standards or principles that 

frame this contribution with a view to developing a framework that enables them to reflect 

on their practice and assist in the articulation of their contribution within their HEI. It also 

provides an opportunity to contribute to the conversation regarding the 

professionalisation of student support. 

 

1.5 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 
The study seeks to address the following research questions: 
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1. How do student support service professional staff perceive their contribution to 

the enhancement of the overall student experience within higher education? 

2. What are the professional standards or guiding principles that frame this 

contribution? 

3. Can a common set of professional standards be identified for student services 

within higher education which can be used as a framework for reflecting on their 

contribution?   

 

1.6 SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY 

This study is considered significant for a number of reasons: 

1. Student support service professionals in higher education, particularly in the 

Republic of Ireland, are an under-researched and under-represented group within 

the literature. Consequently, there is a paucity of research which explores the role 

of professional staff within higher education and their views about the work they 

do (Shea, Gormley, Clarke and Leary, 2016; Graham, 2010). No previous research 

on this topic in the Republic of Ireland was uncovered in literature searches. 

Therefore, a gap exists in our understanding of this area. 

 

2. Despite the acknowledged role that student services play in supporting and 

enhancing the quality of the student experience (European Commission, 2018; 

ESG, 2015; UNESCO, 2009a), themes within the student experience research 

literature are dominated by academic-related issues and the perspectives of 

academic staff and students (ISSE, 2019, Baird and Gordon, 2009). The views of 

student support service professionals are absent. Therefore, this study gives voice 

to student support service professionals regarding their perspectives on this topic. 

 

3. A key policy objective within higher education in the Republic of Ireland is to 

enable individual student success through a whole-of-institution approach to the 

enhancement of the student experience (National Forum, 2019a; HEA, 2018b; 

Hunt, 2011). To ensure an effective contribution to the broader institutional goals 
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of student success, the contribution of student support services must first be 

articulated and recognised by those who work in the area themselves. 

 

4. Student support service professionals are not a homogenous group. Rather, the 

function is comprised of a multiplicity of roles with many practitioners involved 

(Seifert, Perozzi, Bodine Al-Aharif, Li and Wildman, 2014). Further, the Irish 

student support services field is continuing to professionalise but without stated 

standards, sector-wide guidelines or a professionalising framework. In a dynamic 

higher education environment where the trajectory is for change, shared standards 

or principles around which student support service professionals could coalesce 

might enable them to begin to reflect on their contribution to the student 

experience and encourage cohesion within the group. 

 

1.7  STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS 

 
This thesis consists of six chapters. Chapter one introduces the study and provides a 

background and rationale for undertaking the research.  It notes the aims of the study, sets 

out the research questions and notes the significance of undertaking research in the area 

of student support services. Chapter two presents an overview of themes within the 

published literature which provides a context for the study.  Key literature is explored in 

relation to the changing landscape of higher education; quality assurance and the Bologna 

Process; the student experience; the role of professional staff in higher education; and the 

professionalisation of student support services. 

Chapter three introduces the ontological and epistemological positions of the study and 

provides a rationale for the methodological approach employed to answer the research 

questions. It sets out the research design and the sampling strategy used. The research 

instruments used for data collection, that is, a questionnaire and semi-structured interview 

are described and the data analysis process outlined. Key ethical areas that were 

recognised as significant within the approach are also noted and issues of reliability and 

validity are considered. 

Chapter four outlines the recruitment of participants and presents the core findings 

derived from the research instruments used for data collection. Given the paucity of 

research in this area, a two-phase approach to data collection was employed. The findings 
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from the phase one data collection process which utilised an online qualitative 

questionnaire, subsequently informed the phase two semi-structured interviews 

conducted with 14 participants. The findings from both phases are presented separately. 

Chapter five provides a synthesis and discussion of the core findings of the study as they 

relate to the broader literature in the area. The findings are explored under four key 

headings: a holistic approach to the student experience; contribution to the student 

experience; institutional invisibility; and professional identity. Chapter six outlines the 

main conclusions of the study as they relate to the research questions. It considers the 

implications of the findings identified and suggests recommendations for further study.  

The limitations of the study are also considered. 

1.8 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

 
This chapter has presented an overview of the context within which the current study is 

set. It described the personal motivations and rationale for undertaking research in the 

student support services area. The aims of the study, the research questions and the 

significance of the study were also outlined. Finally, an overview of the structure of the 

thesis was presented. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

Enhancing the student experience to enable individual student success is an important 

policy objective within higher education in the Republic of Ireland and one that requires 

a whole-of-institution approach (National Forum, 2019a; HEA, 2018a; Hunt, 2011).  

Academic staff, given the nature of their work, have a pivotal role to play in a student’s 

academic experience, but the student experience is not just an academic one. Non-

academic staff1 comprise just under half of the total higher education workforce in 

Universities, Institutes of Technology, and Colleges in the Republic of Ireland (HEA, 

2018b), yet very little is known about their work or the contribution that it makes to the 

holistic student experience (National Forum, 2015).  

Traditionally, there has been a lack of emphasis on student support provision in European 

Higher Education Institutions (HEIs). Consequently, there is a limited literature which 

considers the importance of student support services within HEIs and a narrow range of 

perspectives within the related research literature (Morgan, 2012a; Roberts, 2012; 

Szekeres, 2004). Outside of national and international policy documentation which direct 

institutional practices, much of the research on student success, student outcomes and 

student experiences are from the perspectives of academic staff or the students 

themselves. The views of non-academic staff, such as those who work in student support 

services, are absent (Roberts, 2018; Shea, Gormley, Clarke and Leary, 2016; Graham, 

2010; Small, 2008). 

The purpose of this study is to explore the views of student support service professionals 

in Irish higher education on their contribution to the student experience.  Therefore, this 

review presents an overview of themes within the published literature which provide a 

context and rationale for this study. 

 
1 A distinction is made between academic and non-academic staffing ratios in the Irish higher education 

sector.  However, within the literature non-academic staff are also referred to as support, administrative, 

general or professional staff.  See appendix 1 for a summary table of the number of staff employed across 

the higher education sector 2011/12 to 2017/18. 
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2.2 CHANGING LANDSCAPE OF HIGHER EDUCATION 

The landscape of higher education has changed significantly, both nationally and 

internationally, over the past two decades. Fuelled by the development of a global 

knowledge-based society and the requirement for higher skills sets in the labour market, 

an unparalleled demand for higher education emerged towards the latter part of the 

twentieth century. The 1998 World Declaration on Higher Education brought the essential 

role of higher education in the improvement of the social, cultural, political, economic 

and environmental aspects of a global society into sharp focus. In setting out a series of 

principles aimed at improving delivery in higher education, the first World Conference 

on Higher Education (WCHE) noted the need for the sector to change substantially: to 

place learners at the centre of their work; to value diversity; embrace the importance of 

life-long learning, career development and employability education; and to enhance the 

overall quality and relevance of the education that it delivers (WCHE, 1998).  

Subsequently, commitments within the higher education system to widen access and to 

promote more inclusive forms of education has resulted in both a massified and 

diversified student body which has brought a change in student profile and experience 

(Morgan, 2013; Hunt, 2011; Ludeman, Osfield, Hidalgo, Oste and Wang, 2009).  The 

number of new students enrolled in higher education worldwide has grown exponentially 

since 2000 and enrolment forecasts suggest that participation in undergraduate 

programmes will increase from 178 million in 2010 to 263 million by 2025 and to 594 

million by 2040 (Calderon, 2018; UNESCO, 2009a; UNESCO, 2009b).  Further, 

increased student mobility has led to greater internationalisation of the student population 

as the number who have chosen to study away from their home institution has more than 

doubled within a decade; from two million to just under five million (UNESCO, 2019). 

Such massification has also brought what Morgan (2012a, p6) terms ‘wide-ification’, that 

is, the widening of the student body in terms of demographics as more individuals, 

including those from previously excluded social groups such as students with disabilities 

and those for whom higher education is a first family experience, are pursuing higher 

levels of education than in previous generations. Indicators from the Organisation for 

Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) suggest that 39% of young people 

will graduate in their lifetimes from university programmes and a quarter of all university 
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graduates will be outside the traditional graduation age for first degrees (OECD, 2012).  

Furthermore, the European Growth Strategy Europe 2020 envisages an education 

headline target of 40% of 30–34-year-olds in EU27 successfully completing tertiary 

education by 2020 (European Commission, 2010).   

Higher education in Ireland has been completely transformed in the past four decades 

accelerated by economic growth, social and technological changes. An elite system of 

tertiary education once provided by universities has evolved into a diversified network of 

different categories of HEI which provide for mass education. Since the founding of 

Trinity College, Dublin in 1592 there has been a university presence in Ireland.  This was 

followed in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries by the founding of the four 

universities that make up the present day National University of Ireland (NUI) – 

Maynooth University, University College Cork, NUI Galway and University College 

Dublin. In 1989, two National Institutes for Higher Education in Dublin and Limerick 

acquired university status to become Dublin City University (DCU) and University of 

Limerick (UL) respectively. Until 2019 these seven institutions comprised the Irish 

university sector which offered mainly full-time programmes which sought to broaden 

intellectual development.  

Ireland’s non-university educational system emerged with the development of Regional 

Technical Colleges (RTCs) in the 1960s and 1970s which subsequently evolved into 

Institutes of Technology (IoTs) in 1998. Originally developed as further and higher 

education colleges to support industrial development, IoTs were distinct from universities 

in that they were more vocationally-oriented and offered higher certificates, diplomas and 

degrees in a range of craft and apprenticeship courses, higher technical and technological 

education, and in part-time and professional development programmes. Currently, the 

Irish higher education sector is served by 29 publicly-funded HEIs: nine2 universities, 

nine institutes of technology, three colleges of education and eight specialist colleges in 

 
2 Until 2019, Irish higher education was mainly served by 7 universities, 14 institutes of technology, 5 

colleges of education and a number of specialist colleges. Recently, there has been an amalgamation of 

some institutes of technology into fully designated universities which brings the number of Irish universities 

to 9. In 2019 Dublin Institute of Technology (DIT), Institute of Technology, Tallaght  (ITT) and Institute 

of Technology, Blanchardstown (ITB) merged to become Technological University Dublin (TUD). In 

January 2021, Cork Institute of Technology (CIT) and Institute of Technology, Tralee (ITT) merged to 

become Munster Technological University (MTU). 
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the fields of art and design, business, medicine, theology, music, and law3 (HEA, 2020; 

DFHERIS, 2019).  

Since the early 1990s, policy makers have prioritised improving access and widening 

participation to Irish higher education for under-represented groups. In 1966 the total 

number of people in full-time tertiary education was less than 20,000. By 1996 this had 

increased to approximately 100,000 and to approximately 140,000 by 2005 (Fleming, 

Loxley, Kenny and Finnegan, 2010). Over a ten-year period from 2007-2017, 

participation numbers had risen to 250,000 with growth in undergraduate and 

postgraduate students as well as part-time participation. This expansion has been reflected 

in the overall characteristics of the student population. Recent figures suggest that 12.5% 

of the total student population are international students, 8% are mature students and 6.2% 

are students with disabilities (AHEAD, 2019; O’Brien, 2019; DES, 2018; HEA, 2018a). 

In addition, approximately 20% of all enrolments are part-time or remote learners (HEA, 

2020).  Further details on trends in student numbers and diversity across the sector from 

2011/12 to 2017/18 can be found in Appendix 1. 

Responding to these changes has posed a challenge for HEIs. Differences in age, ethnic 

and socio-economic backgrounds, educational experiences, entry qualifications and 

choice of study mode means that the ‘traditional’ university experience of thirty years ago 

is not the norm for many students today. Greater diversity in the student body implies that 

there will inevitably be greater diversity in the ways in which students adjust to college 

life and transition in, through and out of higher education. It can no longer be assumed 

that ‘one size fits all’ (Morgan, 2013a; Hussey and Smith, 2010; Audin, Davy and 

Barkham, 2003; McInnis, 2001). This has led to an emphasis on how HEIs can support 

and manage diverse cohorts of students to ensure their participation, retention, 

engagement and achievement throughout their student lifecycle (Thomas, 2019; Leese, 

2010; Thomas, 2002).   

Therefore, in an era of globalisation, rapid expansion of higher education and elevated 

student expectations, the ability of the HEI to deliver high quality academic and non-

academic supports in an environment that enables students to settle, stay and succeed is 

 
3The Colleges of Education and some specialist colleges are aligned with the university sector. 
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at the heart of current quality enhancement and student success debates with an emphasis 

on the student experience (Thomas, Hill, O’Mahony and Yorke, 2017; QQI, 2016; ESG, 

2015; Temple, Callender, Grove, and Kersh, 2014; Morgan, 2012b). 

2.3 QUALITY ASSURANCE AND THE BOLOGNA PROCESS 

Defining and implementing student support services in higher education is a recent 

interest in Europe and is related to the development of European quality assurance policy 

through the Bologna Process. Unlike the USA, European HEIs have not traditionally 

embraced a holistic approach to higher education due primarily to differing academic 

cultures and views on the autonomy of students (Thelin and Gasman, 2017; Meyer auf 

der Heyde, 2016).  Consequently, Europe lacks a significant library of evidence to trace 

the development of student support services outside of policy documents which have 

influenced institutional practices. 

2.3.1 The Bologna Process 

In 1999 the Bologna Process signalled a concerted effort to coordinate and consolidate 

the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) which has since transformed higher 

education provision in Europe. As a voluntary, multilateral cooperation of Ministers with 

responsibility for higher education, it was originally endorsed by 29 countries which 

expanded to 48 countries by 2018. Guided by biennial Ministerial Conferences, its 

purpose was to ensure that European higher education remained globally competitive. It 

provided a common framework for tertiary education which standardised the duration of 

Bachelor, Master and Doctorate level degrees, it improved the comparability of data and 

recognition of qualifications which, in turn, facilitated access, student mobility and 

quality assurance in a more flexible Europe (Bologna Declaration, 1999). As Meyer auf 

der Heyde (2016, p980/5695) observed ‘it is the biggest, most diverse, most accessible, 

most dynamic, and most coherent higher education group in the world’. 

2.3.2 Student Supports and Services within the Bologna Literature 

The perception of student supports and services as part of the higher education experience 

in Europe has been shaped through the policy documents generated by the Bologna 

Process. Following representations from the National Union of Students in Europe 
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(ESIB)4, the social dimension became part of the Bologna Process agenda in 2001. 

Although ill-defined, it alluded to the need for student support services in its recognition 

of the importance of assisting students with the social dimension of higher education; 

such as equity of access, lifelong learning strategies, and the provision of wellbeing and 

financial supports. Further, it supported the idea that ‘higher education should be 

considered a public good and is and will remain a public responsibility’ (Prague 

Communiqué, 2001, p1). Therefore, student support in higher education was viewed as 

based on welfare state principles which enabled access, supported retention and 

contributed to academic success. 

A more formal recognition of student supports as resources provided by individual 

institutions was not evident until the Graz Declaration (2003). This document noted, 

within the context of incentivising student mobility, the need for Governments and 

institutions to specifically improve academic, social and accommodation supports for 

students. 

However, it was the European Universities Association (EUA) Quality Culture Project 

(2002-2006) that was significant in developing the understanding of the role of student 

support services within HEIs (EUA, 2006). The Berlin Communiqué (2003) reaffirmed 

the importance of the quality of higher education within the EHEA and the need for 

further development of quality assurance at institutional, national and European levels. It 

also noted that primary responsibility for quality rested with individual institutions within 

their national quality framework.  

Consequently, this four-year project explored, from a grassroots level, how an internal 

quality culture could be developed and embedded in individual HEIs to improve their 

organisational quality. The Quality Culture project involved 18 professional networks, 

which included student support services, across 134 institutions and generated three 

reports which identified best practices in fledgling quality assurance systems within 

European universities (EUA, 2006).  

The first report Developing an Internal Quality Culture 2002-2003, was important in that 

it firmly identified student support services as an element of the European institutional 

 
4 The European Student Information Bureau (ESIB) changed its name to the European Students’ Union 

(ESU) in 2007. 
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quality system.  It placed supports in four categories: advice and guidance (counselling, 

health, career planning, mentoring/tutoring); material support services (disability, 

financial aid); academic support services (library, international student supports, first year 

orientation, study skills); and non-academic services (sports and recreation, Students’ 

Union, religious groups and cultural supports).   

In doing so, the breadth of support services was recognised for the first time throughout 

Europe and significantly, from a quality assurance perspective, that the student support 

professional network in higher education provided ‘a holistic view of the area based on 

the notion that students are more than learners and that all aspects of their well-being must 

be considered’ (EUA, 2005a, p32).  Further, in presenting a comprehensive definition of 

student support services as: 

‘offering programmes and activities designed to increase students’ academic 

performance together with student personal well-being, offering members of 

the University community a range of services that complement the university 

experience and contribute directly to the welfare of individuals’ (EUA, 2005a, 

p32).  

 

the interconnected role of pastoral and academic support services within HEIs was 

acknowledged. This theme of student support provision as an integral part of institutional 

practice continued in the second and third reports.  

Developing an Internal Quality Culture – Round II 2004 further developed the role and 

purpose of student services within the organisational structures of HEIs. Growing 

numbers and diversity within the student body meant that the management of student 

supports over the student lifecycle, from pre-entry to graduation, was viewed as essential 

to ensure a consistent and holistic student experience (EUA, 2005b).  In a student-focused 

institution, student supports and services were seen as having an important role in 

supporting the recruitment, retention and success of students.  This was understood to be 

achieved through the provision of high quality information; the management of student 

expectations as they transition to higher education; the provision of opportunities for 

students to form strong social bonds with staff and other students, including those with 

disabilities and from non-traditional backgrounds; the enhancement of student 
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employability and preparation for work; and the capturing of student feedback on aspects 

of their experience.    

The positioning of student supports as an institutional responsibility in relation to 

facilitating student participation was highlighted in the third report Quality Culture in 

European Universities: A Bottom-Up Approach (2006).  In noting the key contribution 

that students made to ensuring the quality and relevance of teaching, learning and other 

services in higher education, the onus was placed on the individual institution to not only 

provide opportunities for student feedback but to ensure that their students were assisted 

in the development of their capacity to engage with and contribute to quality discussions 

within the HEI (EUA, 2006). 

2.3.3  Institutional Quality Assurance 

Quality Assurance is viewed as an essential tool for HEIs in the development of a 

European knowledge society. Therefore, successful implementation relies on coherent 

standards for quality and accountability in European institutions. The Berlin 

Communiqué (2003) proposed the development by the E4 Group5 of a set of guidelines 

and procedures to guide internal quality assurance processes within HEIs. The Standards 

and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area (ESG) 

was adopted at the Bergen Conference, 2005.  

The purpose of the ESG (2005) was to create an understanding of how quality assurance 

should be conducted within individual institutions in accordance with national policy. It 

contained 23 standards and associated guidelines that reflected a shared set of 

underpinning values, expectations and good practice in relation to quality and its 

assurance by HEIs and external agencies across the EHEA (ENQA, 2005; Bergen 

Communiqué, 2005). Its aim was not to prescribe quality standards or define the 

implementation process.  Instead, the ESG provided guidance to HEIs in the form of 

common principles that were considered vital for quality provision in higher education 

and facilitated a cyclical review procedure which acknowledged ‘national and 

 
5 The E4 Group consisted of ENQA (European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education, 

EUA (European University Association), EURASHE (European Association of Institutions in Higher 

Education) and ESU (European Students’ Union). 
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institutional particularities and essential characteristics’ (Stensaker, Harvey, Huisman, 

Langfeldt and Westerheijden, 2010, p577).  

The inclusion of ‘Learner Resources and Student Support Services’ as Standard 1.5 in 

ESG (2005) was noteworthy. In stating that ‘institutions should ensure that the resources 

available for the support of student learning are adequate and appropriate for each 

programme offered’ (ESG, 2005, p7) it signalled the elevation of student supports from 

an institutional responsibility to an institutional requirement with obligatory quality 

assurance objectives subject to internal monitoring and external quality review.  Further, 

the guidelines noted that learning resources and supports should be available to students 

and regularly reviewed to ensure their effectiveness. 

The revised ESG (2015) reflected a distinct shift towards a more pro-active student-

focused approach to teaching, learning and support provision. Standard 1.6 stated that 

‘institutions should have appropriate funding for learning and teaching activities and 

ensure that adequate and readily accessible learning resources and student support are 

provided’ (ESG, 2015, p14). Unlike the 2005 guidelines, the importance of student 

supports for student mobility within and across higher education systems and the need to 

provide learning supports and resources which match the learning needs of a diverse 

student population were clearly specified. Thus, it acknowledged that a more student-

centred approach may have an impact on the sorts of learning supports and resources 

needed. Additionally, there is an expectation for support staff to ‘be qualified and have 

opportunities to develop their competencies’ (ESG, 2015, p14) and to ensure that these 

resources are fit-for-purpose, accessible and that students are informed about them. 

2.3.4  The Irish Context 

From a quality assurance perspective the importance of student support services as a tool 

for the successful implementation of the student-centred approach in European HEIs has 

been acknowledged through the Bologna Process (European Commission, 2018). In 

Ireland the Qualifications and Quality Assurance Act 2012 requires HEIs by law to have 

regard to Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI) guidelines, which are informed by the 

ESG (2015), when developing their procedures for quality assurance (QQI, 2016). This 

recognition of the role student supports have in contributing to a positive student 

experience has served to embed it as a function within the organisational and quality 



17 
 

culture of Irish HEIs as evidenced in their Annual Institutional Quality Reports which 

detail specific activities undertaken to enhance the quality of the student experience (QQI, 

2019). 

Yet, the EUA conceded that the overall importance of student services within higher 

education was ‘relatively ignored as a policy priority throughout the bologna decade’ 

(EUA, 2010, p9).  Consequently, progress on the development of the social dimension in 

higher education has slowed and the availability of appropriate student support services 

in European HEIs is considered insufficient (Meyer auf der Heyde, 2016; European 

Commission, 2015). Apart from being a defined element in HEI quality assurance 

documents and policies, relatively little is known about student support services in the 

Irish higher education sector and the need for their value to be better recognised, 

supported and developed has been highlighted (Gormley, 2016; National Forum, 2015). 

Consequently, this study seeks to give voice to student support service professionals 

within Irish higher education and in doing so contribute to a research conversation in this 

under-examined area. 

2.4 THE STUDENT EXPERIENCE 

The purpose of this study is to explore how student support service professionals perceive 

their contribution to the student experience within higher education. As a concept, the 

student experience has been debated since philosopher John Dewey (1938/1997) first 

challenged the traditional view of education and encouraged a more radical way of 

thinking by putting the learner at the heart of the educational system.   

2.4.1  Student Experience within the Literature 

The student experience is often equated with classroom-based learning with much of the 

research focused on the management of academic learning experiences and fewer 

attempts to understand student life more generally (Baird and Gordon, 2009; Ainley, 

2008). Consequently, studies have focused on issues such as the first year experience 

(Spacey and Mossop, 2019); academic transitions (Turner, Morrison, Cotton, Child, 

Steven, Nash and Kneale, 2017; Sheridan and Dunne, 2012); levels of academic 

preparedness (Gibney, Moore, Murphy and O’Sullivan, 2011; Wingate, 2007), academic 

engagement and programme management (Krause and Coates, 2008; Trotter and Roberts, 
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2006); transition pedagogy (Nelson and Kift, 2005); and undergraduate research 

experiences (Shaw, Holbrook and Bourke, 2013).  

Yet, the influential UK 1994 Group (2007) report noted that excellence and enhancement 

in teaching and learning was just one of the seven priority areas identified to meet the 

challenges of student experience and expectations for the higher education sector. The 

development of well-rounded graduates, promotion of the student voice, widening 

participation, and the key role of non-academic aspects of the student experience in 

institutions were also seen as significant. Broader social and emotional themes are also 

evident within the literature and should not be ignored.  The impact of issues such as ‘not 

belonging’ (Thomas, 2012; Palmer, O’Kane and Owens, 2009; Tinto, 1993); the mental 

health and well-being of students (Macaskill, 2013); the emotional experience of being 

and becoming a student (Christie, Tett, Cree, Hounsell and McCune, 2008); and academic 

stress, loneliness and the ability to develop strong social connections (McIntyre, Worsley, 

Corcoran,  Harrison Woods and Bentall, 2018) are also considered influential on the 

overall student experience and retention and persistence issues.  

Nevertheless, the ‘student experience’ concept is not without critique. Some concerns 

note the significance afforded ‘the student experience’ in judgements about what is, and 

what is not, worthwhile in higher education. From this position, the student is seen as a 

‘customer’, rather than a consumer of education, where education is a commodity that 

exists only to satisfy their expectations (Staddon and Standish, 2012). While Sabri (2011, 

p660) criticised the tendency within the literature to discuss student experience as a 

universal concept which suggests ‘a generic student exercising rational choice from 

shared starting points and in undifferentiated circumstances’.  

This complexity has been noted by Benckendorff, Ruhanen and Scott (2009) who 

proposed that four main areas interact to create highly individual and dynamic student 

experiences in higher education: the institution, characteristics of individual students, 

trends within the higher education sector and external changes such as government 

policies, technological changes or economic pressures. Further, they contend that the 

student experience is strongly influenced by the composition and particular needs of 

different student cohorts. This view is supported by Morgan (2013b, p8) who identified 

two main ‘contribution components’ as key to the student experience: the provision of a 
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broad range of academic and non-academic supports by HEIs to their students and also 

the individual student’s engagement and interaction with these supports. Thus, 

contemporary understandings of the student experience extend beyond a traditional focus 

on curriculum, assessment and pedagogy to include a broader consideration of how HEIs 

support students. This is discussed in terms of a whole-of-institution approach in section 

2.6.2 below. 

2.4.2  Student Experience and Quality Enhancement 

Harvey, Burrows and Green (1992, p1) are credited with coining the term ‘total student 

experience’ in response to a finding by a national survey of HEIs in the UK which claimed 

that the student experience was the most important factor in assessing quality in higher 

education. While emphasising the primacy of student engagement with teaching and 

learning, they concluded that the total student experience was not restricted to the 

classroom, but included other institutional elements which were considered influential on 

learning such as the general environment, institutional resources and the provision of 

student supports and welfare (Harvey et al., 1992).  

More recently, the idea of the student experience as something to be managed at an 

institutional level is linked within the literature to the rise of quality enhancement and 

assurance processes in higher education (as noted in section 2.3). Through these processes 

reference to the ‘student experience’ has become commonplace as teaching, learning and 

decision-making in HEIs are subject to more student evaluation considerations than 

previously (National Forum, 2019b; ENQA, 2009; Biggs, 2003).  This is evident in 

mechanisms such as the Irish Survey of Student Engagement (ISSE). As part of the Irish 

National Strategy for Higher Education, the ISSE affords undergraduate students an 

opportunity to give structured feedback on their teaching, learning and college life 

experiences (Hunt, 2011). Within a framework of continuous quality improvement, it is 

seen as an effective means of capturing ‘the student voice’ and an invaluable resource to 

HEIs in identifying practices that enhance student engagement and success. Therefore, 

results are highly influential in informing programme development, institutional 

management practices, as well as national policy (ISSE, 2019, p14).   



20 
 

However, the role of student support services within Irish higher education seems 

peripheral to these discussions of student experience. Despite the stated importance of 

student support services as part of the quality assurance process (ESG, 2015) and a 

national focus on the enhancement of individual student success through the provision of 

a holistic student experience (National Forum, 2019a, Hunt, 2011), the ISSE’s main 

concern is with the academic experiences of students. Of the 67 questions posed about 

learning and learning environments, student support services are mentioned briefly in two 

which relate to general student perceptions of the quality of interactions with a range of 

people on campus and of the emphasis placed on services and activities by the HEI (ISSE, 

2019). 

Recent findings of a national student consultation process on student perceptions of 

success in Irish higher education undertaken by the National Forum in 2018 also suggest 

that engagement with the total college experience or the achievement of personal growth 

and development, are not considered important in understandings of success at third level 

(National Forum, 2019a). Yet, the provision of a supportive environment that is ‘caring, 

encouraging and connected’ with accessible people, information and services is seen as 

imperative by students in terms of institutional priorities for achieving student success 

(National Forum, 2019a, p7). While student support services clearly have a role to play 

here, previous research in the UK and Ireland has also suggested that more can be done 

to raise student awareness of the range of supports and services that are available in HEIs 

to assist them (National Forum, 2015; Thomas, 2012).   

 
2.5  THE ROLE OF PROFESSIONAL STAFF IN HIGHER EDUCATION 

 
2.5.1 An Under-Researched Group 

There is a paucity of research within the literature which explores the role of non-

academic, general or professional staff6 within higher education and, in particular, their 

views about the work they do and its contribution to the broader student experience 

(Roberts, 2018; Shea et al., 2016; Graham, 2010; Small, 2008).  As this staff group 

constitutes a large proportion of the workforce in higher education (HEA, 2018a; Graham 

 
6 These terms are used interchangeably throughout the literature to describe staff in HEIs who are not 

employed on an academic contract. It is acknowledged that these terms may not be universally accepted. 
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and Regan, 2016; Graham, 2013) this seems particularly remiss. Yet, Pitman (2000) 

suggested that this lack of research is not surprising. Given the primary focus of HEIs is 

teaching and research, academics have tended to focus on the disciplinary research areas 

that interest them most and topics that impact exclusively on teaching staff. While 

Szekeres (2004, 2011) and Allen-Collinson (2006) have highlighted the perceived 

invisibility of the work of non-academic staff in HEIs and the academic/non-academic 

divide that has resulted. Dobson (2000, p209), in noting the lack of shared knowledge 

between the two staff groups, observed: 

‘most general staff both ‘know their place’, and realise that their role is not the 

‘main game’, but perhaps some academic staff haven’t caught up with the fact 

that a professional general staff does much to support and to enhance the 

student experience at university’. 

 

Within the literature the role that student support services play in enriching the student 

experience and the quality of the learning environment has been acknowledged; albeit in 

a general manner. Several UK and Australian studies conducted from student, academic 

staff and institutional perspectives noted how student support services assisted students 

with their transition in to higher education, social integration and belonging, personal 

wellbeing and academic success (Spacey and Mossop, 2019; Cahill, Bower and Murray, 

2014; Hughes and Smail, 2014; Thomas, 2012; Jacklin and Robinson, 2007; Nelson, Kift 

and Harper, 2006; Thomas, Quinn, Slack and Casey, 2002). The New Zealand Ministry 

of Education, in a best evidence synthesis of 146 research studies about the effect of 

institutional support practices on student outcomes, also indicated that the provision of 

comprehensive and well-designed support services are a characteristic of HEIs that do 

well in terms of student persistence, retention and achievement (Prebble, Hargraves, 

Leach, Naidoo, Suddaby and Zepke, 2004) 

Furthermore, there has been some limited research which has highlighted the importance 

of individual student support services within higher education for students who choose to 

engage with them. For example, Aune, Guest and Law’s (2019) comprehensive study of 

the purpose and value of chaplaincy in the UK university sector concluded that, as a 

personal support for students, chaplaincy services had a very positive influence on their 

university experiences. While higher levels of persistence, retention and positive 
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academic outcomes have been demonstrated for students who use college counselling 

services (Biasi, Patrizi, Mosca and De Vincenzo, 2017; Turner and Berry, 2000).  

However, none of this research is solely from the perspectives of the student support 

service professionals themselves. Despite acknowledgements of the part student support 

services play in improving the student experience and student outcomes, there is a thread 

of literature which suggests that much of the work that professional staff engage in is 

perceived as unrecognised, under-researched and potentially undervalued by the 

institution and student support staff themselves (Graham and Regan, 2016; Regan, 

Dollard and Banks, 2014; Graham, 2012; Szekeres, 2004; Dobson and Conway, 2003).  

2.5.2 An Emerging Research Area 

Since the mid-2000s there has been a growing body of research literature written by 

professional staff in the UK and Australia which has focused on the shifting nature of the 

professional identities of non-academic staff in higher education. These studies have 

focused inter alia on exploring nomenclature preferences, the role of general staff vis-à-

vis other staff and student groups, and the emergence of hybrid, third space multi-

professionals whose roles are fluid and cross-functional within institutions (Sebalj, 

Holbrook and Bourke, 2012; Szekeres, 2011; Small, 2008; Whitchurch, 2008, 2006). 

More recently, an emerging field has developed where professional staff, as researchers, 

explore the contributions that non-academic staff make to student outcomes from the 

perspectives of the staff themselves (Regan et al., 2014; Graham, 2010). Graham (2010, 

p213) observed that the work of professional staff within HEIs is ‘diverse, comprehensive 

and considerable’ and argued that a clearer understanding of the contributions they make 

to the strategic goals of their institution would improve its overall effectiveness and 

sustainability. Building on Prebble et al.’s (2004) synthesis of the contribution academic 

staff make to student outcomes, Graham (2010) investigated the contribution of general 

administrative staff in a single Australian institution using a Delphi method7 to rank a set 

of behaviours previously determined to support positive student outcomes (Prebble et al., 

2004). A variance in the interpretation of questions suggested some participants had 

 
7 The Delphi method is a series of questionnaire rounds which is interspersed with controlled feedback 

to the participants that is based on the results of the previous round. The purpose of the 

method is to create group consensus from individual opinions (Graham, 2010). 
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difficulty in engaging with the research from the perspective of professional staff as a 

homogenous group. In some cases, rankings were based on the perceived importance of 

the student outcomes themselves, rather than, on the participant’s views of the 

contributions their work made as a professional staff member. Consequently, Graham 

reasoned that professional staff were so infrequently asked about their work that 

instinctively they responded in terms of the impact for others instead of from their own 

perspective (Graham, 2010).   

Further research by Graham (2013, 2012) suggested that professional administrative staff 

exhibited a range of behaviours which supported the core business of teaching and 

learning in higher education. These behaviours can be linked primarily to two 

propositions described by Prebble et al. (2004), which were known to contribute to 

successful student outcomes: where institutional behaviours, environments and processes 

are welcoming and efficient, and a comprehensive range of institutional services and 

facilities are available. Through the provision of direct services, developing and 

maintaining the learning management system, supporting the development of information 

literacy skills, and being highly knowledgeable about a range of student learning issues 

within their own area and that of others in the HEI, Graham concluded that professional 

staff provided benefits to students, academic staff and the institution. Further, Graham 

(2013) suggested that professional staff recognised the importance of their work to 

student outcomes which in turn enhanced their job satisfaction.  

Contrary to this, a comparative study in a UK institution found less awareness on the part 

of professional staff of their contribution to an institutional approach to retention and 

success. Regan et al. (2014) sought to ascertain if professional staff understood the 

contribution they made to their HEI and whether they perceived their work as being 

recognised and valued by their institution.  In a replication of Graham’s (2010) Delphi 

method, but with two separate panels; one of faculty-based administrative staff and 

another of professional staff based in central departments, a lack of consensus both 

between and within the two panels was reported with regard to their contribution to the 

student experience. Additionally, the study noted lower than expected participation rates 

and, similar to Graham (2010), respondents found it difficult to link the contribution of 

their work as professional staff to the student experience. Thus, they concluded 

professional staff may underestimate the importance of their contribution to the 
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organisational culture of the HEI with potential implications for the development of an 

institutional approach to the retention and success of students.  

This emerging area of research opens a discussion about the contribution that professional 

staff can make to advance broader institutional goals in relation to student experiences, 

engagement and outcomes. Consequently, there is a need for a deeper understanding of 

student support services to ensure an effective contribution. The current study, undertaken 

by a student support service professional, seeks to uncover the perceptions of student 

support service professionals in relation to their contribution to the student experience 

and therefore adds to this research conversation. 

2.6 PROFESSIONALISATION OF STUDENT SUPPORT SERVICES 

2.6.1 A Heterogenous Staff Group in Higher Education 

Student support service professionals in higher education are not a homogenous group, 

yet they are often discussed as such within the literature. Terms such as ‘student supports’, 

‘student services’, ‘student affairs and services’ (Morgan, 2012c) or the more generic 

‘professional staff’ or ‘non-academic staff’ (Graham, 2010; Allen-Collinson, 2006) are 

used interchangeably to describe the work that they do. But this overlooks the multiplicity 

of roles that exist within the student support service function and the many practitioners 

involved.  

While there is descriptive literature that outlines the organisational structure and functions 

of the global field (Ludeman et al., 2009), research on staff roles in student support 

services is very limited. Seifert et al., (2014) conducted a preliminary multi-national study 

of the background, roles and professional development of student support professionals 

in 36 countries with the International Student Affairs and Services (ISAS) organisation8. 

Although lower than anticipated participation rates were reported, the study identified 

that student support service professionals worked in over 30 different functional areas in 

HEIs, had diverse academic and disciplinary backgrounds and tended to be nominated to 

student support services based on their service, character and disposition rather than on 

specific academic credentials. This serendipitous path to professional staff roles in higher 

 
8 Student support services are referred to as Student Affairs and Services in the USA. 
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education has also been noted in other research (Regan and Graham, 2018; Whitchurch, 

2009a). 

In addition, many functions may exist under the umbrella of ‘student support services’ 

within the literature with much depending on the approach adopted by the institution with 

regard to the role of student supports within the overall organisational setting and the way 

in which it is understood by staff and students (Manning, Kinzie and Schuh, 2014; 

UNESCO, 2002). For example; counselling, healthcare, careers services, access and 

disability services, chaplaincy services, student advising, academic support, 

accommodation services, sport and recreation, international supports, Students’ Union, 

academic administration and alumni services, library and information services, IT and 

technical services and financial aid have all been mentioned in various reports and studies 

(Moriarty, 2020; Shea et al., 2016; Seifert et al., 2014; Dhillon, McGowan and Wang, 

2008; LaPadula, 2003; Rodgers, 2002; McInnis, James and Hartley, 2000).   

Consequently, as professional staff numbers increase in higher education and expertise 

diversifies, it is not surprising that some research suggests that not all student support 

service staff subscribe to the same professional identity. Shea et al. (2016) note that many 

are certified specialists in their own field such as nurses, librarians, counsellors and 

chaplains. While other research has drawn attention to blended professionals such as 

academic support staff who work cross-functionally in an academic/administrative third 

space in programme development or delivery (Szekeres, 2011; Whitchurch, 2009b, 

2006). Research by Small (2008) has also highlighted a schism between staff categorised 

in HEIs as ‘general/administrative’ in terms of their perceptions of themselves. Some 

staff, due to the nature of their work with students, perceived themselves unofficially as 

being in more ‘specialist’ student support service roles and therefore different to those 

they considered as more ‘general’ administrative staff, namely; human resources, 

academic administration, IT or marketing staff. 

Therefore, if the diverse and multi-disciplinary nature of the student support service 

function within higher education is considered as a generic entity then there is a risk that 

subtleties regarding the contribution individual roles can make to the activities of the HEI 

will be overlooked. 
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2.6.2 Whole-of-Institution Approach 

As noted in section 2.4.1 above, understandings of the student experience have moved 

beyond a mainly academic focus to a broader consideration of how HEIs support students. 

While the student journey is undoubtedly an academic one, there is a view within the 

literature which suggests that all functions within the HEI can assist students in attaining 

their academic goals. 

In the USA well established research has suggested that the totality of a student’s 

experience in higher education can provide a platform for learning. Studies on student 

retention and belonging (Tinto, 2010, 1993); student involvement (Astin, 1999), and 

student growth and development (Pascarella and Terenzini, 2005; Chickering and 

Reisser, 1993) have argued that a seamless learning environment, where both academic 

and non-academic experiences are interconnected, can lead to greater amounts of learning 

and personal development (Arcelus, 2011). 

Utilising a UK Student Experience Practitioner Model that links academic, welfare and 

support, Morgan (2012b) argued that enhancing the student experience is a fundamental 

activity for all staff in higher education, regardless of role or position. The student 

experience encompasses all aspects of student life throughout the student lifecycle from 

pre-entry to post-graduation and entering employment. Consequently, students require a 

range of academic and personal services plus support and advice at each stage throughout 

the lifecycle to enable success. Other research by Thomas (2012) on improving student 

retention and success in UK institutions also found that the integration of social and 

academic elements of college was key to building engagement and belonging in HEIs 

which, it was argued, should be promoted and facilitated at institutional level. 

The contribution of professional staff to the student lifecycle has also been considered in 

Australian studies. Middleton (2006) argued that although excellent teaching is necessary 

to achieve positive academic outcomes; it is not enough. A ‘connected network of 

supported learning which makes explicit the connections between support services and 

administrative areas on one hand and teaching departments on the other’ is required (p1). 

This is supported by Baron and Corbin’s (2012) call for an acknowledgement that 

academic and community engagement are interrelated and that the views of professional 

staff should not be forgotten in such debates. While Roberts (2018) described the 
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contributions professional staff can make to retention and success and argued that a 

clearer understanding of how they can actively contribute to student success across the 

student lifecycle could potentially be shared with academic colleagues, thus ensuring that 

support is provided to students in an integrated and co-ordinated manner within the 

institution.  

In a comparative study of professional staff in two HEIs in Australia and the UK Graham 

and Regan (2016) considered the contribution of professional staff to the building of 

students’ capacity to succeed in higher education. Rather than seeing professional staff in 

a supporting role, they argued that successful student outcomes are achieved by all staff, 

academic and professional, working together in a collaborative manner with the student 

as a co-participant. This ‘pedagogical partnership’ (p605) recognises that student learning 

in higher education does not just take place in the academic sphere, but through 

interactions with all staff members. Thus, the behaviour and activities of professional 

staff, although not considered educational, can result directly or indirectly to the building 

of student capacity to succeed and should be recognised systemically within the HEI. 

Graham and Regan (2016, p606-607) did however acknowledge that this is not something 

easily achieved and ‘a cultural shift, both within and between academic and professional 

staff groups, may be needed’.  

A major research project in the UK has also suggested that an evidence-based, inclusive, 

whole-of-institution approach to student success offers a framework to support diverse 

students across their individual student lifecycles and in all parts of their daily lived higher 

education experience: academic, personal, social, well-being and professional 

development (Thomas, 2019; Thomas et al., 2017).  From this perspective, the 

enhancement of student success, through the improvement of the student experience, is 

seen as everyone’s business; not just that of individual champions or pockets of 

excellence within HEIs. 

Using Kift’s (2008) ‘top down, bottom up’ approach which combines cultural (attitudes, 

values and practices of staff) and structural elements (institutional policies and processes), 

this approach is embedded operationally and strategically within the HEI (Thomas et al. 

2017). Thus, staff members in all functions must espouse a commitment to student 

success and an appreciation of what it means, not just for students, but also for their role 
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within the institution.  Consequently, the development of the skills and capacities of staff 

to understand how their practice impacts on the experiences and outcomes of students is 

essential (Thomas, 2019).  

Student support services are critical to student engagement (Pike, Smart, Kuh and Hayek, 

2006; Tait, 2000) and student engagement framed by a holistic student experience can 

facilitate student success (Bowden, Tickle and Naumann, 2019; National Forum, 2019a, 

2019c; Thomas, 2019; Thomas et al., 2017; Baron and Corbin, 2012). Therefore, it is 

important that the work of student support services within higher education is known 

about and that the contributions that student support service professionals make to the 

enhancement of the holistic student experience are articulated. 

2.6.3 A Trend towards Professionalisation and Professional Development 

Whether student support services is considered a profession in its own right, a myriad of 

professions, or even a group of practitioners held together by a common interest remains 

contested in the literature (Arminio and Ortiz, 2017; Ludeman, 2014; Seifert et al., 2014; 

Selznick, 2013; Blimling, 2011).  Carpenter and Stimpson (2007) consider student affairs 

and services to be an ‘emerging profession’ (p268), while Shea et al. (2016) believe that 

it has ‘very much emerged’ (p1453/5695). Both acknowledge the breadth of the student 

affairs area and the inherent challenges in defining it as a profession in a manner that 

would satisfy all areas of expertise globally. 

Rhatigan (2009, p4) noted that student affairs ‘is largely an American higher education 

invention’. Since the publication of the foundational documents the Student Personnel 

Point of View reports in 1937 and 1949, the American focus has been firmly rooted in the 

formal development of student affairs work through professionalising graduate 

programmes, professional associations, journals, and scholarship. For many, the US 

professionalising framework such as the Council for the Advancement of Standards for 

Student Services (CAS) which sets standards for best practice across 47 functional areas, 

as well as the characteristics of individual excellence and the ethical codes for 

professional practice, sets the benchmark for student services globally (Schwartz and 

Stewart, 2017; CAS, 2015; Nuss, 2003).   
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However, Ludeman et al. (2009) caution that, internationally, student supports and 

services are embedded in very different contexts. Many who work outside of the US 

higher education system may not possess formal student affairs academic credentials or 

even subscribe to an accepted American view of a student affairs profession. The need to 

appreciate the ‘glocalized’ approach to student affairs, that is, the impact of both global 

and local forces on the practices of student support service professionals in their higher 

education context is essential (Selznick, 2013; Roberts, 2012). While Seifert et al. (2014) 

have noted that the interdisciplinary nature of student affairs work means that 

practitioners may identify with it from their own particular vantage point; be that within 

their functional area, as a member of the field, or based on their profession. Therefore, 

while the trend to professionalise is growing, there is value in recognising the differences 

between a field becoming professionalised, and those who work within it being a 

professional and behaving like a professional (Ludeman, 2014).  As Evetts (2011) noted, 

the sole focus does not have to be on professionalisation per se, but rather on how best to 

professionalise practitioners in order to meet the needs of their students.  

Schreiber and Lewis (2020) incorporating the work of Selznick (2013) illustrate the 

global trend of professionalisation within student affairs and services in a three-stage 

model. The first stage, practice-in-transition, is characterised by interdisciplinarity where 

student support services work together to respond to operational issues like how best to 

deliver services to students, such as orientation programmes, academic and pastoral 

supports and out-duction programmes, at various points along their student journey. In 

this stage the practice may be well established but not the theoretical basis which 

underpins it. The second stage, emerging professionalisation, is defined by attempts to 

advance the field through continuous professional development by multiple means such 

as the establishment of professional organisations and the provision of seminars, 

conferences, mentoring opportunities and so on. The focus at this point is not on 

determining what role is or is not professional, but on establishing links beyond individual 

or institutional practices to the outside world to begin the development of standards and 

norms for the field and to establish as professionals those who work in the student affairs 

area. The third stage is where recognised academic and disciplinary programmes with 

clear theoretical underpinnings are established and accepted as formal requirements for 

entry and advancement in the field of student affairs and services. 
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In Ireland, the field seems to be continuing to develop in line with stage two of this model. 

Since the formalisation of ISAS9 in 2010 the practices of providing supports services to 

students has become a more professionalised space internationally as indicated by the 

increased interest in professional associations and continuing professional development 

within the field (Shea et al., 2016). Student affairs and services organisations have been 

established worldwide, including in Ireland, with the aim of providing a forum for the 

exchange of ideas, promotion of professional development and provision of opportunities 

for networking with other professionals. In the past two years the former Confederation 

of Student Services Ireland (CSSI) has increased its membership considerably and 

changed its name to Student Affairs Ireland (SAI) to emphasise the holistic role of student 

support service professionals in their interactions with students and also to align 

terminology with other countries and organisations (Moriarty, 2020). Further, diversity 

in membership within SAI has fostered professional development opportunities which 

acknowledge and engage professionals and practitioners who may see their work as 

contributing to the field in different ways.  

However, in terms of the development of standards and norms for student support 

services, the National Guidelines of Good Practice (2006), developed by the former Irish 

Universities Quality Board (now integrated into QQI), remains the sole document which 

attempts to set out guidelines for the organisation of student services within universities 

in Ireland. Clearly much has changed within the Irish higher education landscape since 

2006 and its use as a guiding document within HEIs is in doubt given its lack of 

prominence within higher education discussions and recent calls to explore the provision 

of existing student support services within the sector with a view to establishing national 

standards in the field (National Forum, 2015). 

2.6.4 Shared Principles and Values 

As student affairs has been a distinct profession in the USA for more than 75 years, it is 

not surprising that literature from the USA leads the field in identifying a shared 

understanding of the key principles and values that underpin student affairs in higher 

education. Principles and values within the literature can be traced to the ideas of the 

 
9 International Student Affairs and Services Organisation (ISAS) 
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educational philosopher and theorist John Dewey (1938/1997) and the theoretical 

perspective of student development theory (Chickering and Reisser, 1993; Chickering 

and Gamson, 1987) with its emphasis on the whole student. Nuss (2003, p65) notes that 

two ‘enduring and distinctive concepts’ have guided its development in the USA: a 

consistent and persistent emphasis on the development of the whole person and a 

commitment to supporting the diversity of the institutional and academic mission.  

In a review of thirteen philosophical documents, Evans and Reason (2001) concluded that 

the profession has consistently maintained four broad guiding principles: 

1. A focus on students as the primary purpose of the work where the development 

of each student as a unique individual is placed at the heart of the educational 

process respecting individual differences and the agency students bring to their 

own learning.  

2. A recognition of the educative role of the environment on a student’s college 

experience and the mediating impact that the interaction between the student and 

the physical, human and organisational characteristics of the HEI can have on 

their learning.  

3. An acknowledgement of the importance of empirically grounded practice and of 

adopting an intentional approach to student affairs work in identifying learning 

and developmental outcomes for students rather than simply providing services 

as required.  

4. A belief that student affairs professionals are responsible to broader society and 

through the provision of opportunities for civic engagement and learning develop 

students to become fully functioning members of society with a sense of 

responsibility. 

Although absent from the literature at that time, a social justice advocacy was also noted 

by Evan and Reason (2001) as an important principle within the profession which centred 

on equality, fairness and inclusive provision for diverse student populations.  

Reason and Broido (2017) note that the values of a profession derive from and are 

consistent with its basic principles. This is evident in Young’s (1993) suggestions for the 

core values which provide the greatest context for the diverse work of professionals in 

student affairs: 
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1. Educating the whole student by providing holistic opportunities to ensure 

intellectual, emotional and social growth. 

2. Care for students as demonstrated through care for the overall well-being of 

students, acting in their best interests and in advocacy for particular groups within 

the institution. 

3. Service to students and the institution to ensure that students are safe, well cared 

for, well treated and more or less satisfied with their education. 

4. Community building to create a sense of belonging, opportunities to develop 

positive attributes, leadership skills and advance interpersonal skills through 

communication and conflict resolution. 

5. Equality and social justice in ensuring fair access to resources, fair treatment and 

inclusive practices in the institution. 

From an international perspective, these principles and values broadly align with those 

proposed as potential universal principles and values for the delivery of effective student 

affairs programmes globally. However, it is acknowledged that principles and values may 

vary depending on the country, region or local context (Ludeman, Perez-Encinas, Pillay, 

Skaggs and Carney Strange, 2020). This was evident at the second Global Summit on 

Student Affairs and Services in 2014 where, in a global conversation setting, a consensus 

about the core work of student affairs was not reached in relation to the care of students 

and the need to address the holistic and developmental needs of students (Roberts, 2014). 

In an Irish context, where the student affairs field continues to develop but without stated 

professional standards or a professionalising framework, a set of common principles that 

diverse student support service professionals share could enable them to reflect on the 

contribution of their role to the overall student experience within the HEI. 

2.7 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

This review has presented an overview of themes within the published literature which 

provide a context and rationale for this study. A review of the literature suggests that the 

importance of student support services within HEIs has not yet been fully explored. 

Although policy documents generated by the Bologna Process set student support 

services within an institutional structure and quality assurance framework, themes within 
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the student experience research literature are dominated by academic-related issues and 

the perspectives of academic staff and students.  

Consequently, there is a paucity of research which explores the role of professional staff 

within higher education and their views about the work they do. As no previous research 

on this topic in the Republic of Ireland was uncovered, a gap exists in our understanding 

of this area. This study, undertaken by a research-active professional working in the area, 

seeks to give voice to student support service professionals within Irish higher education 

and, in doing so, contribute to an emerging research conversation about the contribution 

that professional staff can make to advancing broader institutional goals in relation to the 

enhancement of the student experience and the increasing professionalisation of student 

support services. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY AND ETHICS 

 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this chapter is to introduce the ontological and epistemological positions 

of the research study and to provide a rationale for the methodological approach adopted. 

It sets out the research strategy employed and considers the challenges and opportunities 

presented by the research design and sampling strategy used. The research instruments 

utilised for data collection, that is, a questionnaire and semi-structured interview, are 

described and their strengths and limitations examined. It outlines the data analysis 

process undertaken. The ethical procedures employed and the key ethical areas that were 

recognised as significant within the approach are also noted. Finally, issues of reliability 

and validity are considered in relation to the study. 

 

3.2 PURPOSE AND AIM OF THE RESEARCH 

Robson (2011) suggests the three main purposes of research are to explore, to describe 

and/or to explain.  The purpose of this research is to explore the views of student support 

service professionals in higher education in relation to their contribution to the 

enhancement of the overall student experience and to identify the standards or principles 

that frame this contribution with a view to developing a framework that enables them to 

reflect on their practice.  

This study began as an attempt to learn more about the lived experiences of student 

support service professionals. A review of literature undertaken for this study did not 

uncover any previous research conducted in the Republic of Ireland in this area. 

Furthermore, an absence within the wider literature of the perspectives of student support 

service professionals on this topic was highlighted; thus, their views and opinions are not 

fully understood. This study seeks to give voice to this group of professionals working in 

the Irish higher education arena with regard to how they perceive their contribution to 

enhancing the student experience and provides an opportunity to contribute to the 

increasing professionalisation of student support services.  
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3.3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 
In order to address the purpose and aim as outlined above, the following research 

questions were formulated to guide the research process:  

1. How do student support service professional staff perceive their contribution to 

the enhancement of the overall student experience within higher education? 

 

2. What are the professional standards or guiding principles that frame this 

contribution? 

 

3. Can a common set of professional standards be identified for student services 

within higher education which can be used as a framework for reflecting on their 

contribution?   

 

3.4 METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH 

 
In any research design, whether acknowledged or not, the philosophical assumptions that 

the researcher brings to the research process about what constitutes reality and knowledge 

is fundamental. These worldviews are revealed through the ontological and 

epistemological underpinnings of the research and influence decision-making around 

topic choice, question formulation, method selection, sampling, and strategies for 

conducting the research itself (Hesse-Bieber and Leavy, 2011; Peräkylä, 2004; Mason, 

2002). 

3.4.1  Ontology  

Ontological assumptions relate to beliefs about the nature of the world and what can be 

known about it, that is, the conceptions of social reality. It is concerned with 

understanding the kinds of things that constitute the world and questions whether the 

nature of reality is fixed, objective or subjective. Two contrasting views exist:  
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(a) Objectivism 

From this perspective, an objective reality is seen to exist where social phenomena reside 

in an external world that is independent from individuals and constraining to them. This 

view of social reality can be associated with a realist position which contends that the 

world is knowable as it really is (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2011; Snape and Spencer, 

2003).  As this world is external to individuals, its reality is not affected by how they may 

choose to comprehend or interpret it.  Therefore, it can be described, investigated and 

predicted as, similar to the physical world, there are absolute laws of cause and effect that 

can be discovered (Pring, 2004).  

(b) Constructionism 

This second position contends that reality is continually constructed and reconstructed by 

social actors (Schwandt, 2007).  Although not considered ‘a unified programme’ (Flick, 

2018, p113), constructionism argues that social phenomena and their meanings are 

produced through social interaction and are in a constant state of revision. Consequently, 

reality is only knowable through the mind and socially constructed meanings. Aligned 

with an idealist position, constructionism maintains that although the external world 

exists, its fluid and elusive nature means that it is understood by individuals in very 

different ways (Flick, 2018; Cohen et al., 2011). Therefore, only multiple context-specific 

perspectives exist; a common shared social reality is not possible as there can be no fixed 

laws of cause and effect (Bryman, 2008; Pring, 2004; Snape and Spencer, 2003).   

 

Student support services is not a standardised group within higher education in Ireland. 

Rather, it encompasses a range of diverse roles connected through their provision of 

support to students throughout their academic lifecycle. Each support service professional 

works within their own institution which varies in size, organisational structure, 

catchment area, staff and student population. As each individual constructs their own 

social reality, these distinct experiences shape their views and opinions as to how they 

contribute to the enhancement of the student experience. This study seeks to understand 

these constructions with a view to identifying aspects of consensus. 
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3.4.2 Epistemology 

Epistemological assumptions relate to ways of researching and enquiring into the nature 

of things, that is, how it is possible to know about the world (Cohen et al., 2011).  In 

essence, epistemology is a philosophical belief system about who can be a knower.  

Sprague (2010) notes three inter-related elements: the knower, the known and the process 

of knowing. The researcher’s epistemological preference is literally their theory of 

knowledge and is the guiding principle that informs the research process as they seek to 

find or create knowledge (Hesse-Bieber and Leavy, 2011; Mason, 2002).  Two distinct 

positions can be identified: 

(a) Positivism 

Positivism is a natural science epistemology. Based on the tenet proposed by Comte, its 

main premise is that the methods of natural science are appropriate to study social 

phenomena as reality exists independently of the researcher and is unaffected by him or 

her (Hammersley, 1992). This means, that society can be examined in the same way as 

the natural world. As Sprague (2010, p79) suggests, positivism may be thought of as an 

‘epistemology of facts’. According to Bryman (2008), positivism can be characterised by 

the following principles: true knowledge is knowledge confirmed by the senses; 

knowledge is discovered through the collecting of facts that provide the basis for laws; 

theories generate hypotheses that can be used to test laws; and research should be 

conducted in a value-free manner.   

This ‘standard view of science’ (Robson, 2011, p21) suggests that greater epistemological 

status be given to observation rather than theory as observations may be collected in a 

manner that is not influenced by existing theories. Thus, research practices seek to 

eliminate any subjective interpretation on the part of the researcher to ensure the facts are 

uncovered in a detached and unemotional manner.  Consequently, a clear-cut distinction 

is made between the knower (the researcher) and the known (the researched). A 

hierarchical division can also be noted where the knower is thought to have privileged 

knowledge which allows them to view the researched as objects for study in the research 

process (Hesse-Bieber and Leavy, 2011; Snape and Spencer; 2003).    
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(b) Interpretivism 

Conversely, this epistemological stance is critical of the application of the scientific 

model to the study of the social world.  Originating from Kant’s contention that there are 

more ways to know about the world than direct observation, its theoretical ideas can be 

traced to Weber’s concept of ‘verstehen’ (understanding). In arguing a difference in the 

purpose of understanding between the natural and social sciences, Weber proposed two 

types: direct observation and explanatory or motivational understanding. The latter 

underlined the importance of understanding the subjective experiences of individuals 

(Bryman, 2008; Blaikie, 2007). In general, interpretivism holds the view that social reality 

does not have a fixed structure. The social world is constantly being constructed by the 

interactions of individuals and groups and, as a result of the interpretive process, different 

versions exist of the nature and meaning of social situations. Social reality can only be 

understood through the perspectives of those involved in meaning-making activities. 

Thus, no single universal truth (or objective reality) can exist; only multiple viewpoints 

and realities (Hammersley; 2011; Hesse-Bieber and Leavy, 2011).  

 

In this way, interpretivism legitimises and privileges the multiple viewpoints and realities 

which exist and acknowledges that these can vary by situation and culture (Hammersley, 

2012; Hesse-Bieber and Leavy, 2011). Furthermore, approaches within an interpretivist 

framework are ideologically conscious. For example, as findings are created or mediated 

during the interactions of the research process no hierarchical division exists between the 

researcher and the researched. The distinction between ‘the knower’ and ‘the known’ is 

not considered separate but interconnected.  Consequently, the research cannot be value-

free.  The influence of ‘value baggage’, that is the researcher’s perspective of the world 

shaped by his or her personal history, biography, gender, social class, ethnicity, context 

and prior understanding, on the research process and the data collected must be 

acknowledged (Berg and Lune, 2012; Denzin and Lincoln, 2011).   

 

As Pring (2004, p48) notes, findings can only be understood ‘within the context within 

which, and through which, it has been constructed’. This study adopts an exploratory 

orientation in trying to understand the perceptions of student support service professionals 

as they relate to their particular social context and individual circumstance. Further, it 



39 
 

acknowledges that the approach to research is viewed through the prism of my own 

experiences of working in the area. 

 

3.4.3 Theoretical Approach  

The theoretical approach underpinning this study is that of a constructivist ontology and 

an interpretivist epistemology as both share the goal of understanding the complex world 

of lived experiences from the emic perspective of those who live it. Student support 

service professionals are unique individuals who work in diverse roles in different HEIs 

at particular points in time. Each individual has a lived experience full of situation-

specific meanings which inform their world view. These meanings have been constructed 

and reconstructed over time through language and social interactions, and are influenced 

by their experiences of working in the higher education sector, their organisational 

culture, work practices and routines. In order to capture how student support service 

professionals perceive their contribution to the student experience, the meanings they 

attach to experiences in their worlds need to be uncovered and interpreted. 

3.4.4  Research Paradigms 

In the context of research methodology, a paradigm is regarded as a frame of reference 

through which social phenomena is observed and understood (Hammersley, 2012; Hesse-

Bieber and Leavy, 2011). Qualitative and quantitative research approaches represent the 

two major paradigms from which social research is conducted. Each paradigm subscribes 

to a different view of the social world and influences the way in which research questions 

are framed. This in turn, affects the type of research tools used and inevitably the kind of 

data captured by the researcher.  

In considering the characteristics of these paradigms, some basic distinctions can be 

observed. Qualitative research strategies emphasise words in the collection and analysis 

of data and promote an inductive approach to uncover hidden subjective meanings and 

interpretations within data which can lead to the generation of new theory or ways of 

understanding social reality (Flick, 2018; Babbie, 2010).  According to Bryman (2008), 

induction is the logical model in which general principles are derived from specific 

observations. Thus, reasoning moves from the particular to the general where, through 
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the process of analysis, the researcher’s initial observations lead to the discovery of a 

more general pattern or deeper understanding of the topic under investigation. Further, 

the research design is not fixed but becomes known and is flexible throughout the research 

process (Berg and Lune, 2012; Robson, 2011). Thus, in advocating for an inductive mode 

of inquiry, a qualitative research strategy speaks ontologically, to a constructivist position 

and epistemologically, to an interpretivist one.  

 

Conversely, a quantitative research strategy can be understood as placing an emphasis on 

quantification in the collection and analysis of data and is associated with a deductive 

mode of inquiry (Bryman, 2008). Cohen et al. (2011) note that deduction is the logical 

model in which specific hypotheses are developed on the basis of general principles. 

Accordingly, reasoning moves from the general to the particular where a research 

question is formulated based on a pre-identified pattern or regularity. An explanation is 

subsequently tested through the development of a hypothesis and the construction of 

measurement instruments through the operational definition of variables. Thus, it seeks 

to emulate the scientific method used to investigate the natural sciences with the testing 

of theory against new data. The goal of the researcher is to uncover proof of causal 

relationships between variables using a pre-determined research design or fixed 

experimental procedure (Robson, 2011). Philosophically, a quantitative research strategy 

with a deductive mode of inquiry connects clearly to the ontological position of 

objectivity and the epistemological position of positivism. 

 

The legitimacy of qualitative and quantitative research strategies has been fiercely 

contested within the research methods literature and has served as the basis for the so-

called ‘paradigm wars’ (Hammersley, 2012; Oakley, 1999).  The argument for a rigid 

separation between the two approaches has resulted in a competition for theoretical 

hegemony in social research. Thus, a dichotomy has evolved where quantitative research 

is associated with the objective, observable, and measurable world of science and 

qualitative research with the subjective, non-measurable individual and social world 

(Berg and Lune; 2012; Pring, 2004). Yet, Mason (2002) notes that this is not a clear-cut 

distinction.  While Pring (2004, p44) cautions against drawing too sharp a division 

between the two research paradigms and notes the development of a ‘false dualism’ where 
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researchers pledge their allegiance to one or other of the paradigms. More recently the 

emergence of a pragmatic approach, which advocates choosing the best method for the 

research question, is indicative of the growing consensus within the research community 

that qualitative and quantitative methods can be used in tandem to study the same or 

different phenomena within a research study and can ‘add value’ where findings need 

further explanation or where more depth is needed about an issue (Hammersley, 2012; 

Robson, 2011; Denscombe, 2002). Therefore, rather than being clear extremes, the 

characteristics of qualitative and quantitative research strategies can be considered as 

clusters of ideas on a continuum. 

3.4.5 Rationale for Methodological Approach 

The impetus for this research stemmed from my own history of working both alongside 

and within the student services field over many years. Consequently, the choice of topic 

and research questions were, to a certain extent, pragmatic influenced by my personal and 

professional experiences and interest in the area. However, the purpose of conducting 

research was not simply to gather data, but to discover answers to questions through the 

application of a systematic research process. Rather than seek to understand relationships 

and correlations between variables, this study sought to explore the views and 

perspectives of student support service professionals in a bid to gain greater insight into 

the experiences of those engaged in the broad area of student support in higher education. 

In considering the philosophical bases which underpin social research; the ‘how’ and 

‘what’ nature of the research questions I wished to pose; and guided by Stake’s (2010) 

contention that a qualitative study is appropriate when the goal of research is to explain a 

phenomenon by relying on the perception of a person’s experience in a given situation, a 

qualitative research strategy, informed by an interpretivist epistemology and 

constructivist ontology, was deemed appropriate.   

The decision to employ a qualitative research strategy was also influenced by the fact that 

student support service professionals in higher education, particularly in the Republic of 

Ireland, are an under-researched and under-represented group within the literature. This 

lack of information on their views and perspectives in general meant that my knowledge 

was too limited to start from the position of testing a hypothesis.  In order to understand 

how they perceived their contribution to the enhancement of the overall student 
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experience within higher education and what the professional standards or guiding 

principles that frame this contribution might be, there was a need to build knowledge. 

This necessitated an understanding ‘from the interior’, that is, the personal experiences 

of those working in the area and an acknowledgement of the importance of the meanings 

and interpretations they attached to those experiences (Flick, 2018, p135).  

Moreover, student support services is not a homogenous group; it is comprised of a 

variety of separate, sometimes inter-related, roles including: Healthcare Professionals, 

Career Guidance Officers, Counsellors and Psychotherapists, Chaplains, Academic 

Support Tutors / Advisors and Disability Officers, who support students in a diverse range 

of educational settings and operate under varied role-specific contractual terms and 

conditions. Therefore, in order to build knowledge, it is essential that the many 

perspectives and multi-realities of this diverse professional grouping be recognised and 

analysed (Berg and Lune, 2012).  Thus, this research does not subscribe to the existence 

of one universal truth which must be uncovered but accepts the double hermeneutic, that 

is, the dual interpretation process that exists where both the student service support 

professionals and myself as the researcher operate and interpret in an already interpreted 

world (Schwandt, 2007).  

 

3.5 RESEARCH DESIGN 

A research design is a framework for the generation of evidence that is suited to a certain 

set of criteria and the research questions in which the researcher is interested (Bryman, 

2008). It provides a structured plan for the collection and analysis of data and the research 

strategies used to implement the plan can be fixed (quantitative) or flexible (qualitative) 

in design (Robson, 2011).   

3.5.1 Qualitative Research Strategy in this Study  

In attempting to elicit rich, detailed information from participants and gain an 

understanding of the lived experiences, perceptions and opinions of those employed in 

student support services in the areas of counselling/pastoral care, advising/guidance, 

welfare/health and academic support roles, a qualitative research strategy was employed. 

Qualitative research is a multi-faceted, systematic and rigorous form of inquiry that 

emphasises the contexts and meanings in the lived experiences of individuals. 
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Consequently, the research design was framed within the characteristics of a flexible 

design and subscribed to: an emergent and evolving research design instead of a fixed 

plan established at the outset of the research; the presentation of multiple realities; the 

acknowledgement of the researcher as an instrument of data collection; and a focus on 

the importance of participant views and of understanding a situation through their eyes 

(Cohen et al., 2011; Stake, 2010). 

Cohen et al. (2011) note that there is no single blueprint for planning research, instead, 

decisions are governed by the notion of ‘fitness for purpose’. For this study the most 

suitable research method to elicit in-depth information and address the research questions 

as posed was determined to be a semi-structured interview.  However, given the under-

representation of student support service professionals within the literature, I had 

concerns about progressing straight to individual interviews in such an unchartered area. 

Therefore, a two-phase approach to data collection was adopted.  Phase one consisted of 

an anonymous, qualitative questionnaire administered online to student support 

professionals. This allowed some key aspects of the thinking of individuals working in a 

range of roles to be canvassed in relation to the research topic. The data gathered from 

this scoping exercise informed the subsequent semi-structured interviews with 

participants in phase two and allowed a layered picture of the views of student support 

professionals to emerge. The data collection methods are discussed further in section 3.6 

below. 

3.5.2 Sampling Approach  

Qualitative research is usually small-scale in terms of the numbers of people or situations 

explored as this allows for a more meaningful examination of the ways in which people 

experience, interpret and structure their lives (Flick, 2018). As the sample for this study 

was not intended to be statistically representative, a non-probability sample, where the 

basis of selection is the characteristics of the population, was employed. A purposive 

sampling procedure was adopted where the participants, student support service 

professionals in higher education, were not randomly selected but ‘hand-picked’ for the 

study on the basis of researcher judgement because they had characteristics or features 

that reflected the research purpose and were therefore likely to produce the most valuable 

data (Berg and Lune, 2012; Denscombe, 2003).  
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A review of the literature revealed the breadth of potential supports and services that 

could be included under the umbrella of the student support services function. 

Counselling, healthcare, careers services, access and disability services, chaplaincy 

services, student advising, academic and learning support, accommodation services, sport 

and recreation, international supports, Students’ Union, creche facilities, academic 

administration and alumni services, library and information services, financial aid, and 

IT and technical services were mentioned in various international reports and studies 

(Moriarty, 2020; Shea et al., 2016; Seifert et al., 2014; Dhillon et al., 2008; LaPadula, 

2003; Rodgers, 2002; McInnis et al., 2000). However, as Manning et al. (2014) note, the 

exact configuration of student supports within HEIs is dependent on the overall 

organisational approach adopted by individual institutions. 

Given the small-scale nature of this research and the need to set boundaries on the 

research area, a decision was taken to focus on a set of student support activities that were 

common across all categories of higher education in Ireland. Consequently, a website 

review was undertaken of the 3210 publicly funded Universities, Institutes of Technology 

and Colleges across the sector to establish the most prevalent student support services 

offered by Irish HEIs. This revealed some differences in the types of supports and services 

offered by individual institutions and their organisation within HEIs. For example, IT and 

technical services, administrative and alumni services, and supports for international 

students were generally classed as central institutional services and, in most cases, were 

listed separately to the student support service function. In some HEIs, this designation 

also extended to the library and information services. Within student services there were 

some variations in role titles and in how supports were configured in specific institutions. 

Defined support roles in areas such as the First Year Experience, student engagement and 

retention, student advising, student-parent assistance and in sports and recreation were 

not universal positions across the sector, with many HEIs delivering general guidance and 

 
10 7 Universities, 14 Institutes of Technology, and 11 ‘other’ institutions. Since this review was undertaken 

there has been an amalgamation of some Institutes of Technology into fully designated universities. For 

example; in 2019 Dublin Institute of Technology (DIT), Institute of Technology, Tallaght (ITT) and 

Institute of Technology, Blanchardstown (ITB) merged to become Technological University Dublin 

(TUD). In 2021, Cork Institute of Technology (CIT) and Institute of Technology, Tralee (ITT) merged to 

become Munster Technological University (MTU). 
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advising supports through broader  access11, welfare or personal support services. 

Similarly, a separate budgetary/finance service was provided in several HEIs, but it was 

offered as part of the chaplaincy or pastoral support provision in others. Further, the 

provision of accommodation or childcare services were not a feature of all institutions 

across the sector.  Thus, the dominant student support services identified across all 32 

HEIs of varying status and size were the following: academic and learning support, 

access/disability services, career guidance/advising services, counselling service, 

chaplaincy/pastoral care, and student health service. 

The inclusion criteria specified that all potential participants must be employed within the 

various student support service areas in a higher education institution and have a role that 

entailed direct contact with the student body in the areas of academic and learning 

support, advising/guidance, pastoral care,  welfare/health, or access/disability. Given the 

small-scale nature of the research, multiple definitions of ‘student support services’ 

evident within the literature and the way HEIs organisationally constitute their supports; 

library and information services, IT and technical services, International Office, 

accommodation services and general administrative services were deemed to be outside 

the scope of this research. 

Richie, Lewis and Elam (2003) note that the sampling procedure requires clear objectivity 

so that it can withstand scrutiny. In considering an appropriate sampling frame from 

which the sample could be selected, freely available published lists of student support 

service professional networks were used. Having identified the inclusion and exclusion 

criteria, the named representative of the association or group was contacted by email with 

information about the research and a request to disseminate an ‘invitation to participate’ 

email to their members (see Appendix 3). A short follow-up presentation was also made 

at a meeting of one professional network and a call for participants was included in the 

brochure for the 2018 Student Affairs Ireland summer conference. The professional 

networks contacted were:  

• Chaplaincy Network at Third Level (CN3);  

 
11 Access to higher education refers to specific supports or initiatives which assist the increased participation 

of under-represented groups in third level education. These are usually co-ordinated in HEIs through an 

Access Office or designated Access Officer.  
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• Disability Advisors Working Network (DAWN);  

• Irish Student Healthcare Association (ISHA);  

• Psychological Counsellors in Higher Education in Ireland (PCHEI);  

• Student Affairs Ireland (formerly the Confederation of Student Services in 

Ireland) 

• The Association of Higher Education Careers Services (AHECS). 

Participant recruitment steps were as follows: 

• Initial contact was made by the researcher with the professional association 

networks; 

• An ‘invitation to participate’ email, drafted by the researcher, was issued through 

the association network with an embedded link to the anonymous, online 

questionnaire. A study information sheet was also attached to the email; 

• Responses to the questionnaire were collected through the online questionnaire 

administration app; 

• Willingness to participate in phase two was identified where respondents had 

indicated an interest in participating in follow-up interviews; 

• Participants for interview were selected; 

• Interviews were arranged and conducted. 

 

3.5.3 Research Design Modification 

An initial research design, which received ethical approval, sought access to professionals 

working in student support services in three HEIs clustered in the same geographical 

region in the Republic of Ireland. Given my status as a part-time, self-funded postgraduate 

researcher with full-time family and employment commitments, this initial research plan 

was developed in recognition of the constraints that time, resources, finance and 

opportunity imposed. However, as Hodgson and Rollnick (1995) (cited in Robson, 2011, 

p404) caution ‘trouble awaits those unwary souls who believe that research flows 

smoothly and naturally’. While gatekeepers within the HEIs had initially agreed to 

participate, circumstances changed during the process of finalising written consent and 
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two HEIs were no longer in a position to proceed. Consequently, a revision of the initial 

research design was needed. 

The qualitative nature of the research allowed for flexibility within the design and access 

to potential participants was subsequently sought through the various student support 

service professional networks (as noted previously). Although the practicalities of 

arranging interviews and travelling to multiple sites added significantly to the time spent 

on data collection, this wider spread of individuals and institutions ultimately led to the 

sample being highly rich in terms of the diversity of contexts, perspectives and opinions 

within the professional groupings. It is important to note that, despite this change, initial 

ethical approval was still complied with. 

3.5.4 Reflections on Gaining Access  

Throughout the research process several instances gave me cause to reflect on the under-

developed research culture within the Irish student services field and its possible influence 

on the challenges I experienced in garnering interested participants. Lewis’ (2003) 

observation that cooperation is more likely if the research objectives are seen as valuable 

and relevant by those to be involved resonated strongly with me.  

During phase one of the data collection I attended a student services networking event to 

promote my research and, as anticipated, this provided an opportunity for attracting 

participants. Although my inclusion criteria were specifically stated both verbally to 

attendees and in my study information sheet (see Appendix 2), several potential 

participants commented that they would pass the information to their senior manager as 

‘they prepare reports’. Subsequently, three survey respondents who identified themselves 

as working in an administrative and management capacity were excluded from the 

research. In addition, a gatekeeper to one of the professional networks commented that 

while they were happy to facilitate my request to disseminate an ‘invitation to participate 

in research’ email to their members, that I might not get many responses as the group 

tended to be more interested in practice rather than research. 

Moreover, during individual semi-structured interviews in phase two of the data 

collection process, I became accustomed to participants commenting on their surprise at 

my interest in researching perspectives of student support service professionals.  Some 
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thought it novel given I worked in the area, while others were curious as to my motives 

as they had never thought of their role as research worthy. Three participants thanked me 

at the end of their interview for bringing attention to work that is never asked or written 

about. From these, albeit limited, experiences it seems reasonable to suggest that the lack 

of a research culture within student services in the Republic of Ireland means that for 

some gatekeepers and participants research is not part of how they construct their 

understanding of their role, that it is unrelated and, in some cases, something to be 

avoided. 

3.6 METHODS OF DATA COLLECTION  

As the qualitative researcher’s concern is seeing through the eyes of those being studied, 

emphasis is placed on ‘getting close to the data’ to disrupt the social situation, shed light 

on taken for granted norms, and produce ‘thick descriptions’, that is, in-depth analysis of 

the quality of human experience (Berg and Lune, 2012). This necessitates direct 

interaction and engagement with the participants. In order to achieve this and to address 

the research questions, a two-phase approach to data collection was employed. Phase one 

consisted of an anonymous, qualitative questionnaire administered online to student 

support professionals the data from which informed subsequent semi-structured 

interviews with participants in phase two. Data was collected over a period of nine 

months. 

3.6.1 Piloting the Research Instruments 

Before administering the questionnaire, it was essential to ensure that the questions made 

sense and that the questionnaire functioned well overall (Denscombe, 2003).  Three 

individuals based in the UK, USA and Republic of Ireland, known to me in a professional 

capacity and who were familiar with the student affairs field, were asked to review and 

comment on any aspect of the questionnaire. All were contacted by email with the study 

information sheet and a link to the questionnaire attached. In particular, I asked for 

feedback on: the ease of use and the clarity of the instructions provided; the length of time 

required to complete the online sections; overall layout and presentation of questions; and 

any ambiguous content or areas requiring attention. Two reviewers responded with 

helpful suggestions which ultimately led to a reduced number of questions, less emphasis 
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on open-ended questions in some sections and the inclusion of an integrated digital 

consent form for follow-up interviews (see Appendix 4). 

The interview schedule was piloted with a colleague who is an experienced interviewer 

with a general familiarity with the student services field.  I followed the same contact 

procedure as outlined above and requested feedback on the overall structure and flow of 

the interview schedule as well as on my performance. A trial run, with my colleague as 

the interviewee, gave valuable feedback on the sequence of questions, the need for more 

eye contact, less frantic note-taking and the necessity of being familiar with both the 

Dictaphone and the interview schedule. Ultimately, this led to a more systematic sequence 

of sections in the interview schedule: introduction, warm-up, main body, cool-off and 

closure, and more awareness on my part of the potential impact of my non-verbal 

communication (Robson, 2011; Mason, 2002). 

3.6.2  Questionnaire 

Questionnaires that are completed by the respondents themselves are one of the main 

instruments for gathering data in social research (Robson, 2011). Although questionnaires 

tend to be associated with a fixed research design and are generally not suited to 

exploratory work, a self-completion questionnaire was chosen for this study. As an under-

researched area, it provided a straightforward way to access some key elements of the 

thinking of student support service professionals in relation to research question one and 

two prior to undertaking more in-depth semi-structured interviews. As Stake (2010, p19) 

suggests ‘the distinction between qualitative and quantitative methods is a matter of 

emphasis rather than a discrete boundary’. Thus, the initial scoping exercise was not 

undertaken with a statistical analysis in mind and responses were not attributed direct 

numerical values, rather, it sought feedback and prompts to guide thinking for phase two 

of the data collection. 

There are many advantages of using an anonymous self-completion questionnaire. It is a 

straightforward and cost-effective approach to gathering data which can facilitate wide 

and inclusive coverage. It is quick to administer online and respondents can complete it 

at their own pace and convenience. Further, as the researcher is not present, researcher 

effects such as social desirability bias, variability within questions and exerting potential 

pressure to participate are eliminated (Robson, 2011; Bryman, 2008).    
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However, the absence of a researcher to address any queries or problems the respondents 

might encounter could lead to misinterpreted questions and inaccurate answers. Similarly, 

if the questions or format are unclear, incomplete or poorly completed answers may result. 

Additionally, the researcher has no control over the environment in which the 

questionnaire is completed or even if it is completed by the intended respondent (Cohen 

et al., 2011). Another limitation of the questionnaire is the potential for low response 

rates.  While it is inevitable that some within the sample will decline to participate, Gaiser 

and Schreiner (2009) suggest that question and instrument length can be contributing 

factors. Consequently, I attempted to minimise the potential limitations and encourage a 

high response rate through the design of the questionnaire.  

The anonymous questionnaire was created using Google forms, an online survey 

administration app which is part of the Google docs free web-based software office suite. 

This allowed me to make it as user-friendly as possible; easy on the eye with a colourful, 

clear sequential layout and progress bar to encourage completion. The questionnaire 

consisted of eighteen questions divided into four separate sections covering general 

participant information; student experience in higher education; standards and guiding 

principles; and quality and standards in student services.  These sections were book-ended 

by two further sections at the beginning and end: an introduction to the researcher and the 

aims and purpose of the research, and an opportunity to express an interest in participating 

in a follow-up interview (see Appendix 5). For ease of completion, each section 

comprised a series of open and closed questions with opportunities for respondents to 

expand on their response if desired. Responses were formatted in a way that made it easy 

for respondents to complete the questionnaire using check boxes and expansive text boxes 

(Gaiser and Schreiner, 2009; Bryman, 2008).  

3.6.3 Semi-Structured Interviews 

Berg and Lune (2012) suggest that an interview can be understood as a conversation with 

a purpose. Its interactive nature enables the participant to discuss their understandings of 

the world in which they operate and to voice how they see things from their own point of 

view. Key to this is how they frame what they think is important in explaining and 

understanding events and experiences. In this way, new knowledge is constructed 

between the researcher and the participant, as the researcher actively seeks to move 
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beyond the surface level to explore the reasons, beliefs and opinions that underpin the 

participant’s answers. There are three types of interview: structured, semi-structured and 

unstructured, and each exists along a continuum distinguished by the degree of control 

exerted by the researcher over the nature of the questions and length of answers (Cohen 

et al., 2011; Denscombe, 2003). 

A face-to-face semi-structured interview offered an opportunity for a detailed exploration 

of the personal perspectives of participants with the reassurance of a prepared set of 

questions. Based on the responses to the online questionnaire, the interview schedule 

consisted of mostly open-ended questions and sub-questions which were used to guide 

the interview and the researcher without slavishly enforcing a rigid sequence. This 

combination of structure and flexibility meant that questions could be posed in the order 

most suited to the individual participant to allow them develop ideas or expand on their 

thoughts as their interview unfolded (Flick, 2018; Bryman, 2008). 

Conscious of the need to implement a systematic approach to the interviewing process, a 

clear format was followed (Robson, 2011; Bryman, 2008). Each participant was contacted 

by email to arrange a date and time for the interview and subsequently received a follow-

up confirmation and also a reminder email closer to the agreed date. Each interview was 

structured to last approximately 45 minutes but, as Legard, Keegan and Ward (2003, 

p165) advise, ‘every interview situation is unique and every interview a step into the 

unknown’. Thus, five interviews lasted approximately 60 minutes while two were closer 

to 30 minutes. In order to make the participants as comfortable as possible interviews 

were conducted in a setting chosen by the participant; usually their office or meeting 

room.  Due to time constraints and availability, two participants were interviewed by 

phone. Each interview followed the same format based on Robson (2011): (1) participant 

details; (2) introduction: researcher details, purpose of interview, review and sign consent 

form; (3) warm-up: professional background; (4) main body: role and context, the student 

experience, quality assurance, professional standards, and principles and values; (5) 

‘cool-off’: wind down; and (6) closing (see Appendix 6). All participants agreed to have 

the interview recorded by a Sony digital Dictaphone ICD-UX560 and as the interview 

progressed, contemporaneous notes were made as an aide mémoire. To bolster my 

confidence, what I felt were ‘lower risk’ interviews were conducted first, that is, 
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interviews that were geographically closer to my home and where there were more than 

two participants in a professional grouping.  

During the interviews I encountered some unexpected challenges and environmental 

problems. In one instance having travelled a significant distance, I discovered that the 

participant’s office was located in the middle of a building that was being noisily 

renovated. As there was nowhere else to go, I made a note of it, switched my Dictaphone 

to focused recording and placed it as close as possible to capture the participant’s voice. 

I immediately transcribed the interview on my return home. Another interview was 

dogged by several brief interruptions which meant that the flow of the interview was 

impacted. Once again, I made a note of the interruptions and tried to re-focus the interview 

by referring back to the interview schedule and repeating the question. Finally, a common 

feature of almost all of the interviews was the ‘hand on the door’ phenomenon, where, 

having closed the interview and switched off the Dictaphone, the participant began 

making some interesting comments on the content of the interview (Robson, 2011). The 

first time it happened, it caught me by surprise and I jotted down a few notes on my 

schedule. Thereafter, I dealt with it more consistently pausing the Dictaphone on closure 

of the interview and asking for permission to record if the participant seemed like they 

wished to talk some more. 

3.7 DATA ANALYSIS 

While there is no definitive way to analyse and present qualitative data, it is clear that 

fitness for purpose should act as a guide (Saldaña, 2015; Cohen et al., 2011; Robson, 

2011). Responses to the online questionnaire were automatically collected through 

Google forms online survey administration app. To begin to collate the original data set, 

these responses were transferred into an excel spreadsheet with a standard format of one 

question per tab and one response per row. The data was then checked for accuracy and 

cleaned, whereby incomplete answers were noted and data from respondents who did not 

fit the inclusion criteria was removed. 

In phase one, the questionnaire consisted of eighteen questions grouped around four main 

topics: general participant information; student experience in higher education; standards 

and guiding principles; and quality and standards in student services (see Appendix 5). 
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The responses to each section were filtered by professional grouping (disability service, 

chaplaincy and so on) from the main data set and saved to separate spreadsheets for 

further review. Responses to closed questions such as gender and length of service were 

generated through the survey administration app. Individual responses to open-ended 

questions were collated, colour-coded by professional grouping, and thematically 

analysed using the process described in Table 1 below. Questionnaire results are 

presented in chapter four, section 4.3. 

Table 1 below illustrates the development stages for one theme from the open-ended 

questionnaire: respondents’ views on what the ‘student experience’ meant to them. 

Responses were systematically reviewed with 119 initial codes identified. Codes for 

similar responses, although articulated differently, were then combined which reduced 

the number to 58 which were sorted into 11 provisional categories on the basis of shared 

characteristics.  Following the exploration of relationships between categories, several 

were merged resulting in four overarching themes: Transformative; Interrelatedness; 

Consumerist and Contested. 

Table 1: Example of Generating Categories and Themes from the 

Questionnaire in relation to ‘Student Experience’  

  

Codes Category Theme  

 

Experiences that 

were: 

 

Academic 

Personal  

Emotional 

Enabling 

Life enriching 

Health enhancing 

 

 

 

 

Holistic 

 

THEME NAME: 

Transformative 

 

DEFINITION: 

Within this theme questionnaire 

respondents described experiences that 

related to the integration of personal 

development with learning. 

 

In phase two as interviews were completed, the recordings were manually transcribed 

verbatim and in full by the researcher over a period of weeks. The accuracy of the 

transcription was checked against the original audio recordings and corrections or 
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additions made as necessary. For example, transcripts were anonymised where any 

material was recorded that might identify the participant, colleagues of the participant, or 

the HEI. Words added for clarification purposes, such as hesitations or emotions, were 

inserted using square brackets, and certain words were italized to indicate the emphasis 

placed on them by the participant.   

In order to organise and make sense of the data gathered, an analytical process was 

undertaken using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) and Saldaño’s (2015) work on thematic 

analysis as a guide. It was my intention to use the qualitative software package NVivo as 

a tool to assist with the analysis and interpretation process. However, having attended 

training sessions for both NVivo and conducting qualitative thematic analysis manually, 

I chose the latter due, in part, to my own preferences, but also because of the onerous 

nature of learning how to use NVivo confidently given the time pressure that the 

unanticipated challenges to my research design placed on the study. This was 

compounded by my geographical distance from the university and my potentially limited 

access to technical support should difficulties arise. Further, while acknowledging the 

contribution that the use of software can make to demonstrating transparency in the 

development of themes and categories, I was also aware of concerns within the literature 

around software driven analysis placing an over-emphasis on coding potentially at the 

expense of context (Flick, 2018; Gibbs, 2007). 

Firstly, each transcript was read through a number of times while listening to the original 

audio. This was completed without taking notes to gain a familiarity with the material 

beyond that already established during the transcription process. The generation of initial 

codes, that is, a short word or phrase that assigned an essence-capturing quality to the 

data, began during the repetition of this process when minimal notes were made of key 

words and ideas that struck me as interesting. Each interview was coded individually with 

a gap between readings to allow for reflection. From this, an index of words and phrases 

was compiled from across the data set which allowed the assembling of these codes into 

potential themes. In the iterative process of reviewing and returning to the participants’ 

words in search of repetition, similarities and differences, I was aware that each code 

ascribed was a researcher-generated construct, that is, something I thought was important 

and why, which in turn was influenced by my own experiences of working in the area.  

Saldaña (2015, p4) observes that ‘coding is not a precise science; it’s an interpretive act’. 
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Thus, the active part I played in the identification and creation of codes, links and themes 

is acknowledged.  

3.8 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

As this research involved people as participants, it was subject to ethical scrutiny by the 

Ethics Committee of the School of Social Sciences, Education and Social Work. Data 

collection did not commence until ethical approval was granted (see Appendix 7). The 

ethical considerations recognised as significant in this this research design were as 

follows: 

3.8.1 Informed Consent 

It was crucial that prospective participants were fully cognisant of the purpose of the 

research and of their role as a participant (Iphofen, 2011; Robson, 2011). An information 

sheet was attached to the recruitment email which clearly set out the purpose of the 

research, the interview details, the data management and storage procedure, and right to 

withdraw, without reason, up to the anticipated date when data was anonymised. No 

incentives were offered for participation, but the potential value of gaining more insight 

into this area was highlighted (see Appendix 2).   

Active and voluntary consent was sought at multiple points throughout the data collection 

process. In phase one, participation was self-selecting and voluntary based on an informed 

decision made by potential participants. Participants could choose to ignore the request 

for participation, to only complete the anonymous online questionnaire, or to complete 

the questionnaire and indicate their interest in taking part in a follow-up interview at a 

later date by completing an online interview consent form. In phase two, prior to the 

interview commencing, consent was reconfirmed in person and the consent form signed 

(see Appendix 8). 

3.8.2 Confidentiality and Anonymity 

The small-scale nature of this research meant that it was imperative to remove, as far as 

possible, the opportunities for others to infer participants’ identities from the data 

(Iphofen, 2011). Data collected in phase one was by means of an anonymous online 

questionnaire accessible via a link. Where respondents chose to complete the 
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questionnaire, the responses collected were unidentifiable with only the time and date of 

response recorded. In phase two, interviews were manually transcribed by the researcher 

and were anonymised where any material was recorded that might identify the participant, 

colleagues of the participant, or the HEI. Requests from two interviewees that specific 

comments they had made about their HEIs be omitted from their transcripts were 

complied with. Further, individual contributions from interviews were presented using 

the interviewee’s role description and an assigned number, for example, (Counsellor 1).  

A ‘lock and key’ mentality was applied to both electronic and hard copy data gathered 

during the research process. Questionnaire responses, audio-recording of interviews, 

transcripts and documents were stored securely in the researcher’s home and/or uploaded 

to a password protected online storage file. Consent forms, audio-files and transcripts 

were kept separately and not labelled in a manner that would identify or compromise the 

anonymity of participants (Robson, 2011). 

3.8.3 Insider Researcher 

The researcher is employed in a HEI in a student support role and works alongside other 

student support service professionals. As the initial research design anticipated that the 

researcher’s institution would be one of the HEIs involved, the potential for conflict of 

interest or bias was acknowledged during the ethical scrutiny process. Although the 

change in research design (noted previously) necessitated recruitment through 

professional organisations, this did not impact on the approval received.  However, the 

potential influence on colleagues of a perceived pressure to participate and/or to provide 

tailored responses was acknowledged (Iphofen, 2011).   

These potential affects were countered as much as possible through clear boundaries and 

division of roles. My dual role was signalled through the use of my research email account 

in all correspondence and engagement in the formal interview process with colleagues in 

a neutral setting. Potential issues relating to anonymity and confidentiality were addressed 

through discussion with volunteer participants prior to their interview (Robson, 2011). 

Although a familiarity exists between colleagues, I report through a different line 

management structure and my office is not located in the same college building. Further, 

I am self-funded and not in receipt of sponsorship from my institution. 
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3.9 RELIABILITY AND VALIDITY 

The value of any research design must be assessed against particular key quality criteria. 

As the conventional criteria for evaluating the systematic and rigorous nature of research 

have developed from positivist methodological traditions, questions about whether 

qualitative data can constitute ‘evidence’ and how the quality of qualitative research can 

be judged are particularly fraught (Flick, 2018; Hesse-Bieber and Leavy, 2011; Mason, 

2002).  

3.9.1 Reliability, Validity and Generalisation 

The principal indicators of quality in quantitative studies are the reliability, validity, and 

generalisability of the research (Cohen et al., 2011; Babbie, 2010). Reliability is 

concerned with the accuracy of the data collection methods and techniques used in a 

research study. If the results of a study can be reproduced then the research instrument is 

considered reliable. Validity is concerned with the accuracy of the findings that are 

generated from the study and the subsequent explanations offered. Internal validity relates 

to whether a conclusion can be reached regarding the influence one variable has on 

another, while external validity relates to the extent to which findings can be generalised 

beyond the research context (Cohen et al., 2011; Babbie, 2010). 

3.9.2 Critique of Qualitative Research 

Qualitative research has been critiqued for its descriptive and subjective nature, use of 

small non-representative samples, and for the lack of transparency in the development of 

concept measures due to the emergent mature of the research design (Bryman, 2008; 

Golafshani, 2003). While this can make the replication and generalisation of findings 

difficult, it does not negate the necessity for high quality, rigorous research. To ensure 

reliability and validity in qualitative research, alternative quality indicators should be used 

(Flick, 2018; Lewis and Ritchie, 2003). 

3.9.3 Trustworthiness in Qualitative Research 

This is the criteria which makes qualitative research noteworthy, namely: credibility, 

transferability, dependability and confirmability, whereby the researcher earns the 

confidence of the reader that he/she has ‘gotten it right’ (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011).   
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Credibility, can be established through the ‘fit’ between the participants’ views and the 

researcher’s findings where participants have opportunities during the research process 

to give feedback on their developing ideas. In this study all participants were invited to 

review their interview transcripts and give feedback if desired. Further, in using a semi-

structured interview, a flexible interview schedule allowed participants to expand or 

develop their answers. In-depth, thoughtful responses assisted me in attempting to check 

internal consistency as the participant could be asked for clarification, to elaborate on a 

point or to confirm my understanding. This process of self-reflection within the research 

process, assisted in making my decision process visible and facilitated transparency. 

These practices enhanced internal validity and generalisation (Hesse-Bieber and Leavy, 

2011; Lewis and Ritchie, 2003).  

Transferability was assisted through multiple in-depth semi-structured interviews with 

individuals employed in the student services field which were recorded and transcribed 

for analysis. This allowed detailed ‘thick’ descriptions of their views and revealed the 

social relations that underpin them (Bryman, 2008). While the limitations to 

generalisation inherent in using small sample sizes must be acknowledged, it can be 

argued that in seeking to balance my experience as an ‘insider’, that is someone with 

experience of the student support service field, with that of the participants, may allow a 

deeper level of trust to be established with them which can offer valuable insights and a 

level of depth unlikely to be attained by an outsider researcher. As an under-researched 

area, it is also possible that findings may allow ‘outcomes to be made visible’ and give 

direction to a developing research agenda in the area of student support service research 

in HEIs. Therefore, the research setting, design, findings and analysis are sufficiently rich 

in detail to allow researchers to determine its appropriateness for other settings thus 

allowing for theoretical generalisation (Robson, 2011; Williams, 2002).   

Dependability ensures the research process conforms to best standards and is logical, 

traceable and documented. To strengthen dependability in this study, the purposive 

sampling procedure was clearly set out along with detailed descriptions of participant 

characteristics, analysis procedures and the clear existence of an audit trail, that is, 

correspondence, survey analysis, transcripts of interviews and notes from piloting 

research instruments (Robson; 2011; Silverman, 2004).  
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Confirmability ensures that researcher bias is kept to a minimum by acknowledging the 

role that the researcher plays in the research process. The auditing process assists in 

demonstrating that, as a researcher, I have acted in good faith. I have presented the 

participants’ own voices to describe their lived experiences and have utilised the negative 

case method to search for evidence where participants may directly have refuted my 

interpretations of data. I have recognised the importance of context in this study and that 

the choice of topic and research questions are rooted in my own ontological and 

epistemological positions which, in turn, are influenced by my professional experience in 

the field. To guard against potential bias, I engaged in discussion with my supervisor 

while clarifying my views on the research questions and as emerging themes within the 

data became known (Cohen et al., 2011; Bryman, 2008).  

3.10 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

 This chapter provided a description of the methodology and the procedures employed in 

the collection and analysis of data for this study. It introduced the ontological and 

epistemological positions of the research study and provided a rationale for the 

methodological approach adopted. It set out the qualitative research strategy employed, 

the research design and the sampling strategy used for participant selection. The 

procedures for data collection were outlined and the methods for data analysis presented. 

Ethical considerations, the manner in which they were addressed by the research design 

and the reliability and validity of the study were discussed. 
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CHAPTER 4: PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS 

 

4.1  INTRODUCTION 

This study explores the views of student support service professionals in higher education 

in relation to their contribution to the enhancement of the overall student experience. In 

doing so, it seeks to identify the principles that frame this contribution with a view to 

developing a framework that enables those working in the area to reflect on their practice 

and assist in the articulation of their contribution within their HEI.  It also provides an 

opportunity to contribute to the conversation regarding the professionalisation of student 

support services. The purpose of this chapter is to outline the recruitment of participants 

and present the core findings derived from the research instruments used for data 

collection. 

4.2   RECRUITMENT OF PARTICIPANTS 

Given the dearth of research in this area, phase one of the data collection was undertaken 

as a scoping exercise to guide thinking for phase two of the data collection process. Thus, 

the initial mechanism of recruitment was through a questionnaire administered by the 

relevant gatekeepers (named contact person) for each professional network. Potential 

participants received an introductory email with an invitation to participate and an 

embedded link to the questionnaire. A study information sheet was also included as an 

attachment (see Appendices 2 and 3). The approximate sample size is indicated in Table 

2 below. 
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Table 2: Approximate Sample Size 

Professional Network Type of Membership Approximate 

Membership 

 

Chaplaincy Network at Third 

Level (CN3) 

 

Institutional 40 members 

Disability Advisors Working 

Network (DAWN) 

 

Institutional 27 HEI representatives 

Irish Student Healthcare 

Association (ISHA) 

 

Institutional 27 HEI representatives* 

Psychological Counsellors in 

Higher Education in Ireland 

(PCHEI) 

 

Institutional 22 HEI representatives* 

Student Affairs Ireland (SAI 

formerly Confederation of 

Student Services in Ireland) 

Institutional Difficult to determine as 

there is a tiered 

membership structure 

based on multiple 

memberships levels 

within HEIs which may 

also include members of 

other professional 

networks. 

 

The Association of Higher 

Education Careers Services 

(AHECS) 

 

Institutional 25 HEI representatives* 

*Minimum number as membership allows for more than one representative per HEI. 

 

Respondents received follow up communication where they had indicated their interest 

in participating in phase two. Respondents received an automatic ‘thank you’ for 

participating once their questionnaire was submitted. Despite the above measures, 

disappointingly, only forty-two responses were recorded. Furthermore, three respondents 

identified themselves as working in an administrative or management capacity within the 

student services area; namely, as an ‘Academic Administrator’, a ‘Secretary to the 
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Students’ Union’ and as an ‘Academic Affairs and Student Services Manager’. As these 

roles fell outside the inclusion criteria, their contributions were omitted. As institutional 

membership in some organisations allows for multiple representatives within a HEI, it is 

difficult to determine the precise number of people who received the recruitment email.  

However, it is likely that the invitation reached approximately 200 people whose role met 

the inclusion criteria.   

Following Grix’s (2010) suggestion, a separate section on the online questionnaire was 

included which asked if respondents would like to take part in a follow-up interview. 

Participants who indicated an interest were directed to a checkbox interview consent form 

which they were asked to read and electronically tick each statement to indicate their 

understanding and agreement to participate. It was at this point that contact details were 

sought (see Appendix 5).  In total, sixteen respondents indicated their willingness to take 

part in phase two, however, two respondents, employed in an administrative and 

management capacity, did not satisfy the inclusion criteria and were excluded from the 

study. Consequently, fourteen semi-structured interviews were conducted in phase two 

of data collection with participants from nine HEIs. Consistent with research ethics these 

participants self-selected but, given the small number of interested individuals, it can be 

assumed that they were enthusiastic volunteers who were motivated to take part and their 

responses may be reflective of this. 

4.3 QUESTIONNAIRE 

The questionnaire consisted of four main sections. Section one asked respondents to give 

some general information about themselves and their role in student support services. 

Section two invited opinion about their contribution to the overall student experience in 

higher education. Section three focused on the professional standards or guiding 

principles that framed their contribution to the student experience.  Finally, section four 

sought views about quality and standards in student support services. The online 

questionnaire yielded 42 responses across six student support professional fields in higher 

education; namely, Academic Support Service; Careers and Employability Service; 

Chaplaincy Service; Counselling Service; Disability Service; and Health Service.   
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4.3.1 Profile of Respondents  

Section one, questions one to six of the questionnaire (see Appendix 5) provided an 

opportunity to gather useful background demographics and descriptive data in relation to 

the respondents. 31 responses were submitted in full, while eleven were partially 

completed with some questions left unanswered.  Of these, four respondents provided 

information on their role and length of service which assisted categorisation. A further 

four did not and, along with three respondents who did not meet the inclusion criteria, 

were subsequently omitted from the analysis.  Thus, 35 responses were included in the 

analysis and their background demographics are set out below: 

Table 3:  Questionnaire Respondents by Role, Gender and Length of Service 

Student Support 

Service  

 

          Gender                      Length of Service 

Male Female < 12 

Months 

1 – 5 

Years 

6 – 10 

Years 

10+  

Years 

Academic Support 

Service 

0 3 1 2 - - 

Careers and Guidance 

Service 

0 1 - 1 - - 

Chaplaincy Service 3 5 - 4 3 1 

Counselling Service 4 5 2 4 1 2 

Disability Service 0 8 - 4 3 1 

Health Service 1 5 - 1 2 3 

Totals 8 27 3 16 9 7 

Total Respondents 35 

 

The numbers of responses were reasonably evenly spread across the Chaplaincy (eight 

responses), Counselling (nine responses), Disability (eight responses) and Health services 
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(six responses). Three responses were received from the Academic Support service and 

disappointingly, only one response from a professional working in a Careers and 

Employability service.12 The majority of respondents were female and outnumbered male 

respondents three to one.  A range of experience within particular roles was evident. Very 

few respondents had less than twelve months service. The vast majority had been in their 

position for several years which was equally split between those with less than five years’ 

experience and those with more than six years’ experience.  Of the latter, just under half 

reported that they had been in their role for more than ten years.13 Although not 

specifically sought, several respondents noted in open responses that they had significant 

prior experience of working in higher education in roles other than their current one. (See 

Appendix 9 for respondent characteristics and coding annotation). 

In order to get a sense of professional context, respondents were asked if they had 

experienced any changes in relation to their role during their length of service. All 

respondents indicated that they had. In order of professional relevance, the most common 

change identified was an increase in the numbers of students using the support or service 

provided, followed by a more diverse learner population in higher education; increased 

student expectations with regard to the service or support provided; an increased need for 

the delivery of ‘more for less’ by student support staff; and a reduction in funding 

available for supports provided. The changes that were deemed less significant to 

respondents overall were an increased emphasis on quality assurance issues, on student 

satisfaction rates, and on embedding internationalisation and globalisation into the 

practices and structures of the HEI. 

When invited to comment freely on any other changes which had been experienced in 

relation to their role, a few respondents in counselling, careers and health services, 

remarked on the time pressure that an increased demand for individual support by students 

placed on them and how this limited their ability to engage in opportunities beyond the 

immediate focus of their role. Additionally, a few respondents in chaplaincy, disability 

and academic support services highlighted what they saw as negative changes in the 

 
12 It appears that the Association of Higher Education Careers Services (AHECS) was largely inactive 

during phase one of data collection and re-established their Executive Board in 2019.  This may have 

contributed to the low response rate from Careers and Employability Officers. 
13 Descriptors used: Very few = 10% and below; just under half = >40% but <50%; a majority = >50% but 

<90%; vast majority = 90% and above.  
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perceptions of the value of their role by staff and management within their institution in 

terms of its importance for students and its visibility as part of an integrated college 

experience. 

  

4.3.2  Student Experience in Higher Education 

Questions seven to ten sought to gather initial views on the topic of student experience in 

higher education and the ways in which student support service staff perceived their 

contribution to its enhancement.  

4.3.2.1  Views on the ‘Student Experience’ 

The vast majority of respondents referenced the ‘student experience’ as occurring during 

a defined timeframe which extended from pre-entry to graduation. The interrelatedness 

of all institutional functions to the higher education experience was also collectively 

recognised as incorporating every aspect of the student’s experience while in college: 

academic, administrative, recreational, pastoral and developmental. 

Overall, there were some differences in how the student experience was viewed.  A 

majority of respondents in careers, health, and disability roles, regarded it in consumerist 

terms and highlighted the service-oriented nature of their roles in attending to the needs 

of students as customers. A Careers Officer related the student experience to the meeting 

of student expectations about the services and supports provided by the HEI: 

 

‘It’s the satisfaction levels of students with their institution, academic staff, 

programme of study, academic progress, support and admin service.’ (Careers 

Service, 1)  

 

Conversely, a majority of responses from those in chaplaincy, counselling, and academic 

support roles considered it as a potentially transformative experience that extended 

beyond education which enabled a student’s academic, emotional, personal and social 

development. This view is illustrated in a Chaplain’s response: 

 



66 
 

‘[student experience] encompasses the physical space, the community, the 

atmosphere, the relationality and the personal development that contribute to a 

student’s growth, change and transformation during their time in university.’ 

(Chaplaincy Service, 6) 

 

Interestingly, the term was not accepted by all. One respondent, an Academic Support 

Tutor, questioned its value as a universal concept as the ‘student experience’ could mean 

different things to different people. 

These views suggest that, although the majority of questionnaire responses noted the 

interrelatedness of institutional functions to the student experience, specific 

understandings of the student experience may vary within institutions and between 

support roles.  

4.3.2.2 Views on what constitutes a high-quality student experience in higher 

education 

When asked about the factors required to deliver a high-quality student experience in 

higher education, a range of opinion was evident across the professional groupings. A 

view shared by a majority of respondents noted the importance of a student-centred 

institutional attitude which recognised the student experience as a collaborative effort 

where the highest quality experiences were created by interactions between students, 

faculty, administrative and support staff. 

Further, a collective recognition of the need to adopt an institution-wide approach to 

ensure a quality student experience was also evident. Respondents noted the necessity for 

clear lines of communication between all institutional departments and management 

functions, the need for acknowledgement by senior management of the significant 

contribution that student support services make to a successful student experience, and 

for this contribution to be appropriately resourced in terms of funding, the provision of 

adequate facilities, and the appointment of professional and knowledgeable staff. 

These responses suggested that a high-quality student experience requires a student-

centred, whole-of-institutional approach which recognises and supports the contribution 

of all functions. 
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4.3.2.3  Views on the main functions of their role in relation to students  

In considering the main function of their role in relation to students, once again, responses 

were varied both within and across professional groupings. Echoing earlier responses in 

relation to consumerist and transformative views of the student experience, some 

disability and health service respondents reported their function solely in terms of service 

provision, such as conducting needs assessments, ensuring examination accommodations 

were in place and arranging personal and health supports for students. 

However, respondents in chaplaincy, counselling and academic support services 

expressed the view that their role afforded opportunities to engage with students in their 

personal development and learning. These included assisting the student to develop 

responsible behaviours such as independent thinking or to take ownership of their own 

personal wellbeing and safety; or by encouraging learning through engagement with staff, 

other students, supports and activities on campus. 

A third view was also evident in all of the professional groupings where several 

respondents saw their purpose as supporting and sustaining the student’s academic 

journey. By maintaining students’ physical, mental or spiritual health, or by empowering 

them to make informed decisions about their academic and personal choices at key 

transition points in their studies, respondents shared a collective view of their roles as 

assisting with the retention, progression and attainment of students. This view is evident 

in the comments of one counsellor:  

 ‘to deliver a comprehensive and compassionate counselling service which 

supports students' mental health and facilitates their progression and retention 

in university.’ (Counselling Service, 9) 

 

While these responses indicated a diversity of opinion in terms of how respondents 

viewed the main functions of their role, all were suggestive of a student-centred focus.  

4.3.2.4  Views on how their role enhances the overall student experience  

When invited to consider how their role enhanced the overall student experience, 

interestingly, all respondents gave answers that extended beyond that of simply providing 

a consumer-driven service. While previous responses suggested a diversity of opinion on 
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how the student experience is understood, a constant core idea that respondents expressed 

was that of providing supports and services that were student-centred and supportive of 

the student’s learning journey. 

Helping students get ‘more’ out of their academic and institutional experiences 

Several respondents collectively expressed the idea that their work assisted in the 

broadening of opportunities for student learning and development in parallel with their 

academic experiences. A respondent in an academic support service noted how they 

enriched the overall student experience as they encouraged students to become more 

actively involved in decision-making about their own learning journey and future plans. 

Similarly, a respondent in a disability service stated that their work allowed them to 

promote more inclusive teaching and learning practices within the institution which 

enabled students with disabilities and learning differences to access the curriculum and 

learning environment. Likewise, respondents in counselling, chaplaincy, health and 

careers services noted how their provision of opportunities for personal and skills 

development and their referral of students to other institutional supports and college 

activities which provided guidance and assistance also enhanced the student experience. 

Providing opportunities to ‘care for the interior’ 

 

The pastoral element of their role was noted by many respondents.  That is, their 

availability as a friendly, non-judgemental and supportive presence within the institution 

which offered care for the entire well-being of the student. A majority of those in a 

Chaplaincy role acknowledged this. However, the importance of providing care to 

students, often at times of personal vulnerability or crisis, was also evident from 

respondents in academic support, health and counselling services. The provision of a safe 

and private ‘space’, away from academic life, which gave students time to reflect, address 

or reconcile academic and/or personal concerns was also noted several times across the 

groupings.  Comments from a chaplain expressed this shared idea: 

 

‘Health for the spirit/soul/heart – a space for answering the deeper meaning in 

life questions’. (Chaplaincy Service, 7) 
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Therefore, being available to students, giving them time, attention and space to address 

issues which may impact on their academic experience was considered as a way in which 

respondents enhanced the student experience. 

Building relationships and community within the HEI 

The notion of building a network of relationships among staff and students throughout 

the institution was also referenced in many responses within the various professional 

groupings.   

A few respondents in chaplaincy, health and career services identified themselves as an 

integral member of a team of service providers that supported students. While some 

respondents in disability, academic support and chaplaincy services noted their 

contribution to the creation of a more supportive, tolerant and inclusive institutional 

community through the promotion of neurodiversity within the student population, 

advocacy for universal design for learning and the co-ordination of community building 

events on campus that helped break down religious, racial and socio-economic divides. 

These responses emphasised the importance of building connections within the institution 

through collaboration, awareness raising and knowledge-building to enhance the student 

experience and encourage belonging in an institutional community.  

Supporting student success 

In keeping with some earlier comments on retention, progression and attainment, the role 

that support services play in helping students to ‘stay the course’ was also stated by 

several respondents. This collective idea was expressed by respondents in terms of their 

actions which facilitated student attendance and engagement such as the monitoring of 

medical conditions or provision of assistive technology, their support and encouragement 

of students in difficult circumstances to persist, and in the provision of opportunities for 

students to become actively involved in campus life, to settle into their programme and 

to thrive. Thus, respondents suggested that student support services can assist with the 

engagement, retention and progression of students within the institution. 

4.3.3  Standards and Guiding Principles  

Questions eleven to thirteen invited respondents to consider the professional standards or 

guiding principles that framed their contribution to the student experience. In identifying 
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the core values used to guide their work, being knowledgeable, student-centred, inclusive 

and collaborative were cited most frequently among respondents. As Figure 1 below 

shows, delivering value for money, that is, achieving the best outcome with available 

resources, was mentioned least by respondents. 

Figure 1: The core values or principles used to guide work with students* 

 

*more than one option could be selected. 

 

Similarly, when considering where these core values or principles originated, 

qualifications and professional training was by far the most commonly shared view.  As 

Figure 2 below attests, other knowledge-building activities such as sharing best practices 
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with others, engaging in continuous professional development, and adhering to codes of 

professional practice were cited more frequently than softer institutional-related 

guidelines or published international quality standards. 

 

Figure 2: Where do the core values or principles used to guide your work with 

students come from? * 

 

 

*more than one option could be selected. 

 

However, reflection on how these core values related to the anticipated outcomes of 

respondents’ work with students posed a challenge. Almost half of respondents left this 

question blank, while diverse responses were evident from those that did answer.  

A few respondents in counselling and disability services framed their answers within the 

broad context of strategic goals or institutional mission and noted the importance of 
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policies and procedures in guiding their work. However, this was by no means uniform 

across or within professional groupings with many respondents collectively expressing a 

lack of focus on identifiable outcomes in their work. Other responses across health, 

counselling, academic support and chaplaincy services were couched more generally in 

terms of the professional judgement of the respondent which was guided by the individual 

needs of the person at a particular moment in time or by the respondent’s own personal 

desire to help students.  

Although respondents identified the core values that framed their work and where they 

thought these originated, follow up responses suggested some difficulty in expressing 

how these values related to the outcomes of their work with students. 

4.3.4 Quality and Standards in Student Services 

Questions fourteen to eighteen sought an initial insight into respondents’ views on quality 

and standards in student services. Notably, this section received the least amount of 

completed responses in the questionnaire. When asked how their contribution was 

measured in their HEI, that is, how did respondents know that they are ‘doing a good job’, 

almost half of counselling, chaplaincy and disability service respondents left either a 

completely blank response to the range of options presented or offered a singular 

comment under the ‘other’ option as noted below.   

Of those who responded, Figure 3 below illustrates that participation in periodic 

institutional review processes, annual end-of-year report to senior management and use 

of on-going student feedback mechanisms were the most commonly stated methods of 

measurement. The use of Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) and participation in periodic 

programmatic review processes were cited least. 
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Figure 3: How is your contribution measured in your HEI? * 

 

*more than one option could be selected. 

Additionally, a number of respondents provided further comment which indicated a 

potential lack of engagement with, or awareness of, a formal measurement process.  

In seeking perspectives on how their student support service role contributed to a quality 

culture in their institution, once again responses suggested a variety of views and 

understanding. Some responses from those in chaplaincy, disability and health services 

collectively expressed an interest in but, ultimately, a lack of opportunity to engage with 

the quality processes within their institutions. Other responses from those in academic 

support and counselling services were more general and noted the provision of a service 

that was liked and appreciated by students and staff. However, several respondents in all 

professional groupings stated their uncertainty of how quality related to their role. 

 

Unsurprisingly, when respondents’ views were sought on the ways in which quality 

assurance standards were articulated within their institutions, more than one quarter of 

counselling, chaplaincy and disability service respondents left a completely blank 

response to the range of options presented. As shown in Figure 4 below, individual service 

statements, the Institutional Strategic Plan and the Institutional Mission Statement were 

cited most frequently as ways in which respondents felt these standards were 
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communicated.  However, a lack of awareness of where or how quality assurance 

standards were available within their institution was also clearly stated. 

Figure 4: How are Quality Assurance Standards Articulated in your 

Institution? * 

 

 

*more than one option could be selected. 

 

Similarly, when asked about their familiarity with national or international guidelines and 

standards within the student support area generally, one quarter of respondents did not 

provide a response. As Figure 5 below illustrates, some respondents were cognisant of 

national guidelines such as Quality and Qualification Ireland (QQI) National Statutory 

Guidelines and the Irish Universities Quality Board (IUQB) Guidelines of Good Practice; 

but very few were aware of the European Standards and Guidelines (ESG) which was one 

of the major achievements of the Bologna Process and the foundation for quality 

assurance in the European Higher Education Area. Further, the majority of respondents 

to this question, particularly in the Disability, Chaplaincy and Health services, indicated 

that they were not familiar with any standards or guidelines in the area. 
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Figure 5: Familiarity with Guidelines and Standards in the Student Support 

Services Area 

 

 

 

Similar to section 4.3.3, respondents appeared to have difficulty in answering questions 

about quality and standards within student services and in the articulation of how their 

work was measured within the HEI. Further, different degrees of familiarity with quality 

assurance processes were suggested by responses. 

 

4.3.5 Overview of Phase One Questionnaire 
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meaning attributed to the student experience could potentially be understood in 

different ways by different support roles: as a consumerist, transformative or 

contested experience.  

 

• Secondly, a consensus about the main purpose of their role in relation to students 

was not evident. Three broad areas were identified from questionnaire responses: 

service provision; personal development and learning; and supporting and 

sustaining the academic journey which assisted in the retention, progression and 

attainment of students.  

 

• Finally, differences in the articulation of the way in which their role enhanced the 

overall student experience were noted. These were expressed in four ways: 

helping students get ‘more’ out of their academic and institutional experiences; 

providing opportunities to ‘care for the interior’; building relationships and 

community within the HEI; and supporting student success.  

 

2. Some variance in opinion around the cohesiveness of a student services identity was 

also detected. For many respondents, a quality student experience in higher education 

was characterised by a holistic, fit-for-purpose and whole-of-institution approach 

which recognised and supported the contribution of all functions. Yet, while 

questionnaire responses suggested that the student support service professionals 

viewed themselves as an integral part of this approach, comments from several 

respondents implied that they believed institutions differed in the value placed on this 

contribution.  

 

3. Further, in attempting to identify the impact of their work with students, different 

levels of individual knowledge and engagement with quality standards in student 

services was apparent. Although some respondents identified ways in which they 

thought their contribution was measured, others were unsure of how the impact of 

their work was captured, believed that it was not possible to measure, or seemed 

reluctant to proffer an answer.  This raises the question of how individual student 

support service professionals evidence the impact that they believe they have on the 
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student experience, and how the differences revealed in the questionnaire might 

relate to individual personal engagement with professional standards or the way in 

which HEIs value or integrate the student service function within the institution. 

 

These disparities suggested possible underlying tensions within student support services 

in relation to its identity as a function in higher education and how the contribution to the 

enhancement of the overall student experience by those who work in the area is measured, 

articulated and legitimately recognised within their HEIs. In order to gain greater 

understanding, it was thought that these ideas could be usefully explored through semi-

structured interviews with student support professionals (see Appendix 6 for interview 

schedule and question guide). The semi-structured interviews were conducted over a 

period of six months.  Both the interview schedule and the subsequent data analysis were 

informed by the tentative findings of the questionnaire. 

4.4  SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS 

 
4.4.1 Profile of Interviewees 

Fourteen semi-structured interviews were conducted in phase two of data collection. 

Interviewees were self-selecting and drawn from nine Colleges, Universities and 

Institutes of Technology located in the Midlands, East and South Eastern regions of the 

Republic of Ireland. The ratio of female to male participants was 6:1, with twelve females 

and two males electing to take part. As Table 4 illustrates, participants were representative 

of six student support service areas.  
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Table 4: Interviewees by Area and Role 

Student Support Service 

Area 

Role Number of 

Interviewees 

Academic Support Service Academic Support Tutor 3 

Careers and Employability 

Service 

Careers Officer 1 

Chaplaincy Service Chaplain 2 

Counselling Service Student Counsellor and 

Psychotherapist 

2 

Disability Service Disability Officer 3 

Health Service Nurse 3 

Total Interviewees 14 

 

Interviewees’ experience in their current role ranged from one to fifteen years with an 

average of six years recorded. Eight interviewees had substantial prior experience, 

between 4 and 26 years, of working in HEIs in a different role(s). Three further 

interviewees had worked in a similar position, but in a different educational setting, prior 

to commencing their role in higher education. Interviewees held a range of academic and 

professional qualifications in a variety of disciplines. The vast majority had gained 

multiple qualifications. Twelve of the fourteen interviewees had achieved at least a Level 

8 qualification on the Irish National Framework of Qualifications while two had 

completed professional qualifications.14 Nine had undertaken postgraduate studies, five 

at Master’s degree level, while two were engaged in study at Master’s and Doctoral level. 

Further details on participant characteristics are contained in Appendix 10.   

 
14 The Irish National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ) was established in 2003.  It is a 10-level, single 

national entity, which describes qualifications in the Irish education and training system. It is underpinned 

by quality assurance principles and sets out how learning achievements may be measured and related to 

each other.  Level 8 to 10 qualifications are awarded for Honours Bachelor Degrees / Higher Diplomas, 

Master’s Degrees and Doctorates / Higher Doctorates.  
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4.4.2 An Unplanned Career in a Low-Profile Sector 

The diversity of roles which fall under the ‘student support services’ umbrella in higher 

education was referenced in the vast majority of interviews. Several interviewees stated 

that working in this area was not a career path or an occupational choice that was 

particularly well-recognised. This was best illustrated by an Academic Support Tutor who 

commented:  

‘It’s not a career you know about before you start...it’s very rare to hear a 

student say I can’t wait to work in student services.’ (Academic Support 

Tutor 2) 

 

None of the interviewees set out with the intention of working in higher education and 

there was no clear entry route into their role discerned. For all, their entry was unplanned 

and somewhat serendipitous. From a Nurse who described her role as ‘landing in her lap’ 

at a time when she was looking to re-enter the workforce, to a Disability Officer who was 

already working in a different support role in her HEI and wanted a new challenge, or a 

Careers Officer whose own personal experience of being a mature student in higher 

education influenced her decision to apply for an advertised position; a collective view 

was that a role in student services was not a career aspiration that was actively sought out. 

This suggests that student support service professionals are not a homogenous or coherent 

group. The interviewees had diverse educational and occupational backgrounds with no 

defined pathway or entry point into their roles. The seemingly random nature of how a 

group of individual professionals can come to work in a student support service function 

with a low profile in higher education was evident. 

4.4.3 A Variety of Student Experiences   

In contrast to the phase one questionnaire where only one respondent questioned the value 

of ‘the student experience’, far greater levels of unease with the notion of a universal, 

standardised student experience were revealed in the interviews (see section 4.3.2). As 

interviewees reflected on their experiences of working with students, the vast majority 

highlighted the gap between the aspirational ‘student experience’ as promoted by the HEI 

and the actual experiences of the students they engaged with.  
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Most interviewees were eager to point out that each student experienced the reality of 

their learning journey in an individualised way. For example, a Nurse noted the impact a 

long-term health condition might have on a student’s engagement with their programme, 

while a Chaplain described how a student’s cultural or socio-economic background can 

shape their interactions and experiences on campus.  

Other interviewees pointed out that, for some students, their individual experience was 

not always a positive one. This view was best expressed by a Disability Officer regarding 

her role: 

‘There are definitely people who come in and enjoy every minute of it 

[university]…they don’t tend to be the people I meet, unfortunately.  You 

more often meet the students who are struggling and not having the best 

experience.’ (Disability Officer 1) 

 

An Academic Support Tutor also noted her awareness of the negative impact that the 

competing responsibilities of working at or near full-time whilst in full-time study had for 

some students in terms of their ability to engage with much-needed learning supports. 

While a Counsellor described the personal, emotional and social difficulties that many of 

the students he encountered experienced in their pursuit of academic excellence and the 

destructive affect this had on their mental health and subsequent college experience. 

These interviewees drew attention to the range of student experiences that exist in higher 

education. Rather than describing an idealised universal experience, each student’s lived 

experience is perceived as unique and influenced by their own personal reality, 

background and circumstances. Consequently, not all experiences are positive ones. 

 

In a development from the questionnaire where responses were generally divided in line 

with service type, all interviewees supported the perspective which considered the student 

experience as a potentially transformative experience that extended beyond education to 

enable a student’s academic, emotional, personal and social development.  A common 

view was that the student experience is at its strongest when students have a broad whole 

of campus experience with opportunities to develop new skills, connect with new people 

and become part of a community.  
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From the Chaplain who felt that the student experience is what happens to the student 

while they are being educated, to the Careers Officer who noted the importance of joining 

sports, clubs, and societies for personal, social and skills development, the student 

experience was seen as far more than just an academic experience. This view was nicely 

highlighted by a Disability Officer who pointed to the importance of out-of-class 

experiences for students who required personal supports on campus: 

‘...we always say [to personal assistants] if the student wants to go to the 

canteen, if there’s a football match outside, go and take them…don’t just 

take them to class, it’s not enough’. (Disability Officer 2) 

 

Therefore, interviewees highlighted the breadth of the student experience and the key role 

of non-academic aspects in the development of the individual student through positive 

and constructive social interactions. 

 

4.4.4 Scaffolding Individual Student Experiences 

While acknowledging the diverse experiences of students in higher education, the vast 

majority of interviewees echoed responses from the questionnaire and highlighted the 

need for an integrated and holistic approach within the institution to enable student 

success across the student lifecycle (see section 4.3.2).   

From a Chaplain who stressed that the provision of a holistic student experience 

necessitated the inclusion of all staff within the HEI, to a Careers Officer who noted the 

reasonable expectation of students that all staff would work in an integrated manner for 

their benefit; a majority of interviewees noted that the best possible student experience 

was achieved through the collaborative effort of both academic and student support 

service professionals.   

The themes identified in the questionnaire regarding how student support services 

perceived their contribution to the enhancement of the holistic experience were also 

supported by the interviews. Three of the four themes: ‘helping students to ‘get more’ out 

of their academic and institutional experiences’, ‘providing opportunities to ‘care for the 

interior’, and ‘building relationships and community within the HEI’, were described by 
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interviewees as features of their day-to-day roles. While every interviewee was cognisant 

that the attainment of a qualification was the primary goal for the student in attending the 

HEI, these operational activities were seen as helping to build the individual student’s 

capacity to succeed.  Thus, the provision of a range of holistic student supports and 

services was seen by interviewees as scaffolding individual student experiences thereby 

facilitating student achievement. This idea was nicely expressed by an Academic Support 

Tutor: 

‘If you took student services out of the equation […] what you're losing is 

the glue holding it all together. Student services kind of greases the wheels 

and allows everything else to continue without interruption.’ (Academic 

Support Tutor 3) 

 

The fourth theme; ‘supporting student success’ was viewed as being a broader, more 

strategic goal to which the other operational activities contributed. This collective 

recognition, that the out-of-classroom work of student support services related to and 

supported the broader strategic goals of the institution, was evident throughout the 

interviews. For example, an Academic Support Tutor felt that her work with students was 

potentially meaningless unless it aligned with the overall HEI plan for the academic 

development of students. While a Careers Officer highlighted how her professional skills 

supports for students contributed to graduate attributes and the graduate employability 

goals of the institution. A Disability Officer also acknowledged the strong emphasis 

placed on student retention by her college and the contribution of her work to this 

particularly in relation to the more underrepresented groups of students.  

These comments suggest that the provision of a range of holistic student supports can 

assist the personal learning and development of students in terms of building their 

capacity to succeed which, in turn, supports the overall retention, progression and 

attainment goals of the HEI. As such, the activities of student support services are 

perceived by interviewees as actively contributing both operationally and strategically to 

student success across the academic lifecycle. 
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4.4.5 An Undervalued Contribution 

The vast majority of interviewees believed that the significant contribution their role 

made to the student experience was largely undervalued within their HEI. These views 

echoed comments made by questionnaire respondents in relation to changes they had 

perceived in their role during their length of service (see section 4.3.1). Further 

exploration uncovered a number of underlying tensions. These related to three principal 

areas: how student support service professionals feel they are perceived by HEI 

management and faculty; how they view themselves as a cohesive function; and the 

difficulties experienced in articulating their contribution to the HEI. 

 
4.4.5.1 How student support service professionals feel they are perceived by 

HEI management and faculty 

 
A common perspective shared by interviewees was the perceived low level of awareness 

of the purpose and role of student support services within their HEI.  When reflecting on 

possible reasons for this, several interviewees pointed to the absence of professional staff 

at senior management levels and in decision-making fora which they felt impacted 

negatively on the profile of student services. In describing how a decision taken by 

Academic Council adversely affected her role and practice, a Disability Officer illustrated 

how she felt the student service function was not seen by management as a priority within 

her institution. Similarly, an Academic Support Advisor noted how the flow of 

communication within her HEI, from management to faculty, left little opportunity for 

student support staff to contribute to decision-making processes on issues which affected 

them. 

The tendency by management and faculty to perceive student support service 

professionals as a homogenous ‘generalist’ administrative group within the HEI was also 

a view shared by interviewees. This was apparent in comments made by a Disability 

Officer regarding her perception of the traditional academic/non-academic divide in her 

institution: 

‘There are two ways you can be perceived in an institution, academic or not.  

A Counsellor, Careers Officer, or working in Admin you would be 

perceived here in a similar way’. (Disability Officer 3) 
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These interviewees pointed to the perceived invisibility of student support services within 

the HEI structure and the reduction of the diverse nature of their work to a homogenous 

administrative provision. 

Contrary to this, many interviewees saw their role as being more hybrid or specialist in 

nature, despite not being formally recognised by management or faculty. Several 

interviewees described how their contribution to developing content for and delivering 

credit bearing programmes to staff and students was undervalued. This view was best 

expressed by a Careers Officer who stated: 

‘I was instrumental in helping two different degree programmes develop 

employability modules […] but, you know, everyone that’s not an 

academic has a hard time proving their worth, that’s my feeling.’ (Careers 

Officer 1) 

 

Several interviewees also suggested that the type of support they offered students was not 

fully understood by management and faculty as it fell outside of the traditional formal 

academic relationship. A common view was that student services tended to be seen, 

inaccurately, as lacking in substance. This was evident from the Disability Officer who 

described how her role was often seen as benevolent rather than providing supports for 

students in the context of universal design for learning, to the Academic Support Tutor 

who felt her role was seen as compensatory rather than developmental, or the Nurse who 

thought her role was seen as nice to have in the HEI but not really necessary. 

These comments suggested that there was a perceived difference in views between the 

interviewees and their institution in the way student support roles were seen and 

understood. Student support staff perceived the work they engaged in as being 

unrecognised or undervalued within the HEI.  

 

4.4.5.2 How student support service professionals view themselves as a 

cohesive function 

In discussing their role and purpose it was clear that interviewees did not see themselves 

as a homogenous group. Rather, they were a diverse group of skilled professionals with 

a shared goal of supporting student wellbeing at higher education which supported the 

academic mission by enabling students to thrive academically.  



85 
 

Comments from several interviewees suggested that student support services was 

developing as a function within higher education and consequently, lacked clear 

definition regarding the roles involved and types of supports that should be offered. These 

tensions were evident as interviewees considered what constituted a student support 

services professional. A Chaplain clearly described how he felt his role was underrated 

among his colleagues: 

‘I think there are some student support professionals who don't consider 

chaplains to be real support professionals.’ (Chaplain 1)  

 

Similarly, a Nurse highlighted her perception of the critical responsibilities of her role 

vis-à-vis other colleagues:  

‘…how I support a student could be a matter of life and death, whereas doing 

up a CV or helping someone write an essay may not be the same level of 

support.’ (Nurse 2)  

 

Further, a Disability Officer made a clear hierarchical distinction between what she 

viewed as legitimate student support service roles and other general administrative posts 

in her institution: 

 
‘Chaplain, Counsellors, Careers Officers…we're all professionals in our 

own right. It's different to admissions or processing information.’ 

(Disability Officer 2)   

 

These comments point to a developing student support services function in higher 

education. However, the heterogenous nature of the support services involved suggests 

that not all staff may subscribe to the same professional identity. Further, perceptions of 

how roles are seen and understood suggests that a hierarchy of roles may be thought to 

exist within the function. 

The view of student support services as an emerging profession was also contentious.  

Although the interviewees noted a unity of purpose around the holistic support of 

students, many were uneasy about identifying themselves as part of a student support 

profession.  For some, it related to the absence of a specific qualification in the area. This 

viewpoint was expressed by a Disability Officer: 
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‘I don’t consider myself a professional in that way [with a qualification].  

Whereas when I was a librarian …I'd have said yes.’  (Disability Officer 3) 

 

For others, such as a Nurse, they saw themselves as a professional in their own role first 

and by extension a student support service professional: 

‘I see myself as a nurse and then I would see that I perform my role as a 

nurse within the student services remit of my job.’ (Nurse 1) 

 

Only one interviewee, an Academic Support Tutor, identified exclusively as a student 

support professional on the basis of her experience and knowledge. 

These comments suggest a lack of consensus among interviewees regarding the field as 

an emerging profession. Interviewees may identify with the student support function from 

different frames of reference which relate to their own role identity. This may impact on 

the function’s ability to present itself as a cohesive unit within the HEI. 

 

4.4.5.3  Articulating the contribution of student services within the HEI. 

Responses to section one of the phase one questionnaire indicated that respondents had 

not experienced an increased emphasis on quality assurance issues in relation to their role 

during their length of service (see section 4.3.1). Further, the overall low completion rate 

of section four of the questionnaire suggested that many respondents found it difficult to 

articulate how their contribution was measured in their HEI or how they knew that they 

were ‘doing a good job’ (see section 4.3.4).   

Some interviewees were aware of the existence of ‘a handbook’ or that quality reviews 

were carried out periodically within the HEI. However, the vast majority of interviewees 

revealed that they were not familiar with any standards or guidelines in the area and that 

their understanding of quality assurance within their HEI, or their contribution to the 

process, was very limited.  

When exploring how interviewees captured the impact of their work with students, the 

vast majority stated that they had no specific outcomes identified with respect to their role 
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and were guided solely by the benefits to the individual student. Comments by an 

Academic Support Tutor were typical of the sentiments expressed: 

‘We’ve no set objectives. We're basically expected to be available to support 

students as and when needed.’ (Academic Support Tutor 3) 

Many interviewees used informal measures based on subjective value judgements. A 

collective view was that success was determined through gauging the levels of student 

engagement in activities and events, casual feedback from colleagues or students, or the 

absence of complaints. Examples of these informal ‘on the ground’ approaches were 

described by interviewees in every support context, from a Chaplain who noted the 

importance of fostering trust for positive outcomes with students, to a Nurse who used 

her own personal judgement when evaluating worthwhile outcomes. 

Some interviewees noted that they sought formal feedback from students through 

satisfaction surveys. While others stated that they submitted annual service report 

summaries outlining work completed and appointment numbers. However, many 

interviewees, such as a Disability Officer who described satisfaction surveys as ‘tick box 

exercises’ and a Nurse who pointed to the futility of reporting annual appointment 

numbers, shared the view that these were perfunctory tasks of no real value unless they 

were linked to a clear improvement strategy for the service. 

Another shared view among interviewees was their difficulty in reducing the fullness of 

their role to something that is quantified. An Academic Support Tutor questioned how 

building confidence in a student could be represented in statistics, while a Chaplain 

pointed out the difficulty in attempting to measure befriending a student and engaging in 

their emotional life. 

These comments suggested that interviewees felt peripheral to the quality assurance 

processes in their HEI. In the absence of formalised approaches, interviewees used 

subjective value judgements to determine successful outcomes with students. Difficulties 

in capturing the extent of their contribution through student satisfaction surveys or 

summaries of work completed was also highlighted. 
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Several interviewees commented on how they felt their inability to evidence what they 

do in a meaningful way contributed to their own invisibility within their institution. From 

an Academic Support Tutor who would rather prioritise her time for student appointments 

over administrative or evaluative work, to the Nurse who felt her lack of statistical skills 

hindered her ability to communicate her value effectively, a shared view was that those 

working in student services needed to improve how they demonstrated their value to the 

HEI.  

The responsive and demanding nature of student-facing work was also collectively 

viewed as hindering reflection: interviewees felt they simply did not have time to consider 

how to evidence what they do. A Nurse in highlighting the time pressures she faced 

commented: 

‘we’re constantly fire-fighting…we're not resourced to take that step back 

and look and develop a strategy.’ (Nurse 2) 

 

Comments from these interviewees illustrate an awareness of the need to evidence their 

work with students in order to better articulate their contribution to the HEI.  However, 

the time pressured demands of student-facing roles with limited resources were 

highlighted as an obstacle. 

4.4.6 Guiding Principles that Frame their Contribution 

Respondents to the phase one questionnaire previously indicated that being 

knowledgeable about best practices, student-centred, inclusive and collaborative were the 

main core values that directed their work with students (see section 4.3.3).  However, in 

phase two, half of interviewees revealed that they had never really considered the values 

or principles that guided their work. The difficulty that many interviewees had while 

initially considering this question is illustrated well in the following comment by a 

Disability Officer: 

 

‘[Pauses]…I don't know if I would have a guiding philosophy…I wouldn't 

say there would be a specific value or anything’. (Disability Officer 2) 
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Yet, when reflecting on how they supported students, it was clear that all interviewees 

shared five common principles, even though not all expressed them as values that framed 

their work practices. The common principles identified were:  

• Student-centred;  

• Care;  

• Equality and fairness;  

• Professional behaviours; and 

• Responsibility  

 

1. Student –centred 

In adopting a student-centred approach to their work, every interviewee expressed their 

desire to put the student, as an individual, at the heart of each decision, engagement or 

activity. For example, a Careers Officer noted the need to tailor her support to the 

individual student: 

‘I could have anyone from a really top achieving, highly intelligent, highly 

experienced person to somebody who is really struggling with mental health 

or disability who has very little experience, very lacking in confidence.  And 

both of them want to achieve the same thing. So, you cannot support them 

in the same way’. (Careers Officer 1)  

 

Students engage with support services for very different reasons. As such, each 

interviewee, unique to their own context, noted the importance of acknowledging the 

motivation, understanding and experience that a student brings to an engagement with 

their particular support service; be that a learning support session, a disability needs 

assessment or a healthcare appointment. This is encapsulated in the following comment 

by a Nurse: 

‘They have come and sought out my help’. (Nurse 3) 

Although they differed in context, all interviewees demonstrated how they valued 

students through an appreciation of their needs and by adopting an empathic and 

individualistic approach. 
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2. Care 

Ensuring the overall wellbeing of students through the provision of care was also evident 

throughout the interviews. A majority of interviewees specifically noted the caring element 

of their role within student services. For a Chaplain, this was seen as offering their time and 

a space to journey with students: 

‘To provide a place of care for the students that fall through the cracks who 

are not looking for a counsellor, but someone who has the time and space to 

meet their individualised needs in a way that helps them thrive on campus’. 

(Chaplain 1) 

 

For an Academic Support Tutor, care was demonstrated by being flexible in interactions with 

students and being guided by student circumstances and learning needs at that time. Other 

interviewees highlighted working in the best interests of the student by being available for 

general guidance and support and advocating on behalf of students within the institution. 

This was evident in many comments from a Nurse who recognised that many students run 

in to health difficulties at some point in their studies and would benefit from a little ‘TLC’, 

to a Disability Officer who ensured that students were put in contact with the right academic 

and departmental staff. 

The commitment to the provision of holistic care was evident throughout the interviews.  

Interviewees described being flexible in their practice, available to give students time and 

attention, and acting as an advocate to ensure appropriate supports are in place for students 

that require them. 

3. Equity and fairness 

The diversity of the student body on campus was recognised by every interviewee, as was 

the importance of working to ensure equity and fairness and achieve an inclusive learning 

environment which is accessible to all.  

This was evident in the acknowledgement given by many interviewees to their work with 

students for whom higher education may be a first family experience or for those who 
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entered the institution through supplementary access routes such as HEAR and DARE15. 

The awareness that not every student will have prior knowledge of what is expected of 

them or an understanding of how the higher education system works was a shared view. 

From the guidance and opportunity awareness provided by a Careers Officer which 

assisted students navigate programme pathways, to the confidence-building writing 

classes offered by an Academic Support Tutor, interviewees noted how, in the context of 

their own service, they helped students with diverse educational backgrounds and 

experiences to adjust to college life. 

Interviewees also described how they promoted fair access to resources and supports for 

non-traditional students. For a Disability Officer this meant ensuring students with 

learning differences were empowered to achieve their academic best: 

‘I want to make sure that they receive reasonable accommodations, so the 

impact of their disability doesn't impede on their progress in college.  What 

I need to make sure is that everyone else in the HEI understands that’. 

(Disability Officer 1) 

 

An acute awareness of the diverse backgrounds and educational experiences of students 

was demonstrated by interviewees. The importance of ensuring equity of access to 

resources, information and opportunities was evident in their comments. 

 

4. Professional behaviours 

When considering the idea of what it means to be a professional, the vast majority of 

interviewees emphasised the professional behaviours that they engaged in. In terms of 

professional behaviour which related to their role, all interviewees stressed the 

significance of keeping up-to-date with best practice in their particular field. From a 

Counsellor’s requirement to maintain her professional accreditation with IACP16, or the 

importance for a Chaplain of networking with people from different cultures and 

 
15 Higher Education Access Route (HEAR) and Disability Access Route to Education (DARE) are 

supplementary admissions schemes operated by HEIs to assist non-traditional students to progress to higher 

education.  
16 Irish Association for Counselling and Psychotherapy (IACP).  Accreditation body for counsellors and 

psychotherapists in Ireland. 
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perspectives to explore interfaith dialogues, to the fundamental role the DAWN17 

professional network played in ensuring a Disability Officer could maintain her ability to 

assist students with diverse needs, a collective view of the importance of undertaking 

continuous professional development (CPD) within their role was apparent. 

The need for professional behaviour when engaging with students was also seen as crucial 

by all interviewees. A nurse highlighted the importance of a non-judgemental attitude 

when dealing with sensitive personal situations, an Academic Support Tutor noted the 

high standards and expectations she set for her work and the meticulous approach adopted 

to record keeping, while a Counsellor stressed his need to establish boundaries with 

students when outside of the service. Collectively, an understanding and supportive 

attitude and behaviour which demonstrated confidentiality, respect, clear boundaries, 

transparency and preparedness were emphasised as essential qualities within their roles.  

The significance the interviewees attached to maintaining appropriate professional 

behaviours in their respective interactions with students and of ensuring that their work 

was informed by best practice through CPD, networking and membership of professional 

organisations was evident. 

5. Responsibility  

Although interviewees acknowledged the fundamental importance of academic 

achievement, they also revealed a sense of responsibility towards the students, the HEI 

and wider society in relation to the ways in which the work of student support services 

supported and complemented student development and learning.   

Similar to phase one (see section 4.3.2), a majority of interviewees spoke about the 

‘bigger picture’ in terms of the potential for personal development and transformation 

that their particular role afforded students. The difference that a one-to-one intervention 

can make in the life of an individual student during the course of their studies was best 

stated by an Academic Support Tutor who commented:  

 
17 Disability Advisors Working Network (DAWN). Professional organisation for disability officers in third 

level institutions. 
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‘I get to go home at the end of a day and feel like I had a genuine impact on 

the student, their day, possibly their whole life.’ (Academic Support Tutor 

1) 

 

Several interviewees spoke about being proactive in presenting students with good 

opportunities to develop themselves into staying happy, healthy and succeeding 

personally, academically and professionally while in higher education and beyond. A 

Chaplain emphasised the value of students engaging in activities that prompted them to 

reflect on their own personal growth, while a Nurse described how involvement in health 

and wellbeing activities assisted students in reaching their academic goals. Similarly, an 

Academic Support Tutor described the importance of helping students on specialised 

programmes with their professional as well as their academic development to reduce 

professional burnout, enhance career longevity and improve the students’ service to 

society. 

The responsibility of student support services to assist the HEI in facilitating overall 

student development was also acknowledged by several interviewees. For a Disability 

Officer this meant prioritising her availability to give advice to academic staff about 

supporting students with disabilities and learning differences: 

‘The vast majority [of students with disabilities] we would hope could be 

supported in the mainstream.  But we have to support the college to do that 

as well.  So, you need to be available to pick up the phone and have an 

academic say I have someone in the class and this is what's happening and 

I don't know what to do’. (Disability Officer 1)  

 
Similarly, a Counsellor noted how she acted as a liaison between academic staff and 

individual students which assisted the positive resolution of complex personal 

circumstances which were hindering academic progression. Likewise, a Careers Officer 

noted how her work in presenting students with opportunities for voluntary and paid 

employment supported the institution in the development of well-rounded, employable 

graduates who can contribute to society. 

The sense of responsibility that interviewees felt in providing students with holistic 

personal and professional development opportunities which could potentially make a 

difference in their lives was evident from interviews. Further, a collective view from 
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interviewees suggested that their roles could usefully contribute to the college experience 

through supporting the institution to provide more opportunities for the holistic 

development of students other than academic achievement alone. 

4.4.7  Overview of Phase Two Semi-Structured Interviews 

The use of a two-phased approach to data collection allowed the preliminary insights from 

the phase one questionnaire (see section 4.3.5) to be explored in more depth. Therefore, 

the interview data progressed an understanding of the perspectives of student support 

professionals in a number of areas.  

With regard to the student experience, findings from the interviews strongly supported 

the view from the questionnaire that the interrelatedness of all institutional functions 

within the HEI was an important aspect of the overall student experience. In contrast to 

the questionnaire responses, the notion of the student experience as a solely consumerist 

one was not a view that the interviewees espoused. Interviewees did not see their roles as 

merely service-oriented with an end goal of customer satisfaction. Rather, the provision 

of a high-quality service was described as a feature of the broader professional behaviours 

they engaged in while delivering holistic supports to students.  

Further, the notion of a singular idealised universal student experience was rejected by 

all interviewees.  This was in stark comparison to the questionnaire responses where a 

contested view of ‘the student experience’ was offered by a sole respondent. The 

influence of the individual student’s personal reality, background and circumstances on 

their particular experience were strongly emphasised in interview data. Thus, the 

recognition by student support professionals of the diversity of student experiences and 

the acknowledgement that not every student’s experience of higher education is a positive 

one was revealed. 

Consequently, the student experience in higher education was perceived by interviewees 

as being far more than an academic experience. The key role of non-academic aspects in 

the development of the individual student through positive and constructive social 

interactions was highlighted. Therefore, the potential for the student experience to be a 

transformative one, which was previously noted by questionnaire responses, was also 

reinforced by the interview data.  
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The interview data also advanced a greater understanding of the views of student support 

professionals regarding their purpose and contribution to the student experience. A 

consensus on this was not initially discernible from questionnaire responses and 

differences were noted in the articulation of their contribution to the overall enhancement 

of the student experience. 

The data suggested that interviewees perceived their daily activities as actively 

contributing both operationally and strategically to student success across the academic 

lifecycle. This was achieved through the provision of a range of holistic student supports 

which assisted the personal learning and development of students in building their 

capacity to succeed. This scaffolding of individual student experiences through helping 

students to ‘get more’ out of their academic and institutional experiences, providing 

opportunities to ‘care for the interior’, and building relationships and community within 

the HEI, was considered by interviewees to be not just supportive of, but essential to, the 

overall retention, progression and attainment goals of the institution. Additionally, the 

questionnaire responses identified the need for an integrated and holistic institutional 

approach to enable student success across the academic lifecycle and this view was 

supported by the interview data. 

Interview data further illuminated tensions initially detected by questionnaire responses 

regarding the perceived cohesiveness of a student support services identity within the HEI 

and the value placed on its contribution to enhancing the student experience. A strong 

perspective emerged that the significant contribution that student support service 

professionals believed they made to the student experience was perceived as largely 

unrecognised or undervalued by management and faculty within their HEIs. A 

coalescence of views around the perceived invisibility of student support services within 

the HEI structure and the reduction of the diverse and specialised nature of their work to 

a homogenous administrative provision within the institution was also uncovered.  

Further, tensions in relation to the notion of a distinct and cohesive student services 

identity within higher education were discerned from the interviews. The student services 

function was perceived by interviewees as being a developing function within higher 

education and one that was not yet fully understood. Interview data revealed the 

heterogeneous nature of those working in the area, and a lack of consensus among 
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interviewees in their views on what constituted a ‘student support service professional’, 

which roles might be included under such a designation, and whether student support 

services could be considered an emerging profession.  

The difficulties experienced by questionnaire respondents in identifying how the impact 

of their work with students was captured was also borne out in the interviews. Data 

suggested that while interviewees understood the need to evidence their work with 

students to articulate more clearly their contribution to the student experience, they felt 

their role was peripheral to the quality assurance processes in their institutions. The 

interviews further suggested that the varying levels of knowledge and engagement with 

quality standards noted in questionnaire responses were compounded by the time 

pressured demands of student-facing roles with limited resources. 

Although the data revealed the interviewees to be a heterogenous group, they all shared 

a common goal of supporting student holistically at higher education which, in turn, 

supported the academic mission of the HEI by enabling students to thrive academically. 

As such, they were aligned in their approach and purpose and five common principles 

were revealed: adopting a student-centred approach to their work; providing care to 

students; ensuring equality and fairness; engaging in professional behaviours; and having 

a responsibility to students, the HEI and wider society. 

4.5 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

This chapter has presented the core findings derived from the research instruments used 

for data collection. Given the paucity of research in this area, a two-phase approach to 

data collection was implemented: an online qualitative questionnaire which subsequently 

informed 14 semi-structured interviews.   

Findings from this study suggested that student support service professionals understood 

the student experience in higher education as being highly individualised and potentially 

transformative experiences for students to which all institutional functions contributed; 

academic and non-academic. The work of student support services can be seen as actively 

contributing both operationally and strategically to student success across the academic 

lifecycle with five common principles found to frame this contribution. However, 

tensions were uncovered regarding the cohesiveness of the student support services 
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function and the perceived invisibility of its contribution within the wider HEI to 

enhancing the student experience. These findings are explored in chapter five. 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS 

 

5.1 INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this study is to explore the views of student support service professionals 

in higher education in relation to their contribution to the enhancement of the overall 

student experience. Chapter two presented an overview of the themes within the 

published literature which provided a context and rationale for the study, while chapter 

four set out the findings of the research instruments used in phases one and two of data 

collection, namely, a qualitative questionnaire and semi-structured interview. This 

chapter begins with a short overview to frame the argument. From this, a synthesis and 

discussion of the core findings of the study as they relate to the broader literature in the 

area is presented. The findings are explored under four key headings: a holistic approach 

to the student experience; contribution to the student experience; institutional invisibility; 

and professional identity.  

5.2 OVERVIEW 

Student support services is a relatively unknown function within Irish higher education 

and is generally considered part of the broader non-academic administrative provision 

within HEIs (HEA, 2018a; National Forum, 2015). Findings from this study suggest that 

those who work in this area do not see themselves in this homogenous and generalist way, 

but as a diverse group of skilled professionals who espouse a shared goal of supporting 

student wellbeing at higher education which assists the academic mission of the HEI by 

enabling students to thrive academically.  

Adopting a holistic perspective, they see the student experience as a potentially 

transformative one which extends beyond education and recognise their key role, both 

individually and collectively, in supporting the academic, emotional, personal, 

professional and social development of students. However, they also perceive their work 

as being unrecognised or undervalued within their HEI and struggle to articulate their 

status as a group and the valuable contribution they feel they make to the enhancement of 

the overall student experience within their institution. 
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In the absence of professional standards, sector-wide guidelines or a professionalising 

framework, the heterogenous nature of the student services group may have implications 

for the development of a cohesive student service identity, both within the HEI and 

between the staff group themselves. Their varied academic and professional credentials, 

occupational backgrounds and lack of a pre-determined entry route into the student 

services support function may hinder the potential for a collaborative provision of service 

and a clear articulation of the contribution of the function within the HEI.  

Despite the multiplicity of roles, diversity of support provision and lack of a shared 

professional identity, this study suggested that, as a group, student support service 

professionals may have more points of commonality than difference. Findings suggested 

that they are greatly aligned in their approach and purpose. Consequently, their 

contributions to the student experience can be captured in three key areas of activity 

which help build students’ capacity to succeed: helping students to ‘get more’ out of their 

academic and institutional experiences; providing opportunities to ‘care for the interior’; 

and building relationships and community within the HEI. Further, these contributions 

are framed by five common principles which are shared by all: student-centred; care; 

equality and fairness; professional behaviours; and responsibility. 

If student support service professionals do not see themselves as a cohesive identity, then 

it is difficult for them to have a collective vocabulary to describe the work that they do. 

It is the contention of this study, that locating their contribution within three key areas 

framed by a set of common principles provides a starting point for a consideration of how 

interprofessional collaboration might assist them in articulating how their role contributes 

to the holistic student experience, the broader institutional goals of student success and 

the expression of a more cohesive identity. 

5.3 A HOLISTIC APPROACH TO THE STUDENT EXPERIENCE 

 

5.3.1  A Broader View of the Student Experience 

Findings from this study suggested that the student experience was viewed by participants 

as being much more than an academic one which is not experienced by every student in 

a uniform manner. Students generally attend higher education in the pursuit of knowledge 

and the attainment of an academic qualification. Therefore, it is not surprising that the 
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student experience has often been equated with classroom-based learning and the 

management of the academic experience. Consequently, themes within the literature have 

tended to be dominated by academic-related issues such as academic practice, curricula 

and pedagogical developments (Turner, et al., 2017; Gibney et al., 2011; Krause and 

Coates, 2008; Wingate, 2007; Nelson and Kift, 2005).  

Taking a broader view, the participants in this study emphasised the interrelatedness of 

all institutional functions within the HEI as an important aspect of the overall student 

experience. Similar to Morgan (2013), they saw the student experience as extending 

beyond the traditional academic focus to include a more comprehensive consideration of 

how HEIs support students outside of the classroom through the provision of a range of 

non-academic supports. In a progression from the phase one questionnaire, phase two 

interviews demonstrated that, in line with Sabri (2011), the notion of a singular, idealised 

universal student experience was strongly rejected. Rather, the diversity of student 

experiences was emphasised by participants with each student’s lived experience seen as 

being unique to them and influenced by their own personal reality, background and 

circumstances. Like Benckendorff et al. (2009), participants acknowledged the 

complexity of the student experience in their recognition that highly individual 

experiences are created in the interactions between the student and the wider institution.   

Participants were also acutely aware that, for some students, these individual experiences 

were not always positive ones. The pressures of achieving academic excellence, juggling 

the competing responsibilities of almost full-time work and study, struggling to fit in to a 

new environment, and managing disability, health and wellbeing concerns, were some of 

the personal, social and emotional difficulties that participants described as impacting on 

students they engaged with in their student services role.  

Within the literature, these social and emotional themes are considered influential on the 

overall student experience and subsequent retention and persistence. Christie et al. (2008) 

contended that learning to be a student can be an emotionally demanding process. 

Consequently, the social and emotional components of learning are just as important as 

the cognitive dimension in terms of understanding the transition to being and becoming 

a student. While Mills (2020) noted that the college experience is more difficult and 

stressful for students who are employed at or near full-time which can lead to academic 
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hardship and/or poor health outcomes. Macaskill (2013) argued that a changed student 

experience, which included larger class sizes and limited college supports, can have a 

serious impact on the mental health and well-being of students as it makes it difficult for 

them to establish friendships, develop support networks and create a sense of belonging. 

Likewise, McIntyre et al. (2018) highlighted the importance for students of establishing 

strong social connections to mitigate feelings of isolation and loneliness and to assist in 

the reduction of academic stress. While Madriaga (2010) noted the challenges students 

with learning differences can experience when integrating into the social aspects of 

college life and illustrated how taken-for-granted on-campus, student-led activities, 

designed to create a sense of inclusion, can be excluding to some students such as those 

with sensory differences. 

In highlighting the breadth of the student experience, participants also emphasised the 

key role of its non-academic aspects in the development of the individual student and, of 

which, student support services are a part. Participants noted that their encouragement of 

positive and constructive social interactions, engagement with personal and pastoral 

supports and the presentation of worthwhile opportunities for individual growth, enabled 

students to flourish, personally, academically and professionally while in higher 

education. Echoing Astin (1999) and Pascarella and Terenzini’s (2005) views that the 

holistic experience of students provides a platform for learning, the student experience 

was seen by participants as being strongest when students have the broadest experience 

of the entire campus: developing new skills, meeting new people and becoming part of a 

community.  

Therefore, it can be argued that participants perceived the student experience in higher 

education to be a potentially transformative one that extended beyond education to enable 

the academic, emotional, personal and social development of a student. The importance 

of adopting a holistic approach to any exploration of the student experience was evident 

in responses across the range of student support service fields with participants eager to 

identify the contribution of their roles to non-academic areas of the student experience. 

Notably, participants highlighted that the student experience is not always a positive one 

and their healthcare, pastoral and support roles regularly brought them into contact with 

students who, for various reasons, needed additional assistance and guidance. These 
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unique and individual experiences required more than a standardised response. Therefore, 

it was evident that participants viewed their specific role as a vital contribution to the 

holistic student experience while simultaneously recognising the interdependence of the 

different skills and expertise within the student support service function. 

 
This is significant as it suggests that these student support service professionals 

understand how the broader environment shapes student learning and the potential of their 

role to contribute within it. It is also in keeping with research which suggests that student 

services staff can contribute to student development and success and argues that the value 

of their role within the HEI should be recognised in this area (Roberts, 2018; Graham, 

2013; Middleton, 2006; Thomas et al., 2002). 

 

5.4 CONTRIBUTION TO THE STUDENT EXPERIENCE 

 

A consensus on how participants thought they contributed to the student experience 

within their HEI was not immediately evident from the phase one questionnaire data. This 

was not surprising as the participants in this study were not a homogenous group (see 

section 5.6.1 for further discussion) and no previous research was uncovered in literature 

searches that had canvassed the perspectives of Irish student support service professionals 

on their contribution to the student experience. Consequently, there was no baseline of 

previous opinion from which to draw (Gormley, 2016; National Forum, 2015).  

5.4.1 Building Students’ Capacity to Succeed 

 
Findings from this study suggested that participants identified their contributions as a 

range of individual behaviours that they engaged in which related to the performance of 

their specific support role. However, a constant core idea, expressed by all participants, 

was that of providing supports and services that were student-centred and supportive of 

the individual student’s learning journey. The phase two interviews advanced this 

understanding as it became clear that, through the performance of these day-to-day 

actions with students, participants viewed themselves as actively contributing both 

operationally and strategically to student success across the academic lifecycle.  
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This is supportive of Graham’s (2013, 2012) research in Australian higher education 

which concluded that the work of administrative staff, through the provision of services 

and their role-related knowledge and skills, was beneficial to the wider institutional 

community and assisted with the central business of teaching and learning. Moreover, 

Roberts (2018), based on her own experiences in one Australian HEI, has suggested that 

the work of student services staff may assist student retention and success through 

activities which support the institutional culture, student preparation, personal wellbeing, 

academic engagement and social integration. 

In this study, participants identified their contribution to the student experience as the 

provision of a range of holistic student supports which added to the experiences of 

students and which helped facilitate student success. These supports assisted the 

individual student with their personal learning and development and, in doing so, helped 

build their capacity to settle into their academic programmes and institutional 

environment, to stay engaged and persist with their studies, and ultimately, to succeed in 

achieving their academic goals. This scaffolding of student experiences by student 

support services as they relate to the building of the individual student’s capacity to settle, 

stay and succeed while in higher education is supportive of work in the context of 

enhancing student success (National Forum, 2019a, 2019c; Thomas, 2012) and is 

illustrated in Figure 6 below. 
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Figure 6: How Participants Perceived their Contribution to the Student 

Experience 

 

 

 

The everyday activities that participants engaged in with students can be captured in three 

key areas: 

5.4.1.1 Helping students to get ‘more’ out of their academic and 

institutional experiences. 

 

Participants highlighted how their role assisted in the broadening of opportunities for 

student learning and development in parallel with their academic experiences from pre-

entry to post-graduation. These activities included the:  

• provision of information which encouraged students to become actively 

involved in decision-making about the choices available to them in relation to 

their learning journey, module choices, career pathways and postgraduate 

options;  
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• promotion of inclusive teaching and learning practices and provision of training 

opportunities to staff and students to ensure full access to the curriculum for 

students with disabilities or learning differences;  

• provision of activities for personal growth and skills development through 

various workshops and information sessions which focused on personal health, 

wellbeing and resilience, the improvement of academic and digital skills, and the 

promotion of opportunities for involvement in wider community engagement 

activities; and  

• direct contribution to academic modules, as a guest tutor or speaker, in areas 

related to their professional expertise such as employability skills, universal 

design for learning or theological debates. 

 

The importance of providing broader opportunities to enhance both academic and pastoral 

activities in support of the student experience throughout the student lifecycle has been 

noted within the UK and Australian literature. From a practitioner perspective, Morgan 

(2012b) argued that students require a variety of academic and personal services plus 

support and advice throughout the student lifecycle to achieve success. While Roberts 

(2018) claimed that student support services can make a ‘transformative difference’ 

(p147) in the areas of retention and success through their activities with students. This is 

indicative of a move away from the perception of student service supports as being purely 

reactive and dealing primarily with ‘student problems’ in a sort of altruistic manner 

(Thomas et al., 2002). Rather, the potential for student support activities to be seen as 

fundamentally important to the holistic development of students is slowly beginning to 

gain traction within the literature (Thomas et al., 2017; Graham and Regan, 2016; 

Morgan, 2012c; Middleton, 2006). 

Therefore, it can be argued that where the student support service function adopts a 

creative and outward looking approach it can contribute meaningfully to an institutional 

culture that seeks to enhance learning outcomes and the student experience by proactively 

engaging with the academic programme. This ‘added value’ can take different forms, 

such as the upskilling of staff and students in appropriate areas to in-module involvement 

where the skills and expertise of student support staff are relevant and applicable. 
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5.4.1.2  Providing opportunities to ‘care for the interior’. 

The pastoral and caring element of their role was noted by all participants regardless of 

their support area. The importance of being an accessible, friendly, supportive and non-

judgemental presence within the institution in times of personal challenge or academic 

doubt was emphasised. Furthermore, the ability to give students time, attention and a 

private space, outside of the traditional formal academic relationship with faculty, was 

seen as key in assisting students to persist with their studies. This space allowed students 

to address issues such as personal and sexual health; wellbeing or emotional concerns; 

reflect on the need to develop skills and abilities for potential career or postgraduate study 

options; gain confidence in their academic or social capabilities; and consider the 

‘bigger’, more philosophical, life questioning that a higher education experience can 

bring. These issues were seen by participants as potentially impacting on, or acting as a 

barrier to, the student’s academic experience.  

These views fit with Cahill et al.’s (2014) exploration of the effectiveness of academic 

and pastoral support at undergraduate level in a single UK institution, which concluded 

that both types of support were fundamental to a high-quality student learning experience 

and emphasised the significance of staff availability and accessibility to students in order 

to encourage progression and achievement. In a study of supports in higher education, 

Jacklin and Robinson (2008) also found that it was the personal and interpersonal aspects 

of support, that is, someone to talk to, a listening ear and the provision of reassurance, 

guidance and motivation, that were seen as important for the majority of students in their 

UK study. While in an Irish context, the findings of a national consultation process on 

students’ perceptions of success in higher education concluded that accessible people, 

information and services were imperative (National Forum, 2019a). Further, Thomas 

(2012, p69) in seeking to identify features that enhanced student retention and success in 

a major study involving seven projects and 22 UK institutions, highlighted the importance 

of having a safe environment for students to seek help and guidance in relation to their 

concerns about college life.  

In this study all participants, irrespective of their support focus, recognised the importance 

of the pastoral element of their role, whether that be emotional, spiritual, social or 

practical support, in enabling academic success. In the context of a holistic approach to 
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the student experience, it can be suggested that, collectively, student support services 

offer students a range of unique and supportive spaces within higher education which are 

complementary both to each other and to the traditional academic support structures. 

These spaces allow students to reconcile any issues or concerns which may be impacting 

on their academic persistence, attainment or progression and provide tangible reassurance 

that the institution cares for the student, their wellbeing and success. 

5.4.1.3  Building relationships and community within the HEI 

Participant responses suggested that their roles contributed to the building of a network 

of relationships within their institution with both staff and students. Through participation 

in events such as open days; orientation and induction; undertaking out-reach activities; 

being a source of information, training and advice for staff; and working with faculty, 

academic advisors and administrative staff in support of individualised student needs, 

participants revealed how, in the course of their work, they developed cross-functional 

connections with other institute staff. It can be suggested that this points to an openness 

within student services to the development of meaningful collaborative working 

relationships within the wider HEI in support of a shared institutional understanding of 

student experience and success. 

Participants were particularly keen to emphasise that their signposting or referral of 

students to other institutional supports for advice and guidance as necessary or to social 

or academic activities such as study groups, peer mentoring and volunteering 

opportunities facilitated student engagement and supported their social integration. 

Further, the provision of social and communal on-campus activities and events in relation 

to health, wellbeing, spirituality, career and professional pathways, awareness raising 

campaigns and the provision of hospitality were also seen by participants as helping to 

foster an institutional community. 

Student involvement in the social environment as well as the academic one can aid 

success in higher education. The importance of creating a sense of belonging to enhance 

student retention and success was asserted by Tinto (1993) who argued that a student’s 

sense of belonging was positively or negatively impacted by their academic and non-

academic interactions within their institution. Therefore, the more constructively students 
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are academically and socially involved in their institution, the more likely it is that they 

will stay the course and achieve their academic goals. Further, Astin’s (1984) theory of 

student involvement suggests that the greater the amount of student involvement in 

college interacting with faculty, professional staff and student groups, the greater the 

amount of student learning and personal development that takes place (Astin, 1999). 

Baron and Corbin (2012) also remind us that academic and community engagement are 

interrelated and that the promotion of student engagement requires a holistic approach. 

While Thomas (2012, p69), suggested that providing opportunities for ‘nurturing 

belonging’ should be a priority for all staff within the HEI. 

Belonging is developed through engagement and holistic student engagement requires 

social connection (Bowden, et al., 2019). Therefore, it can be argued that the student 

support service function acts to strengthen the students’ relationship with the institution 

and their sense of belonging. Through the organisation of events and networking 

opportunities, they can assist the development of supportive peer relationships by 

facilitating different student groups to find each other. Further, by signposting to other 

academic and social opportunities within the institution, meaningful interactions with 

staff and peers are encouraged as students are put in contact with the ‘right’ person, 

service or group. Thus, the activities of student support services are supportive of student 

engagement (Pike et al., 2006; Tait, 2000) and can contribute to the creation of a sense of 

institutional community. 

Despite the varied support areas represented in this study, every participant believed that 

their role contributed hugely to the overall student experience in higher education. By 

helping students to ‘get more’ out of their academic and institutional experiences, 

providing opportunities to ‘care for the interior’, and building relationships and 

community within the HEI, the activities of student support services, both individually 

and as a collective, were seen as helping to develop the student’s capacity to engage 

effectively in their higher education experience. There was a clear sense from the 

interviews that participants felt their contributions were not just supportive of, but 

essential to, the overall retention, engagement, progression and attainment goals of the 

institution.  
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This is significant, as some research has suggested that not all professional staff fully 

understand the contribution their work can make to the student experience.  Consequently, 

its importance to the organisational culture of the HEI may be underestimated with 

implications for the development of an institution-wide approach to supporting student 

success (Regan et al., 2014; Graham, 2010).  Participants in this study revealed that they 

understood their everyday work with students in both operational and strategic terms. 

This inherent commitment to student success and appreciation of what it means, not just 

for students, but also for their role within the institution, is aligned with a current focus 

in higher education on developing institutional cultures which foster an understanding in 

staff of how their practice impacts on the experiences and outcomes of students (National 

Forum, 2019a; Thomas, 2019). 

5.5 INSTITUTIONAL INVISIBILITY 

 
A common thread throughout this study was the coalescence of views around the 

perceived invisibility of student support services within the structure of the HEI and the 

way in which their contribution to the enhancement of the overall student experience was 

measured, articulated and legitimately recognised within their institution.   

5.5.1  Invisible Workers 

Participants clearly described their roles as being an integral part of a whole-of-institution 

approach to enhancing the student experience to facilitate student success. For some, the 

everyday supportive activities of student services were the glue that held the student 

experience together by allowing teaching and learning activities within the HEI to 

continue without interruption.  

Yet a strong perspective emerged, initially detected in the phase one questionnaire and 

later confirmed by phase two interviews, which suggested that participants believed that 

the significant contribution they felt their role made to the student experience was largely 

unrecognised or undervalued within their institution by management and academic staff. 

Participants emphasised what they thought was a low level of awareness within their HEIs 

of the role and purpose of student support services, particularly as their work with students 

fell outside of the traditional, formal academic relationship which was thought to be more 

easily understood. Consequently, many participants felt that their role was perceived 
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inaccurately within the institution as being altruistic, compensatory, or superfluous to the 

main academic objectives of the institute, rather than as a significant contributor to 

institutional goals.  

This belief by participants that the value of their role was overlooked within their 

institution aligns with the work of Szekeres (2011, 2004) and Allen-Collison (2006) in an 

Australian context. Szekeres (2004, p7) viewed professional/administrative staff as 

‘invisible workers’ within higher education and found that they experienced a high degree 

of frustration in their relationships with academic staff and with their institutions as a 

result. Similarly, Allen-Collinson (2006) highlighted perceptions of invisibility by 

research administrators vis-à-vis their academic colleagues which was thought to be 

especially evident when their role was performed effectively and efficiently. This was 

supported by Eveline (2004) (cited in Szekeres, 2011, p687) who argued that while the 

‘glue work’ of professional staff, when done well, should go unnoticed, it could also lead 

to the work of these staff being underrated and unacknowledged within the HEI.  

Participants also described what they perceived to be the academic/non-academic binary 

within their HEI where the work of those in student support services was considered as 

inferior to that of academic staff within the institution. Some participants noted how their 

substantial contributions to the development and delivery of credit-bearing academic 

modules were not acknowledged by faculty or departments. While others described the 

limited opportunities they had, within their institution, to contribute to the decision-

making processes on issues that directly affected their work with students. Participants 

were also keen to stress their lack of inclusion in what were purported to be ‘institution-

wide’ consultations on issues such as the HEI’s strategic plan, decisions to extend their 

support service role to satellite campuses, or to increase student recruitment targets, 

particularly in relation to underrepresented groups many of whom may be less prepared 

for a higher education environment and have higher support requirements. These 

decisions were seen by participants as being taken for them by institutional management, 

most of whom were considered part of the academe, in consultation with the institute 

faculty without knowledge or consideration of the impact on their support roles. 

Small (2008) observed that the historical hierarchy between academic and professional 

staff can be influential in the decision-making processes within institutions. While the 
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systemic lack of recognition for the work of professional staff was noted by Graham and 

Regan (2016) in their institutional case studies in UK and Australia.  Further, the inferior 

role of professional staff vis-à-vis academic staff and the resulting tensions in relation to 

the acknowledgement of the former’s expertise and opinion have also been highlighted 

within the literature (Szekeres, 2011; Dobson and Conway, 2003; Thomas et al., 2002; 

Dobson, 2000). Participants also described their frustration at the tendency within their 

institutions to categorise student support service professionals by what they were not, that 

is, ‘non-academic’, rather than what their positions actually were. Dobson and Conway 

(2003) suggested that the term implied that work undertaken outside of academia was not 

deserving of any recognition. While the use of the ‘non-academic’ descriptor as a catch-

all staffing category was found by Sebalj et al.’s (2012) review of nomenclature 

preferences of Australian research support staff to perpetuate the ‘us and them’ mentality 

within HEIs and downplay the increasing credentialism of professional staff. 

Student support service professionals in this study voiced a desire for their work to be 

more visible, recognised and valued within their HEIs. They believed there was a 

difference in how they viewed and understood their support roles vis-à-vis their 

institution, and felt that their invisibility was compounded by the reduction of their 

diverse and specialised roles to a homogenous administrative provision which overlooked 

the important contribution of the student services function in their HEI.  

These perceptions of invisibility are noteworthy. The student support service function is 

considered part of the core business of any HEI and features clearly within its quality 

assurance processes and organisational structure. Therefore, it is interesting that 

participants feel so unseen in their support roles. Further, in highlighting the perceived 

invisibility of their own self-determined ‘specialist’ roles versus other more ‘general’ 

administrative staff within the institution, participants revealed a potential divide between 

staff categorised in HEIs as ‘administrative/non-academic’ in terms of their perceptions 

of themselves. While this is consistent with Small’s (2008) observations on staff 

groupings in a faculty-based office in a single Australian university, it also suggests that 

student support service professionals in this study may themselves be guilty of failing to 

see the diversity of roles within other broadly categorised institutional staff groups. Thus, 
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potentially rendering the contribution of other ‘non-academic’ staff groups to the student 

experience equally invisible within the HEI.   

These insights from participants about how they see their roles are significant. Adopting 

a whole-of-institution approach to student success means moving out of institutional silos 

and understanding that every function has a positive contribution to make to enhancing 

the student experience (Thomas, 2019; Baron and Corbin, 2012; Morgan, 2012b). 

Perceptions by student support service professionals of a lack of explicit recognition of 

the importance of their work within the HEI could lead to an under-appreciation of their 

contribution and inhibit the development of ‘institutional cultures in which every staff 

member is encouraged to reflect on how their role contributes to students’ success’ 

(National Forum, 2019c, p4). 

5.5.2 Capturing their Contribution 

Throughout this study, participants had difficulty identifying how the impact of their 

work with students was captured within their institution. This was initially signaled in the 

phase one questionnaire by the low response rate to questions which probed respondents 

understanding of quality and standards within the student services function and the ways 

in which their contribution was measured. Phase two interviews confirmed that most 

participants were not familiar with any quality standards or guidelines in their area and 

their awareness of their institutional quality assurance process was extremely limited. 

Further, participants revealed that they had no set objectives for their work and, in the 

absence of formal criteria, used subjective value judgements to determine successful 

outcomes with students. Where evaluation mechanisms were used, participants were 

critical of satisfaction surveys or the reporting of annual service numbers as they were 

seen as perfunctory tasks which were not linked to a meaningful service improvement 

strategy. 

This peripherality to their institutional quality assurance process is noteworthy. As noted 

previously (chapter one, section 2.4.2), the management of the student experience as an 

institutional goal is linked to the rise of quality enhancement and assurance processes in 

higher education. The ESG (2005, 2015) standards and guidelines have embedded the 

provision of student supports as an institutional requirement with obligatory quality 

assurance objectives. Therefore, the day-to-day work performed by the student services 
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function within HEIs is included in this process and subject to internal monitoring and 

external quality review. Yet, the participants in this study, despite substantial experience 

and involvement in their respective professional organisations, had very little knowledge 

of the quality assurance system or their role in it. 

In an Irish context, student support services operate in a dynamic and ever-changing 

higher education context. A diversified student body in terms of profile, experience and 

expectations has increased the range and need for support services, while national policy 

objectives espouse the quality enhancement of the student experience to enable individual 

student success through a whole-of-institution approach (National Forum, 2019a; HEA, 

2018b; QQI, 2016; Hunt, 2011). Consequently, there is a need to monitor the 

effectiveness of the student services provision within the HEI in a meaningful way. While 

participants in this study were aware of the need to evidence their outcomes more 

robustly, similar to that noted by AMOSSHE18 (2010) in the UK, many were resistant to 

sacrifice time with students to engage in formal evaluations or reflection on their 

contribution. 

If the student support services function is to remain sustainable into the future, there is a 

need to move beyond a hope that the intrinsic value of their support roles will be 

recognised within their institution and replace ‘anecdotal cultures with cultures of 

evidence’ (Oburn, 2005, p23). The contribution of student support services is predicated 

on its integration into the core business of the institution. With no stated standards or 

objectives to meet, how can they know that they are ‘doing a good job’ or how their work 

connects to the function as a whole? Consequently, there is a need for those who work in 

student support services to become more engaged in determining ways to capture their 

collective value more effectively. 

5.6 PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY 

 
A lack of consensus regarding the existence of a distinct and cohesive student services 

identity within higher education was another key thread that was evident throughout the 

study. Initially, some variance in opinion was identified in the phase one questionnaire. 

However, greater tensions were later revealed by participants in phase two interviews 

 
18 Association of Managers of Student Services in Higher Education (UK). 
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regarding their views on what constituted a ‘student support service professional’, which 

roles might be included under such a designation, and whether student support services 

could be considered as an emerging profession. Given the many functional areas which 

can exist under the umbrella of ‘student support services’ (Manning et al., 2014; Seifert 

et al., 2014), these differences in views can be seen as rooted in the multiplicity of roles 

that exist, the many practitioners involved and the different frames of reference through 

which they identify with the student support function. 

5.6.1 A Heterogenous Staff Group in Higher Education 

The heterogenous nature of the participants in this study was apparent in their diverse 

academic and occupational backgrounds, and in their random, sometimes serendipitous, 

entry into their role in higher education.  Firstly, as this study sought the views of 

Academic Support Tutors; Career Guidance Officers; Chaplains; Counsellors and 

Psychotherapists; Disability Officers; and Healthcare professionals, some variety in 

academic background was to be expected. However, the diversity and range of academic 

disciplines studied by interviewees was striking. These included formal qualifications in 

liberal arts, law, education, social and computer sciences; multi-disciplinary fields such 

as library and information systems; and professional qualifications in nursing, policing 

and counselling. It was notable that the majority of the interviewees held high levels of 

qualification. Many had multiple cross-disciplinary qualifications to post-graduate level; 

with one interviewee engaged in doctoral studies (see Appendix 10). Like Small’s (2008) 

study of professional staff in an Australian HEI, most participants had previous 

experiences of being a student and a familiarity with a higher education context. 

Although research into staff roles in student support services is absent in Irish higher 

education (Gormley, 2016; National Forum, 2015), the academic credentials held by these 

participants broadly aligned with the limited comparative international research that 

exists. Seifert et al. (2014) in their preliminary exploration of the backgrounds and roles 

of practitioners in Student Affairs and Services worldwide, referenced the numerous 

fields in formal education that practitioners drew from to ground their work. Moreover, 

high levels of academic achievement by those working in the student services area were 

noted; with a qualification at bachelor’s or master’s degree level attained by almost 

seventy per cent of European respondents. This increasing credentialism of professional 
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staff in higher education has been noted in the literature (Sebalj et al., 2012; Dobson and 

Conway, 2003). 

Secondly, a lack of a pre-determined entry route into the student support function in 

higher education was also apparent. Many participants acknowledged that a student 

support services role was not an occupation that was particularly well-known to them or 

one they had aspired to. For all, their entry was unplanned and unintentional. This is in 

keeping with findings from Australian and UK studies of administrative and professional 

staff where an ‘accidental career’ in higher education has been noted (Regan and Graham, 

2018; Whitchurch, 2009b). Thus, there was no specific qualification, common 

educational pathway, or pre-defined entry route into working in this area which was 

shared by all participants.  

Consequently, participants did not see themselves as a homogenous group. In line with 

Manning et al.’s (2014, p32) observation that what constitutes student services work is 

‘somewhat debatable’ with much depending on the approach taken by the institution, 

student support services was seen by some participants as a developing function within 

Irish higher education which had not yet fully defined its parameters regarding the roles 

involved and the types of supports offered. Thus, participants had no unified view of what 

a ‘student support service professional’ might be. Further, a clear unease existed among 

several participants regarding how their role was seen within their student support 

services function. Some participants in pastoral roles felt that they were not considered to 

be a ‘real’ student support service professional by their colleagues. While others revealed 

the subtle distinctions they made about the status of their role based on perceptions of 

having critical ‘life-and-death’ responsibilities for students versus the more general 

supportive provisions of other colleagues, or a having a more ‘specialist’ role within an 

administrative designation. Thus, this study suggests that the absence of a common 

background from which they might naturally emerge as a coherent group, combined with 

ambiguity around who or what is part of a student services function has clear implications 

for how they view themselves as an integrated function with a cohesive identity. 

Further, despite the low profile of the student services function and the absence of any 

formal career planning, the potential to shape a fulfilling career in student support services 

in higher education was evident. At the time of interview, the participants’ experience in 
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their current role ranged from one to fifteen years. While the average length of service 

was six years, more than half of interviewees, particularly those in careers, academic 

support, chaplaincy and disability services, had worked in other student support-related 

roles within their own or another HEI and had substantial additional experience of 

between four and twenty-six years. The unexpected trajectory of an unknown career path 

in higher education was noted by Gander, Moyes and Sabzalieva (2014, p2) in relation to 

administrators in UK institutions, where on entry to the sector, professional staff ‘can find 

opportunities and progress within and between institutions’. Moving between support 

roles may be useful for maintaining employee service and preserving institutional 

memory. However, some of the common role changes described by participants such as 

a move from a librarian to a disability officer or a student support officer to an academic 

support tutor, could potentially have implications for the perception of a cohesive identity 

within student services where such roles may be seen as interchangeable within the HEI, 

while others such as healthcare and counselling are not.  

Thus, the randomness of entry routes to student support service roles, the multiplicity of 

educational backgrounds and career trajectory of staff may have implications for the 

perceptions of a cohesive student service identity, both within the institution and between 

the staff group, which in turn can affect the potential for a collaborative provision of 

service and the visibility and contribution of the function within the HEI.  

5.6.2 Competing Notions of Professional Identity 

Although participants demonstrated a unity of purpose around the holistic support of 

students, not all subscribed to the same professional identity. Consistent with Seifert et 

al. (2014), participants identified with their student support work from different frames 

of reference related to their role identity. For some participants in disability and careers 

services, the absence of a professionalising student services qualification meant they 

identified solely with their functional area of student support. While for others in 

academic support services, specific credentials were thought unnecessary and they 

considered themselves a member of a broader student services profession on the basis of 

their expertise and knowledge. A final view was voiced by those in healthcare, chaplaincy 

and counselling services whose primary identity was as a qualified specialist in their own 

field and who, by extension, considered themselves part of the student support function 
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as they worked in a higher education context. These views are reflective of broader 

debates about whether student support services is a profession in its own right, multiple 

professions, or a group of practitioners bound by a common interest (Arminio and Ortiz, 

2017; Shea et al., 2016; Seifert et al., 2014; Carpenter and Stimpson, 2007). Moreover, 

such competing notions have the potential to frustrate a common sense of identity within 

the student support service function and may be an unwitting obstruction on the ground 

to voicing their contribution as they do not perceive themselves as a coherent group. 

As Schreiber and Lewis (2020) note, professionalisation in student services is not 

developing at the same pace or in the same manner worldwide.  Further, an appreciation 

is needed of the ‘glocalized’ context within which student support services is situated 

(Selznick, 2013; Roberts, 2012). Therefore, the extent to which it is considered desirable 

to professionalise and the ways in which it can be achieved will depend not only on the 

frame of reference adopted by the individual practitioner but the context within which 

their practice is embedded.  

The trend towards professionalisation in Irish student affairs and services continues but 

without national standards, sector-wide guidelines or a professionalising framework. 

Consistent with Schreiber and Lewis’ (2020) second stage of professionalisation - 

‘emerging professionalisation’, the focus is on advancing the field through multiple 

professional development means and establishing links outside individual or institutional 

practices. Unlike the USA, it has not evolved to the third stage - ‘established and 

recognised academic and disciplinary programmes’ with clear theoretical underpinnings 

and a formal qualification for entry to the profession.  

In this study, participants collectively emphasised the importance of engaging with CPD 

opportunities through their professional networks to ensure they remained current in their 

knowledge and practices. It can be suggested that this shared interest and commitment to 

developing themselves professionally in their respective roles to meet the needs of their 

students provides an openness and opportunity for interprofessional collaboration. Thus, 

the focus does not necessarily have to be on whether a single student support service 

identity is accepted fully by all who work in the function, but rather how they can begin 

to develop a mindset that allows them to work together from their different vantage points 
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in support of student engagement and success under the wider student support services 

umbrella. 

5.6.3 Towards Commonalities and Interprofessional Collaboration  

The idea of interprofessional collaboration has been promoted in health and social care 

settings over the past two decades and is recognised in these contexts as an approach 

where multiple professionals from different backgrounds work together to provide 

individual-focused, high quality care which can contribute to the achievement of more 

positive outcomes (WHO, 2010). At its heart, interprofessional collaboration is about 

colleagues working and learning together with an understanding that the ‘outcome’ is 

greater than the sum of their parts. Adopting such an integrated perspective means an 

inevitable shift in thinking about how individuals can develop relationships that facilitate 

working together in a more connected way (Flood, Hocking, Smythe and Jones, 2019; 

Trodd, 2011). Consequently, collaborative practice is not something that is easily taught, 

but developed experientially through interactions with colleagues in the field (Flood et 

al., 2019; Joynes, 2018). 

Findings from this study suggest that student support service professionals have an 

openness to collaborative and interprofessional working. Flood et al. (2019) note that a 

focus on the individual is at the core of working in a spirit of interprofessional practice. 

While Trodd and Chivers (2011, p171) suggest that interprofessionals are ‘internally self-

aware but also outward facing […] capable of taking a wider, holistic or more strategic 

view’. Student success is the product of a range of student support practices, both 

academic and non-academic, which are focused on putting the student experience at the 

centre of institutional activities. This study revealed that in the provision of a range of 

holistic supports which help build the individual student’s capacity to succeed, 

participants viewed themselves as actively contributing both operationally and 

strategically to student success across the academic lifecycle. Further, participants saw 

their individual role as a vital contribution to the holistic student experience while 

simultaneously recognising the interdependence of the different skills and expertise 

within the student support service function.   

The student support professionals in this study are not a homogenous group. They have 

diverse backgrounds and qualifications, and perform very different roles within the 
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student support service function in their HEI. There is no clear pathway from which they 

naturally emerge, therefore, not all subscribe to the same professional identity. Yet, this 

study suggests that they have more in common than might first appear.  

Participants shared a common goal of supporting students holistically at higher education 

which, in turn, supported the academic mission and strategic goals of the HEI by enabling 

students to thrive academically. Their different but complementary contributions to the 

student experience emerged from phases one and two of data collection and can be 

captured in three key areas of activity which help build students’ capacity to succeed: 

helping students to ‘get more’ out of their academic and institutional experiences; 

providing opportunities to ‘care for the interior’; and building relationships and 

community within the HEI.  

Further, participants were found to align in their approach and purpose. Five guiding 

principles which underpinned their work practices emerged from the study (see Figure 7 

below). While participants embraced the core of each principle, the ways in which it 

might manifest itself in their practice may overlap or vary in accordance with the focus 

of the support provision. A key element of professionalism is commonality and from an 

exploration of commonality standards can eventually emerge (Evans, 2008). As the 

student affairs and services profession continues to develop in Ireland amid a changing 

higher education landscape, these five commonalities, within the context of professional 

development, offer student support service professionals an agreed starting point from 

which to begin to consider interprofessional collaboration and the potential development 

of a more cohesive professional identity. 
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Figure 7: Five Common Principles Which Frame their Contribution 

 

  

 

 

  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

1. Student-centred 

Adopting a student-centred approach means putting the student at the heart of their 

supportive provision and valuing students through an appreciation of their needs and by 

adopting an empathetic and individualistic approach which respects individual agency. 

For a Nurse, this may mean ensuring the student is empowered to make autonomous 

decisions or choices regarding the management of their health condition or treatment plan. 

While for an Academic Support Tutor, it could be meeting the student where they are 

academically, appreciating their previous learning experiences and working together to 

develop specific academic or digital skills.  

 
2. Care 

Ensuring the overall wellbeing of the student through the provision of holistic care and 

acting in the best interests of a student or in advocacy for particular groups within the 

institution. A Counsellor or Nurse will have a professional duty of care to their students 
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to ensure that they act for the student’s benefit in an ethical and measured way. However, 

in the context of chaplaincy, care for students might be demonstrated through the 

provision of hospitality, the giving of time in a non-structured way, the offer of friendship 

or a welcoming space.  

 
3. Equity and Fairness 

Recognising the diversity of the student body and working to ensure fair practices, fair 

access to resources, and participation in an inclusive learning environment. For a 

Disability Officer, this could be the promotion of universal design for learning approaches 

across the institution to ensure inclusive practices in teaching, learning and the campus 

environment or the provision of rights-based reasonable accommodations for students 

with learning differences to facilitate equality of participation and the achievement of 

learning outcomes. For a Careers Officer or an Academic Support Tutor it might manifest 

itself in the provision of resources in formats that are accessible to all, providing equal 

opportunity access to their service, or being cognisant of the diverse educational 

backgrounds, experience and knowledge of students in their delivery of their support 

provision. 

4. Professional Behaviours 

Demonstrating professionalism through appropriate conduct and maintaining expertise 

and competence as necessary for their role. Having an understanding, tolerant and 

supportive attitude, which demonstrates confidentiality, respect, clear boundaries, 

transparency and preparedness in their role. While the maintenance of confidentiality 

relating to record-keeping will be paramount for every support service, Counsellors, 

Nurses, Disability Officers and Chaplains may have access to a higher level of sensitive 

personal information about students that requires a further degree of confidentiality 

commensurate with the level of trust given to their role. Further while respectful 

behaviour such as active listening may be common for all in their interactions with 

students, in a healthcare context, respectful touch may be an element of care which does 

not present in other support contexts. 

5. Responsibility 

Having a sense of responsibility towards students, the HEI and wider society regarding 

the ways in which the work of student support services supports and complements overall 
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student development and learning to ensure students have opportunities to become well-

rounded and employable graduates who can contribute to society. For a Careers Officer 

or Chaplain this might manifest itself in the provision and promotion of opportunities for 

civic engagement, such as volunteering, fundraising or involvement in community groups 

which supports personal growth and skills development. For Disability Officers or 

Counsellors, it might be demonstrated through the provision of support and expertise to 

academic colleagues regarding the management of complex student issues.  

5.7 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

 
This chapter presented a synthesis and discussion of the core findings of the study as they 

relate to the broader literature in the area. The findings were explored under four key 

headings: a holistic approach to the student experience; contribution to the student 

experience; institutional invisibility; and professional identity.  

The student support service professionals in this study shared a common goal of 

supporting students holistically at higher education which, in turn, was seen to support 

the strategic goals of the HEI by enabling students to thrive academically. Their different 

but complementary contributions to the student experience can be captured in three key 

areas of activity which help build individual students’ capacity to succeed: helping 

students to ‘get more’ out of their academic and institutional experiences; providing 

opportunities to ‘care for the interior’; and building relationships and community within 

the HEI.  

However, they perceive their work as being unrecognised or undervalued, and struggle to 

capture their valuable contribution. As a heterogenous group they do not have a common 

professional identity. However, they are aligned in their approach and purpose and share 

five common principles which, in the the context of professional development, offer 

student support service professionals an agreed starting point from which to begin to 

consider interprofessional collaboration and the potential development of a more cohesive 

professional identity. 
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION 

 

6.1 INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this study was to explore the views of student support service 

professionals in higher education in relation to their contribution to the enhancement of 

the overall student experience. In doing so, it sought to identify the standards or principles 

that framed this contribution with a view to developing a framework that enabled those 

working in the area to reflect on their practice and assist in the articulation of their 

contribution within their HEI.  It also provided an opportunity to contribute to the 

conversation regarding the professionalisation of student support services in Ireland. 

This final chapter presents the conclusions of this study. In doing so, it will bring the main 

strands of research together by revisiting the research questions and reviewing the key 

findings. The implications of these findings are also identified with recommendations for 

further study. Finally, the limitations of the study are acknowledged. 

 

6.2 OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY SUBJECT AREA 

 
It is evident from the literature that student supports and services in higher education is a 

complex and multi-faceted function (Manning et al., 2014). Yet, despite professional staff 

comprising almost half of the total higher education workforce in the Republic of Ireland 

(HEA, 2018a), very little is known about the work of student support service professionals 

and, in particular, their perceptions of how their diverse roles contribute to the overall 

enhancement of the student experience with their HEI (Roberts, 2018; Shea et al., 2016; 

Graham, 2010; Small, 2008).  

Despite the stated importance of student support services as part of the institutional 

quality assurance process (ESG, 2015) and a national focus on the enhancement of 

individual student success through the provision of a holistic student experience (National 

Forum, 2019a; Hunt, 2011), the role of student support services is peripheral to 

discussions of student experience in a quality assurance context and there is a thread of 

literature which suggests that much of the work that professional staff engage in is 
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perceived as unrecognised, under-researched and potentially undervalued by the 

institution and student support staff themselves (Graham and Regan, 2016; Regan et al., 

2014; Graham, 2012; Szekeres, 2004; Dobson and Conway, 2003). Further, student 

support professionals are often considered within the literature as a homogenous group 

(Morgan, 2012c; Graham, 2010; Allen-Collinson, 2006), which overlooks the 

multiplicity of roles and practitioners involved, the ‘glocalized’ context in which they 

operate, and the diversity of perspectives regarding their professional identity (Shea et 

al., 2016; Seifert et al., 2014). An emerging area of research suggests that a clearer 

understanding of how professional staff contribute to the broader goals of their institution 

in relation to student experiences, engagement and outcomes would enable a more 

effective contribution (Regan et al., 2014; Graham, 2013). 

Thus, the purpose of this study was to explore the views of student support service 

professionals in higher education in relation to their contribution to the enhancement of 

the overall student experience. Participants were drawn from six student support 

professional fields in higher education; namely, Academic Support Service; Careers and 

Employability Service; Chaplaincy Service; Counselling Service; Disability Service; and 

Health Service.   

Specifically, the study sought to address the following research questions: 

1. How do student support service professional staff perceive their contribution to 

the enhancement of the overall student experience within higher education? 

 

2. What are the professional standards or guiding principles that frame this 

contribution? 

 

3. Can a common set of professional standards be identified for student services 

within higher education which can be used as a framework for reflecting on their 

contribution?   
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6.3 METHODS 

 
This was a qualitative research study which sought to elicit rich, detailed information 

from professionals employed in student support services in higher education. 

Consequently, a constructivist methodological approach was used to focus on the voices 

of those who work in the field in a bid to gain greater insight into their perspectives and 

experiences. 

A two-phase approach to data collection was implemented which allowed a layered 

picture of the views of student support professionals to emerge. As an under-researched 

area, an anonymous, qualitative questionnaire was administered online to seek out the 

initial views of student support professionals, working in a range of roles, in relation to 

the research topic. The data gathered from this scoping exercise subsequently informed 

14 semi-structured interviews which were conducted with professionals working in 

student support services across nine Colleges, Universities and Institutes of Technology 

located in the Midlands, East and South Eastern regions in the Republic of Ireland. The 

findings from phase two advanced an understanding of participant perspectives in a 

number of areas and an analysis yielded the following themes: a holistic approach to 

student experience, contribution to the student experience, institutional invisibility and 

professional identity. 

6.4 SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

 
Student support service professionals in this study shared a common goal of supporting 

students holistically at higher education which, in turn, was seen to support the strategic 

goals of the HEI by enabling students to thrive academically. Adopting a holistic 

perspective, they saw the student experience as a potentially transformative one which 

extended beyond education and recognised their key role, both individually and 

collectively, in supporting the academic, emotional, personal, professional and social 

development of students.  

Each student support service provision offered different but complementary contributions 

to enhancing the student experience. These were captured in three key areas of activity. 

By helping students to ‘get more’ out of their academic and institutional experiences, 

providing opportunities to ‘care for the interior’, and building relationships and 
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community within the HEI, the activities of student support services, both individually 

and as a collective, were seen as helping to develop the student’s capacity to engage 

effectively in their higher education experience. Consequently, these contributions were 

viewed as essential to the overall retention, engagement, progression and attainment goals 

of the institution.  

However, participants also perceived that the significant contribution they felt their 

individual roles made to the student experience was largely unrecognised or undervalued 

within their institution by management and academic staff. This was compounded by the 

reduction of their diverse and specialised roles to a homogenous administrative provision. 

Further, they struggled to articulate their status as a group and the valuable contribution 

they felt they made to the enhancement of the overall student experience within their 

institution. 

In the absence of professional standards, sector-wide guidelines or a professionalising 

framework, the heterogenous nature of the student services group may have implications 

for the development of a cohesive student service identity, both within the HEI and 

between the staff group themselves. Their varied academic and professional credentials, 

occupational backgrounds and lack of a pre-determined entry route into the student 

services support function could be seen as hindering the potential for a collaborative 

provision of service and a clear articulation of the contribution of the function within the 

HEI.  

However, the student support professionals in this study were aligned in their approach 

and purpose and five common principles which framed their work with students emerged 

from the study. Namely, student-centred; care; equality and fairness; professional 

behaviours; and responsibility. As the student affairs and services profession continues to 

develop in Ireland amid a changing higher education landscape, these five commonalities, 

within the context of professional development, offer student support service 

professionals an agreed starting point from which to begin to consider interprofessional 

collaboration and the potential development of a more cohesive professional identity. 
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6.5 THE IMPACT OF THIS RESEARCH AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
As noted previously in chapters one and two, there is a lack of research within the 

literature which explores the role of professional staff within higher education.  There is 

even less where professional staff, as researchers, explore the contributions that non-

academic staff make to student outcomes and the broader student experience from the 

perspectives of the staff themselves (Regan et al., 2014; Graham, 2010). Thus, this study 

contributes in its originality to the field and offers a unique perspective as it takes the, 

previously unknown, views and perspectives of student support service professionals and 

uses them to enhance our understanding of practices in higher education. Further, as 

research on professional staff roles in higher education is limited (Seifert et al., 2014) and 

completely absent for Irish student support services staff, this study gives a baseline of 

understanding for this heterogenous group at this particular point in time for this 

geographical area.  

Further, findings suggest that student support service professionals understand how the 

broader environment shapes student learning and the potential of their role to contribute 

within it. Thus, it aligns with research which suggests that student services staff can 

contribute to student development and success and argues that the value of their role 

within the HEI should be recognised in this area (Roberts, 2018; Graham, 2013; 

Middleton, 2006; Thomas et al., 2002). Moreover, student support service professionals 

in this study revealed that they understood their everyday work with students in both 

operational and strategic terms. This inherent commitment to student success and 

appreciation of what it means, not just for students, but also for their role within the 

institution, is aligned with a current focus in higher education on developing institutional 

cultures which foster an understanding in staff of how their practice impacts on the 

experiences and outcomes of students (National Forum, 2019a, 2019c; Thomas, 2019). 

The Irish higher education landscape has been transformed in the past two decades and 

the trajectory is for change in the future. This study has highlighted how the randomness 

of entry routes to student support service roles, the multiplicity of educational 

backgrounds, career trajectory of staff, and competing notions of professional identity 

may have implications for the perceptions of a cohesive student service identity, both 

within the institution and between the staff group, which in turn can affect the potential 
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for a collaborative provision of service and the visibility and contribution of the function 

within the HEI.  

As the student affairs and services profession continues to develop in Ireland amid a 

changing higher education landscape and trend to professionalisation without stated 

standards, sector-wide guidelines or a professionalising framework, there is a necessity 

for student support service professionals to coalesce around a set of standards if they are 

to firmly navigate their way forward as a cohesive group. Significantly, this study 

suggests that student support service professionals have an openness to collaborative and 

interprofessional working and offers five common principles, which have emerged from 

the study, as an agreed starting point from which to begin a consideration of 

interprofessional collaboration and the potential development of a more cohesive 

professional identity. 

6.5.1  Areas Where There May Be Implications 

1. Institutional Invisibility  

Perceptions by student support service professionals of a lack of explicit recognition of 

the importance of their work within the HEI is an important insight regarding how they 

see their role. This could lead to an under-appreciation of their contribution and inhibit 

the development of ‘institutional cultures in which every staff member is encouraged to 

reflect on how their role contributes to students’ success’ (National Forum, 2019c, p4). 

One way of increasing visibility is to agree objectives within the function which can then 

be reported on within the institution. Consequently, there is a need for those who work in 

student support services to become more engaged in determining ways to capture their 

collective value more effectively and upskill accordingly. A starting point might be to 

begin to reflect on the commonalities that they share regarding their contribution to the 

student experience as part of their annual CPD activities within the institution. 

2. Absence of National Standards in Student Support Services 

In the absence of standards, student support services are working in uncertainty. A lack 

of cohesion leaves them vulnerable to changes within the higher education landscape. 

While there have been calls for the development of national standards in the area 

(National Forum, 2015), these have not been acted upon. Consequently, a way forward at 
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grassroots level would be to start a conversation within professional networks to begin to 

test out if broader consensus exists for the five common principles identified in this study.  

3. Peripherality to the Institutional Quality Assurance Processes 

It is important that the work of student support services within higher education is known 

about and that the contributions that student support service professionals make to the 

enhancement of the holistic student experience are articulated. One of the ways 

contributions are recorded is through engagement with the institutional quality assurance 

processes. However, the participants in this study, despite substantial experience and 

involvement in their respective professional organisations, had very little knowledge of 

their institutional quality assurance system or their role in it. As part of whole-of-

institution approach to student success, professional staff would benefit from inclusion in 

CPD opportunities in this area. 

4. Cohesiveness of the Function 

The heterogenous nature of the participants in this study was apparent in their diverse 

academic and occupational backgrounds, and in their random, sometimes serendipitous, 

entry into their role in higher education. Yet, the potential to shape a fulfilling career in 

student support services in higher education was evident from the length of service 

indicated by participants and the movement between roles within the student support 

service function. This may have implications in terms of recruitment practices within the 

HEI where a more cohesive group with a sense of common purpose would lend itself to 

a more focused recruitment approach. 

6.5.2 Possible Areas for Further Research 

Reflecting on the findings and implications of this study, further research is suggested in 

the following areas: 

1. The five common principles identified in this research potentially lend themselves 

to the development of standards. Further research to explore if broader consensus 

exists could be undertaken with the professional networks with which student 

support service professionals are affiliated. 
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2. The heterogenous nature of those who work in student support services and their 

random entry route to an accidental but fulfilling career in student support services 

is worthy of further exploration. 

3. Throughout this study, the possible impact of the under-developed research 

culture in Irish student support services was noted in relation to some aspects of 

the research process. As previously discussed in chapter three (section 3.5.4), 

some challenges were encountered in recruiting interested participants working in 

student support service roles to take part in phase one of the study. This hesitancy 

has been noted in other research (Seifert et al., 2014). Further research is required 

to explore the perceptions of student support service professionals in relation to 

this topic. 

6.6 LIMITATIONS 

Although this study was approached with the intention of conducting a systematic study 

that was methodologically and ethically sound, its limitations are recognised in terms of 

context, scale and methods. 

This was a geographically narrow, small-scale qualitative study which consisted of  42 

respondents to an online questionnaire and 14 semi-structured interviews which focused 

on the views and experiences of a group of student support service professionals working 

in nine HEIs of different status and size located in the Midlands, East and South East of 

the Republic of Ireland. Exploring an under-researched area meant that the inclusion and 

exclusion criteria were set. Thus, the focus was on a specific cohort of people, in a 

particular area at a particular point in time. Participants were also self-selecting, so it can 

be assumed that they were enthusiastic volunteers who were motivated to take part, and 

their responses may be reflective of this. However, it was never intended that this study 

would be representative of Irish student support services as a whole. While not an 

expansive study, it is robust and large enough within its context. Participants, although 

speaking as individuals, expressed similar views and this gives encouragement that data 

saturation was reached and the conclusions of the study could be generalised to a degree 

(Bryman, 2008). 
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Many functions may exist under the ‘student support service’ umbrella depending on the 

institutional approach taken (Manning et al., 2014).  Thus, it is acknowledged that not all 

who might consider themselves to be a part of the student support services function, such 

as those employed in library and information services, IT and technical services and 

general administration were included. Further, due to the boundaries on the study, the 

work was not triangulated by seeking the views of other groups in higher education such 

as senior management, faculty or students (Cohen et al., 2011). Therefore, the research 

topic was not interrogated from a different viewpoint.  

Further, it is acknowledged that qualitative research cannot be value-free and the 

approach to research is viewed through the prism of my own experiences of working in 

the area. While I sought to be as objective as possible, in qualitative research an 

alternative interpretation of the data is always possible (Berg and Lune, 2012).  

 

6.7 OVERALL CONCLUSIONS 

 
The purpose of this study was to explore the views of student support service 

professionals in higher education in relation to their contribution to the enhancement of 

the overall student experience. In doing so, it sought to identify the standards or principles 

that framed this contribution with a view to developing a framework that enabled those 

working in the area to reflect on their practice and assist in the articulation of their 

contribution within their HEI. It also provided an opportunity to contribute to the 

conversation regarding the professionalisation of student support services in Ireland. 

The outcome of the study suggests that the contribution of student support professionals 

to the student experience can be located within three key areas framed by a set of common 

principles. This provides a starting point for a consideration of how interprofessional 

collaboration might assist them in articulating how their role contributes to the holistic 

student experience, the broader institutional goals of student success and the expression 

of a more cohesive identity. 
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Appendix 1: Profile of the Irish Higher Education System 

 

Table 1:  Number of Staff Employed Across the Irish Higher Education Sector  2011/12 to 2017/18* 

Year Universities Institutes of Technology Colleges 

 Academic Support Total Ratio^ Academic Support Total Ratio^ Academic Support Total Ratio^ 

2011/12 7168 6532 13701 1.2 4752 3462 8214 0.6 608 818 1427 1.2 

 

2012/13 7408 6344 13752 0.9 4668 3463 8131 0.7 732 782 1513 1.1 

 

2013/14 7067 6631 13698 0.9 4790 3353 8143 0.7 612 670 1282 1.1 

 

2014/15 7451 6668 14119 0.9 4859 3312 8171 0.7 607 692 1299 1.1 

 

2015/16 7592 6858 14450 0.9 4961 3306 8268 0.7 613 751 1364 1.2 

 

2016/17 8100 7133 15234 0.9 5061 3343 8404 0.7 516 706 1222 1.4 

 

2017/18 8396 7328 15724 0.9 5194 3389 8583 0.7 539 751 1290 1.4 

 

*Figures are based on an amalgamation of available higher education system performance data from 2011/12 to 2017/18 (HEA, 2020; HEA, 2016). Numbers include 

core staff and contract/specialist staff. Data on the breakdown of specific support roles is not available. 

^Non-academic/academic staff ratio. 

 

 



149 
 

 

Table 2: Student Numbers and Diversity Across the Sector  2011/12 to 2017/18 

Year Institutional 

Category 

No. of Enrolments* 

Undergraduate        Postgraduate 

No. Total 

Enrolments 

Mature 

Learners 

% 

Learners with 

Disabilities^ 

% 

Targeted Socio-

economic groups^ 

% 

International 

Learners** 

% 

 

 

2011/12 

University 80,913 26,816 107,729 10 6 18 10 

Institute of 

Technology 

74,890 5,653 80,543 18 5 24 3 

College 8,686 2,687 11,373 10 4 14 15 

 

2012/13 

University 81,187 26,853 108,040 9 7 20 11 

Institute of 

Technology 

76,666 5,942 82,608 18 6 27 2 

College 8,813 3,043 11,856 7 4 18 2 

 

2013/14 

University 84,312 27,979 112,291 8 6 21 14 

Institute of 

Technology 

79,554 6,900 86,454 18 7 31 5 

College 9,096 2,961 12,057 8 5 21 18 

 

2014/15 

University 85,362 28,236 113,598 8 8 22 15 

Institute of 

Technology 

80,934 7,253 88,187 17 10 31 6 

College 9,136 3,668 12,804 8 6 20 17 

 

2015/16 

University 90,372 29,426 119,798 8 8 21 16 

Institute of 

Technology 

82,654 7,496 90,150 15 10 31 6 

College 9,329 3,341 12,670 9 6 22 14 
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Year Institutional 

Category 

No. of Enrolments* 

Undergraduate        Postgraduate 

No. Total 

Enrolments 

Mature 

Learners 

% 

Learners with 

Disabilities^ 

% 

Targeted Socio-

economic groups^ 

% 

International 

Learners** 

% 

 

 

2016/17 

University 105,051 16,509 125,281 7 12 22 16 

Institute of 

Technology 

81,740 7,965 89,705 13 17 31 6 

College 8,298 2,344 10,642 9 8 24 22 

 

2017/18 

University 95,930 31,845 127,775 6 13 24 16 

Institute of 

Technology 

83,812 9,208 93,020 12 18 32 7 

College 8,474 2,441 10,915 8 9 27 23 

*Full-time and part-time enrolments 

**Full-time enrolments only 

^ HEA Estimate based on Institute Equal Access Survey19. Returns are not available for all HEIs for every year. 

 
19 The Equal Access Survey is a voluntary survey which collects information on the social, economic and ethnic background of new students who enter higher education for the first time. 

The survey commenced in 2007 and this annual collection is managed jointly by the National Office for Equity to Higher Education and the Statistics Unit of the HEA. 
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Appendix 2:  Study Information Sheet  

Setting Standards for Student Services: Exploring the views of Student Support Service 

Professionals in Higher education on their contribution to the ‘Student Experience’. 

WOULD YOU LIKE TO PARTICIPATE? 

About me 

My name is Lisa Fortune and I have worked for many years in the area of Student Services 

and Learner Supports at [name of institution]. My area of professional interest is student 

affairs and services in higher education and I am currently undertaking a Doctorate in 

Education through Queen’s University, Belfast. 

 

About my study 

The purpose of my research is to explore the views of student support professionals in 

relation to their contribution to the enhancement of the student experience and the 

standards or principles that frame this contribution.  

 

Why get involved? 

Participation is entirely voluntary.  However, the data collected may help contribute to 

the under-researched area of student affairs and services and it is an opportunity to give 

your views and perspectives on this issue. 

 

How can you take part? 

I would like to invite student support service professionals whose role involves direct 

contact with learners in the areas of pastoral care, advising/guidance, welfare/health, 

access/disability or academic /learning supports to take part in my research.  

 

YOU CAN GET INVOLVED IN TWO WAYS: 

• The first is to complete an anonymous online survey which will take about 10 

minutes. 

• The second is to participate in an optional follow-up individual interview which 

focuses on your experiences and views as a student support service professional. 

The interview will last about one hour and will, with your permission, be audio-

recorded for transcription. 

 

What will happen if you take part? 

o Your responses to the online survey are anonymous and will be used to inform the 

interviews and overall research findings. 

o Interviews will take place at a time and location that is convenient for you and can 

be in person or by phone/skype if preferred. Please know that interviews will be 
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conducted sensitively. You can indicate your interest at the end of the online 

survey or contact me directly.  

o In the event that more participants than are required volunteer for the individual 

interview, participants will be randomly selected and contacted individually. 

o All data collected will be anonymized and treated confidentially. Names, 

institutions, specific service names or departments will not be identified, or as far 

as possible, identifiable in my final thesis or any publications or presentations 

which may arise from the research. 

o If you choose to take part in an interview, all information will be treated in 

confidence and will not be shared with other parties. An exception to this will be 

my dissertation supervisors who will have access to the raw data from the 

interviews. You should also be aware that if during the course of the interview 

any information divulged relates to illegal activity or harm to self or others, I will 

be obliged to report it to the relevant authorities. 

 

Good to know 

My Supervisors 

Dr William McClune  

Principal Research Supervisor, School of Social Science, Education and Social Work, 

Queen’s University Belfast. W.McClune@qub.ac.uk      

Dr Katrina Lloyd 

Research Supervisor, School of Social Science, Education and Social Work,  

Queen’s University Belfast.  K.Lloyd@qub.ac.uk 

 

Ethics Approval 

My research has full ethical approval from the Ethics Committee in the School of Social 

Sciences, Education and Social Work, Queen’s University Belfast. 

 
Right to Withdraw 

You can withdraw from my study at any time, without explanation or adverse 

consequences, up to the point where the data is anonymised for analysis. I will give you 

an anticipated date. 

 

What will happen the data collected? 

On completion of my thesis, the data collected will held securely in Queen’s University 

Belfast for five years after which it will be destroyed in line with university policy. 

 

Thank you for your interest in this study.  If you have any further questions, please do 

contact me - I’d be delighted to hear from you! 

Lisa Fortune                  [My phone number]                  lfortune01@qub.ac.uk  

mailto:W.McClune@qub.ac.uk
mailto:K.Lloyd@qub.ac.uk
mailto:lfortune01@qub.ac.uk
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Appendix 3: Sample Correspondence  

 

Initial Correspondence with Representative of Professional Organisation 

 

Name: Lisa Fortune 

Email Address: lfortune01@qub.ac.uk 

How Can We Help?:  

 

Hello there, 

 

My name is Lisa Fortune and I work in the area of student services and learner supports 

in [name of institution]. 

 

I am currently engaged in part-time doctoral research with QUB and my area of 

professional interest is student support services in higher education. I’m exploring the 

views of student support professionals in relation to their contribution to the 

enhancement of the overall student experience and the standards or principles that frame 

this contribution. Consequently, I would like to contact professionals whose role 

involves direct contact with the student body in the areas of access/disability, pastoral 

care, advising/guidance, welfare/health or learning support/development and invite them 

to participate. 

 

With regard to professionals working with students in the area of Chaplaincy/Pastoral 

Care, I was wondering if it would be possible to put a call for participants out to the 

CN3 membership? If so, I’d appreciate if you would let me know if there are any 

procedures that I would need to follow. 

 

My study has been approved by the QUB School of Social Sciences, Education and 

Social Work Ethics Committee (Approval letter attached). If you think that this is 

something that you could help me with, I could send you an email with further 

information and a link to the survey for distribution amongst your members. 

 

Thank you for your time and interest. If you have any questions about my study, I 

would be happy to chat them through with you in more detail. 

 

Looking forward to hearing from you. 

 

Kind regards, 

Lisa 

(Sent via Chaplaincy Network at Third Level) 

 

mailto:lfortune01@qub.ac.uk
https://www.chaplaincy.ie/
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Subsequent Correspondence with Representative of Professional Organisation 

 

Name: Lisa Fortune 

Email Address: lfortune01@qub.ac.uk 

How Can We Help?:  

 

Thanks so much for getting back to me [name of representative].  

 The email wording and link to the survey is below. I'd appreciate if you would send this 

along with the attached study information sheet to the CN3 network.  It would be really 

valuable to hear from Third Level Chaplains, so hopefully some members will want to 

participate! 

 

Thanks again for your time and interest. 

Kind regards, 

Lisa 

 

 

My name is Lisa Fortune and I am currently enrolled on the Professional Doctorate in 

Education (EdD) programme in the School of Social Sciences, Education and Social 

Work, Queen’s University Belfast.  

  

My area of professional interest is student support services in higher education. 

Consequently, the purpose of my research is to explore the views of student support 

professionals in relation to their contribution to the enhancement of the overall student 

experience and the standards or principles that frame this contribution. 

  

As a Student Support Service Professional working in higher education, I would like to 

invite you to participate in my research. This study has received full ethical approval from 

Queen’s University, Belfast and represents an opportunity to contribute to the under-

researched area of student services in Ireland. 

  

Please find attached an information sheet regarding my study and how you can 

participate.   

To complete the survey, select the following link: 

  

BEGIN SURVEY 
  

If you have any questions or concerns, please feel free to contact me at [my phone 

number] or email lfortune01@qub.ac.uk. Thank you in advance for your interest and 

consideration.  

Kind regards, Lisa Fortune 

mailto:lfortune01@qub.ac.uk
mailto:lfortune01@qub.ac.uk
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Appendix 4: Feedback from Pilot Questionnaire 

Title:  Setting Standards for Student Services: Exploring the views of Student Support Service Professionals in Higher Education on their contribution 

to the ‘student experience’. 

Research Questions: 

1. How do student support service professionals perceive their contribution to the enhancement of the overall student experience within higher 

education? 

2. What are the professional standards or guiding principles that frame this contribution? 

3. Can a common set of standards be identified for student services within higher education?  

 

Pilot Questionnaire: Scoping survey for RQ 1 and 2. 

Feedback requested 

on: 

Reviewer 1 

Comment: 

(works in 

academic 

support in large 

university in 

NI) 

Reviewer 2 

Comment: 

(works in learner 

support in large 

private college in 

USA) 

Reviewer 3 

Comment: 

(works in disability 

support in medium-

sized college in 

ROI) 

Potential Changes 

as a Result of 

Comments: 

Rationale for 

change:  

1. Information 

email and 

invitation to 

participate in 

research 

Information email 

potentially too long. 

Very clearly laid out but might 

be a bit long. 

No comments returned No change to information 

email but the introduction to 

the survey will be shortened 

to avoid repetition. 

Text of the email has 

been approved by 

SSESW Ethics 

Committee.  Email 

needs to give detailed 

information to 

participants to allow 

them to make an 

informed decision to 

take part. 
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Feedback requested 

on: 

Reviewer 1 

Comment: 

(works in 

academic 

support in large 

university in 

NI) 

Reviewer 2 

Comment: 

(works in learner 

support in large 

private college in 

USA) 

Reviewer 3 

Comment: 

(works in disability 

support in medium-

sized college in 

ROI) 

Potential Changes 

as a Result of 

Comments: 

Rationale for 

change:  

A shorter introductory 

section to the survey 

will reduce repetition 

of information. 

 

2. Consent form Spot on but is there a 

need to duplicate this 

information in the 

information email and 

the introduction to the 

survey? 

 

Could the consent 

form be digitised? This 

would be much easier 

and handier to 

complete and might 

lead to a higher 

response rate. 

Very appropriate and clear. 

 

 

 

Is there a way to include the 

consent form in the google 

survey?  You may lose some 

participants by asking them to 

take another step outside of the 

survey itself to notify you of 

their interest. 

No comments returned No change to content of 

Consent Form but may 

include the form as part of 

the survey itself with 

checkboxes to indicate their 

understanding and consent 

to participate further. 

 

At the interview stage the 

participant could sign a 

paper copy of the online 

check box version for my 

records. 

 

 

 

 

 

Current format is 

cumbersome.   

 

Asking potential 

participants to read a 

lengthy information 

email, complete an 

online survey, and 

then step outside of the 

survey itself to fill in a 

consent form to notify 

me of their intention to 

participate further in 

the research is 

problematic.  

It will probably reduce 

the already small 

number of participants 

who may be interested 

in taking part. 
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Feedback requested 

on: 

Reviewer 1 

Comment: 

(works in 

academic 

support in large 

university in 

NI) 

Reviewer 2 

Comment: 

(works in learner 

support in large 

private college in 

USA) 

Reviewer 3 

Comment: 

(works in disability 

support in medium-

sized college in 

ROI) 

Potential Changes 

as a Result of 

Comments: 

Rationale for 

change:  

3. Ease of use 

and quality of 

instructions 

provided 

 

 

 

 

Self-explanatory and 

straightforward to read 

and understand. 

Flow of the survey is very well 

done.   

No comments returned No change to instructions 

provided. 
- 

4. Layout and 

presentation 

of questions 

Nicely presented with 

effective colour 

scheme, background, 

fonts and highlighted 

sections. 

 

All the questions were 

clearly articulated. 

 

Seeing the number of 

pages in the survey 

might put people off as 

there are so many. 

 

Graphics on the first page are 

appropriate and positive. 

 

The information you are 

asking for matches the 

purpose and goals of the study. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

No comments returned Remove the function which 

allows participants to see the 

number of pages in the 

survey and emphasise that 

there are four sections to the 

survey in the introductory 

section to the survey. 

 

Consider making some 

questions optional or 

offering more closed 

checklist questions? 

May attract more 

interest from 

participants in 

completing a survey 

that has four sections 

rather than multiple 

pages. 
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Feedback requested 

on: 

Reviewer 1 

Comment: 

(works in 

academic 

support in large 

university in 

NI) 

Reviewer 2 

Comment: 

(works in learner 

support in large 

private college in 

USA) 

Reviewer 3 

Comment: 

(works in disability 

support in medium-

sized college in 

ROI) 

Potential Changes 

as a Result of 

Comments: 

Rationale for 

change:  

Consider standardising 

the number of 

questions on each 

section. 

 

I didn’t like the 

emphasis on open-

ended questions and 

the fact that all 

questions were 

compulsory. 

 

 

 

 

5. Specific 

guidance on 

questions – 

ambiguous or 

problematic 

content 

No specific comments 

on individual 

questions. 

Answer to Section 3 Q14 ‘are 

there any other values or 

principles that you feel are 

important and would like to 

include?’ could be obtained 

through ‘other’ option in Q13. 

 

Section 4 Q19 ‘what are the 

features of a quality culture?’ 

What culture are you talking 

about? Specific department, 

college as a whole, culture in 

general? 

 

No comments returned Omit these questions – may 

be more suitable for 

interviews. 

Will reduce the length 

of the survey.   
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Feedback requested 

on: 

Reviewer 1 

Comment: 

(works in 

academic 

support in large 

university in 

NI) 

Reviewer 2 

Comment: 

(works in learner 

support in large 

private college in 

USA) 

Reviewer 3 

Comment: 

(works in disability 

support in medium-

sized college in 

ROI) 

Potential Changes 

as a Result of 

Comments: 

Rationale for 

change:  

6. Length of 

time required 

to complete 

the survey 

After the first page my 

heart sank! I thought it 

would take ages to 

complete and I didn’t 

give proper answers as 

it would take too long. 

 

The survey is too long 

with too many open-

text fields. 

No specific comment but 

noted that the ‘other’ option in 

some questions could negate 

the need to ask a follow-up 

general question.  

No comments returned Reduce the number of 

questions. 

 

Section 1 (background 

framing data - general 

information) has 6 

questions: 4 checkbox 

responses and 2 open-ended 

requiring a short response. 

No change to questions but 

make Q6 optional. 

 

Section 2 (contribution to 

student experience) has 4 

open-ended questions which 

require a short response. No 

change.  

 

Section 3 (professional 

standards/guiding 

principles) has 4 questions: 

2 checkbox responses and 2 

open-ended requiring a short 

response. This could be 

reduced to 3 questions. 

 

The length of the 

survey is a concern (4 

sections with 24 

questions).  Too many 

open-ended questions 

could affect the 

response rate. 

 

Q6 is an ‘anything 

else?’ question which 

does not need to be 

mandatory. 

 

 

These questions are 

needed for RQ1. 

 

Including ‘other’ 

option in Q13 to 

capture additional 

information rather 

than a separate open-

ended question. 
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Feedback requested 

on: 

Reviewer 1 

Comment: 

(works in 

academic 

support in large 

university in 

NI) 

Reviewer 2 

Comment: 

(works in learner 

support in large 

private college in 

USA) 

Reviewer 3 

Comment: 

(works in disability 

support in medium-

sized college in 

ROI) 

Potential Changes 

as a Result of 

Comments: 

Rationale for 

change:  

Section 4 (quality and 

standards) has 10 questions: 

2 checkbox responses and 8 

which require a short 

response. This section is too 

long.  

 

Omit Q18 ‘What are the 

drivers of service quality’ 

and Q19 ‘What are the 

features of a quality culture’. 

Omit Q24 ‘Does your 

institution use a specific 

quality standard framework 

to assure quality in student 

support services?’ and Q25 

‘Give details of the specific 

standard framework used’ 

and include ‘Specific 

Quality Standard 

Framework’ with prompt as 

option in Q26 checklist for 

‘How are quality standards 

in student support services 

articulated in your 

institution?’ 

The number of 

questions in section 4 

needs to be reduced. 

 

 

These questions could 

be more suitable as 

interview questions. 

 

 

 

 

These questions are 

repetitive.  

Information can be 

ascertained if included 

as an option with 

prompt in Q26. 
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Feedback requested 

on: 

Reviewer 1 

Comment: 

(works in 

academic 

support in large 

university in 

NI) 

Reviewer 2 

Comment: 

(works in learner 

support in large 

private college in 

USA) 

Reviewer 3 

Comment: 

(works in disability 

support in medium-

sized college in 

ROI) 

Potential Changes 

as a Result of 

Comments: 

Rationale for 

change:  

Change Q22 from an open-

ended question to a checklist 

one with ‘other’ option. 

 

Not sure about the relevance 

of Q23 ‘How would you 

interpret this statement?’ 

 

 

Would reduce the 

number of open-ended 

questions and provide 

a prompt to 

respondents. 

 

Omit as may be more 

suited to interview. 

7. Any 

additional 

areas 

requiring 

attention 

Digitise your consent 

form. 

Don’t rely on participants to 

send you a separate email with 

the consent form attached. 

No comments returned As above.  Consent Form 

included as part of the 

survey. 

As above (point 2) 
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Appendix 5: Format of Online Questionnaire 

 

 

Title:  Setting Standards for Student Services: Exploring the views of Student Support 

Service Professionals in Higher Education on their contribution to the 'Student 

Experience'. 

 

Introduction: 

Thank you for choosing to take part in this research.  Its purpose is to explore the views 

of student support professionals in relation to their contribution to the enhancement of the 

overall student experience and the standards or principles that frame this contribution.  

Please note that this is an anonymous survey. There is no need to include your name and 

your email address will not appear on responses submitted unless you choose to share it 

with me. 

It should take approximately 10 - 15 minutes to complete and I would appreciate it if you 

could answer all four sections as fully as possible. 

The completed survey should be submitted on or before XX /XX /20XX. 

If you have any questions about this study or would like more information, please do not 

hesitate to contact me by email: lfortune01@qub.ac.uk  or by phone XXX XXXXXXX.  

I would be happy to hear from you! 

Kind regards, 

Lisa Fortune 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:lfortune01@qub.ac.uk
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Section one asks you to give some general information about yourself and your role 

as a student support service professional. 

 

1. What area of student support services do you work in? [Checkbox] 

 

Academic Supports [E.g. learning development, peer-mentoring, essay writing supports etc.] 

 

Access and Retention 

Careers and Employability Service 

Chaplaincy / Pastoral Care 

Counselling Service 

Disability Service 

Health Service 

Other: __________________________________ 

 

2. Briefly describe your role. [Open Question] 

For example, its main features or the main activities you are involved in (bullet points will 

suffice). 

 

3. How long have you been employed in this role? [Checkbox] 

Please tick ONE answer 

 

Less than 12 months 

1 - 5 years 

6- 10 years 

10 + years 

 

4. Are you:  [Check box] 

 

Male 

Female 

 

5. Have you experienced any of the following changes in relation to your 

student support service role? [Check box] 

Please tick ALL answers that apply. 

An increase in the numbers of students using the supports or services you 

provide. 

 

A more diverse learner population in higher education [commuter 

students/adult students/students with disabilities/first-generation students/ 

diverse ethnic groups/ part-time students/ employed students etc.]. 
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Increased student expectations or demands with regard to the services/supports 

you provide. 

 

Increased focus within your institution, department or function on student 

satisfaction rates. 

 

Increased emphasis within your institution, department or function on quality 

assurance issues. 

 

Increased need for the delivery of 'more for less' by student support service 

staff. 

 

A reduction in funding available for the services/supports you provide. 

 

More emphasis on embedding internationalisation and globalisation into the 

practices and structures of your higher education institution. 

 

I haven't been in my role long enough to comment. 

 

6. Are there any other changes that you have experienced in relation to your 

role that you would like to include? [Open Question] 

Please include any further thoughts or observations you might have.  

 

Section two will ask you about your contribution to the overall 'student experience' 

in higher education. 

 

7. What does the term 'student experience' mean to you? [Open Question] 

 

8. What factors do you think are required to deliver a high quality student 

experience in higher education? [Open Question] 

 

9. What do you see as the main function(s) of your role in relation to students? 

[Open Question] 

 

10. How do you think your role/function enhances or improves the overall 

student experience in your institution? [Open Question] 
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Section three will ask you about the professional standards or guiding principles 

that frame your contribution to the student experience. 

 

 

11. What are the core values or principles that you use to guide your work with 

students? [Checkbox]  Please tick ALL answers that apply. 

 

Student-centredness 

Delivering value for money 

Transparency in decision-making and actions 

Accountability for decision-making and actions 

Providing high quality information and advice 

Consistency in the provision of your service/support 

Using available resources effectively 

Providing holistic learning opportunities 

Collaborating with other services/departments/functions within the HEI 

Inclusiveness 

Maintaining up-to-date knowledge of best practices in your area 

Other: ___________________________________ 

 

12. Where do the core values or principles that you use to guide your work with 

students come from? [Checkbox] Please tick ALL answers that apply. 

 

Qualifications and /or professional training 

Standards set by professional bodies 

Institutional Mission Statement or strategic goals 

Codes of practice 

Ethical codes or guidelines 

'Soft' guidelines (e.g. department guidelines, support service statements etc.)  

International quality standards 

Shared best practices with others in the field 

Continuous professional development 

Personal values and beliefs 

Other: __________________________________ 

 

13. How do the core values or principles that guide your work relate to the 

anticipated outcomes of your work with students? [Open Question] 
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Section four asks you about quality and standards in student support services. 

 

 

14. How do you see your role/contribution as a student support service 

professional in relation to your institution as a whole? [Open Question] 

 

 

15. How is your contribution measured in your institution? [Checkbox] 

For example: How do you know that you are doing a good job? Please tick ALL answers 

that apply. 

 

Provision of on-going student feedback mechanisms (E.g. at point of contact, 

after a session or programme) 

 

Inclusion of your support service in general student satisfaction surveys for all 

student services 

 

Participation in periodic Institutional Review processes 

 

Periodic internal self-evaluation of individual support service 

 

Participation in periodic academic Programmatic Review processes 

 

Annual end-of-year report to senior management or committee 

 

Use of KPIs (setting and achievement of Key Performance Indicators) 

 

Thematic reviews (being responsive to issues/themes as they arise) 

 

16. How does your student support service role contribute to a quality culture 

in your institution? [Open Question] 

 

17. How are quality standards in student support services articulated in your 

institution? [Checkbox] Please tick ALL answers that apply. 

 

Individual service statements 

Institutional Mission Statement 

Institutional Strategic Plan 

Specific Quality Standard Framework (E.g. Matrix, ISO 9000 etc.) 

Not articulated 

Don't know 

Other: ______________________________________ 
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18. What national or international guidelines or standards in the general 

student support services area are you familiar with? [Checkbox]  

Please tick ALL answers that apply. 
 

 

IUQB (2006) National Guidelines of Good Practice. 

QQI (2016) Statutory QA Guidelines. 

ESG (2015) Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European 

Higher Education Area. 

Not familiar with any specific guidelines or standards in the area.  

Other: ________________________________________ 

 

 

Further Research 

 

Would you be willing to take part in a follow-up interview? [Checkbox] 

 

Yes 

No 

 

 

Interview Consent Form (If answer to further research question is ‘Yes’) 

 

Please read the statements below and CHECK EACH BOX to indicate your 

understanding and agreement to participate. 

 

I have read the attached information letter which explains that the purpose of the 

research project is to explore the views of student support professionals in relation to 

their contribution to the enhancement of the overall student experience and the 

standards or principles that frame this contribution. 

 

I understand that this research has undergone ethical scrutiny by the School of Social 

Sciences, Education and Social Work Ethics Committee and has been approved. 

 

I understand that where more participants than are required volunteer to participate, 

that participants will be randomly selected by the researcher for interview.  

 

I understand that the interview will last approximately one hour and will be audio-

recorded. The interview will be transcribed and anonymous quotations may be used in 

the thesis. 

 



 

168 
 

1
1

4
8 

I understand that my decision to participate is entirely voluntary and that I am under 

no obligation to do so. I understand that I have a right to withdraw, without explanation 

or adverse consequences, up to the point where the data is anonymised for analysis (the 

anticipated date of which is XX / XX/ 20XX). 

 

I understand that all data collected will be anonymised. Participant names, higher 

education institutions, specific service names or departments will not be identified or, 

as far as possible, identifiable in the final thesis or in any publications or presentations 

which may arise from the research. 

 

I understand that all data will be securely stored under password protection for a 

minimum of five years. 

 

I understand that this research is being conducted as part of a Doctoral thesis by Lisa 

Fortune, aspects of which may be published in academic journals and/or be included 

in presentations. 

 

I AGREE to take part in an individual interview. 

 

Your name, email address and contact number: [Open Question] 

Submit Response Button 

Automatic Response to Participants - Your response has been recorded. Thank you! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

169 
 

1
1

4
8 

Appendix 6: Interview Schedule and Question Guide 

 
INTERVIEW SCHEDULE AND GUIDE 

Setting Standards for Student Services: Exploring the views of Student Support Service 

Professionals in Higher Education on their Contribution to the ‘Student Experience’. 

Name of Interviewee:  

Position/Title and Department:  

Number of years in this position:  

Gender:  

A. Introduction 

• Introduce myself (background, training and interest in the area) and the purpose 

of the study (remind participant of the information sheet they have already 

received and the online survey they have completed). 

• Advise the interviewee of my intention to record the interview and make some 

notes and seek consent. 

• Explain that there are no right or wrong answers; that I’m interested in their 

opinions and experiences and that they should feel free to interrupt, or ask me to 

clarify/re-phase a question. 

• Inform the interviewee of the following: 

 

o Their decision to participate is entirely voluntary and they are under no 

obligation to do so. 

o The data collected may help contribute to the under-researched area of 

student support services.  

o All data collected will be anonymised. Participant names, HEIs, specific 

service names or departments will not be identified or, as far as possible, 

identifiable in the final thesis or any publications or presentation which 

may arise from the research. 

o Data will be stored securely with password protection and the final thesis 

will be held in QUB for a minimum of five years after which it will be 

destroyed. 

o All information will be treated in confidence and not shared with other 

parties, with the exception of my dissertation supervisors who will have 

access to raw interview data. Note limits of confidentiality. 

o They have the right to withdraw, without explanation or adverse 

consequences, up to the point when the data is anonymised for analysis 

(anticipated date given). 

• Have participant review and sign the consent form. 

• Turn on audio-recorder. 
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B. Professional Background, Role and Context (warm-up) 
Just to get us started, a couple of questions about yourself and your role:20 

 

Q1 Can you tell me about your educational/professional background? 

 

Q2 How long have you been at this HEI and in what capacities? 

 

Q3 What was it that interested you about working with students in a student support 

area? 
o How did the interest develop? Job opportunity/area of interest/serendipity? 

 

Q4 Can you describe your current role and duties in your institution?  

o What the role involves/main features and activities that make up your day. 

Q5 What constitutes student support services/affairs in your HEI?  

o What makes up/considered to be the student services unit? 

o How does your role fit into it / what team do you work with? 

o What is the reporting structure? (VP SA / HOS/ SS Manager) 

Q6 What do you think is the main purpose of the student support services 

function/staff in your HEI? 

o Does the work of the student support service function fit into the overall aims or goals of the HEI?  

o Does it support the Mission Statement/Strategic Plan/ Academic staff or other functions? 

o Student Services Provision/Student Development /Student Learning/Supporting student learning 

journey 

 

C. The Student Experience (understanding, contribution) 

Q7 We hear a lot about ‘the student experience’ in higher education, but what does it 

mean to you in your role / How do you understand the term?  

o Learner at the heart of everything (student focused) 

o Academic and non-academic supports/just teaching and learning (Interrelatedness) 

o Multiple meanings of student experience or ‘one size fits all’ (Contested)  

o Belonging, personal development and transformation with learning (Transformative) 

o Student evaluation, service-oriented, quality assurance (Consumerist) 

Q8 How do you think your role contributes to ‘the student experience’ in your HEI?  

o What do you do in your role that adds to the student experience? 

o Can you give me an example? 

o How do you see your work (holistic/collaborative/transformative/development/learning)? 

o Do you see your role as having a contribution to make re helping student get more out of experience 

(broader learning opportunities), care for student (time, space, attention), building 

relationships/community (building connections in HEI, belonging), supporting student success 

(persistence, engagement, progression)  

o Quality service provision 

 

 
20Note: Text in sections B-E acted as exploratory prompts for interviewer and also assisted note-making 

during interview.  
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D. Internal Quality Assurance (Total Student Experience) 

Q9 Are you aware of the internal quality assurance processes in your HEI? 

o If yes, tell me about them, how do they impact/influence your work. (quality reviews) 

o How did you come to be aware of them?  

o Are you part of the QA process/framework? Something that you are conscious of? 

 

Q10 Thinking about your work with students – what exactly are you trying to achieve? 

o What is the main purpose of your work with students? 

o Do you have identified outcomes that you try to achieve? Who sets them? 

 

Q11 How do you know that you’ve been successful?  

o How do you know that you’re doing a good job? 

o Are there particular outcomes that indicate you were successful? 

o What measures do you use to gauge impact? Subjective/objective 

o Feedback/satisfaction rates/surveys/other 

 

Q12 Do you think about what you try to achieve with students in terms of how it fits 

in/enhances the overall academic mission/ strategic plan of the institution? 

o Why? /Why not? 

o Guided by benefits to student rather than targeted outcomes. 

o Whole of institution approach 

Q13 How do you think that Student Service Support professionals ‘prove their worth’ 

within the institution? 

o Why do you think that is?  

o Lack of evidence/proof that what they do shapes or has an impact on student learning. 

o Do student affairs contribute equally to the academic mission of the HEI? How? Why not? 

 

Q14 What helps you to reflect on your work/ how do you reflect on your work with 

students? 

o Reflection in action / reflection on action 

o Plan, do, review cycle 

o Any formal method used to reflect? Scholarship? Profession Organisation? 

 

E. Professional Standards /Principles / Values 

Q15 Do you consider yourself to be in a professional role within student support 

services? 

o If yes, can you describe what professional practice look like? Characteristics? Standards driven? 

Professional judgement? Quality of practice?  

o Is there a difference between a professional (Nurse/Counsellor/Disability Officer etc.) and a student 

support service professional? 

o Student support services as a profession/emerging profession. 

 



 

172 
 

1
1

4
8 

Q16 What values inform your practice as a professional? [Guiding philosophy] 

o Educating the whole student (holistic view of education), student at the centre of work 

o Care for students (individuals are unique and deserving of respect with advocacy for special groups 

of students) 

o Service to students and the institution (students are safe, well cared for and well treated and more 

or less satisfied with their education) 

o Community (building a sense of belonging, opportunities to develop leadership skills, advance 

interpersonal skills through communication and conflict resolution). 

o Equality and social justice (fair access to resources and treatment, inclusion) 

o Valuing diversity 

o Importance of career development and employability 

o Lifelong learning 

 

Q17 Where do these values/standards come from?  

o Are there any professional standards/principles that you adhere to with regard to your work? 

o Code of practice/ethical guidelines/ professional bodies 

 

F. Closing 

• Thank the participant for giving up their time to take part. 

• Ask if there is any other aspect of their experience in relation to the topic that has 

not been covered or if there is anything else they would like to add. 
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Appendix 7: Ethical Approval Memorandum 
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Appendix 8: Consent Form for Interviewees21  

 

INTERVIEW CONSENT FORM 

I have read the attached information letter which explains that the purpose of the research project is to 

explore the views of student support professionals in relation to their contribution to the enhancement 

of the overall student experience and the standards or principles that frame this contribution. 

I understand that having completed an anonymous online questionnaire that I am agreeing to take part 

in an individual interview which will explore the information gathered from the questionnaire in more 

depth.   

I understand that this research has undergone ethical scrutiny by the School of School of Social 

Sciences, Education and Social Work Ethics Committee and has been approved. 

I understand that where more participants than are required volunteer to participate, that participants 

will be randomly selected by the researcher for interview. 

I understand that the interview will last approximately one hour and will be audio-recorded.  The 

interview will be transcribed and anonymous quotations may be used in the thesis. 

I understand that my decision to participate is entirely voluntary and that I am under no obligation to 

do so. I understand that I have a right to withdraw, without explanation or adverse consequences, up 

to the point where the data is anonymised for analysis (the anticipated date of which is XX/XX/XX). 

I understand that all data collected will be anonymised. Participant names, higher education 

institutions, specific service names or departments will not be identified or, as far as possible, 

identifiable in the final thesis or in any publications or presentations which may arise from the 

research. 

I understand that all data will be securely stored under password protection for a minimum of five 

years. 

I understand that this research is being conducted as part of a Doctoral thesis by Lisa Fortune, aspects 

of which may be published in academic journals and/or be included in presentations.  

Please tick the box below to indicate that you agree to participate: 

I AGREE to take part in an individual interview 

 

Print Name:      

Signature:   

Date:                    

Email:                       

Contact Number:      

 
21 An online tick box version of this form was included as part of the phase one questionnaire for 

participants who indicated their willingness to take part in phase two interviews. 
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Appendix 9: Questionnaire Respondent Characteristics and Coding Annotation 

 

 

 

Student Support 

Service 

Gender        Length of Service 

 

 

Male/ 

Female 

 

<12 

months  

1-5 

Years  

6-10 

Years 

 

 

10+  

Years 

 

Academic Support 1 F  ✓   

Academic Support 2 F ✓    

Academic Support 3 F  ✓   

      

Careers Officer 1 F  ✓   

      

Chaplain 1 F  ✓   

Chaplain 2 F  ✓   

Chaplain 3 F    ✓ 

Chaplain 4 F   ✓  

Chaplain 5 M   ✓  

Chaplain 6 M  ✓   

Chaplain 7 F  ✓   

Chaplain 8 M   ✓  

      

Counsellor 1 M  ✓   

Counsellor 2 F ✓    

Counsellor 3 F ✓    

Counsellor 4 F  ✓   

Counsellor 5 M ✓    

Counsellor 6 F    ✓ 

Counsellor 7 F    ✓ 

Counsellor 8 M  ✓   

Counsellor 9 F    ✓ 

      

Disability Officer 1 F   ✓  

Disability Officer 2 F  ✓   

Disability Officer 3 F  ✓   

Disability Officer 4 F  ✓   

Disability Officer 5 F    ✓ 

Disability Officer 6 F   ✓  
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Student Support 

Service 

Gender        Length of Service 

 

 

Male/ 

Female 

 

<12 

months  

1-5 

Years  

6-10 

Years 

 

 

10+  

Years 

 

Disability Officer 7 F   ✓  

Disability Officer 8 F  ✓   

Health Service 1 F    ✓ 

Health Service 2 F   ✓  

Health Service 3 F  ✓   

Health Service 4 F    ✓ 

Health Service 5 F    ✓ 

Health Services 6 M   ✓  
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Appendix 10: Characteristics of Interviewees 

 

Number Participant Size of 
Higher 
Education 
Institution 
(HEI)22 

Role Gender Years in 
Current 
Role  

Experience in 
other Higher 
Education 
roles (Years) 
 

Educational 
Qualifications 

 

Interviewee 

1 

 

Counsellor 1 

 

<5000 students 

 

Student 

Counsellor 

 

 

Female 

 

6 years 

 

No 

Level 9 MSc in CBT 

(in progress) 

 

Level 8 BSc in 

Counselling and 

Psychotherapy 

(Accredited) 

 

Registered Psychiatric 

Nurse 

 

Interviewee 

2 

 

Nurse 1 

 

<5000 students 

 

Institute 

Nurse 

 

Female 

 

15 years 

 

No 

 

Registered General 

Nurse 

 

Level 6 Certificate in 

Pharmacy Technician 

Studies 

 

 

 

 
22 For anonymity the size of the student population in the HEI is reported as between <5000 to >10000. 
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Number Participant Size of 
Higher 
Education 
Institution 
(HEI)22 

Role Gender Years in 
Current 
Role  

Experience in 
other Higher 
Education 
roles (Years) 
 

Educational 
Qualifications 

 

Interviewee 

3 

 

Academic 

Support 

Advisor 1 

 

<5000 students 

 

Academic 

Support 

Advisor/Tutor 

 

 

Female 

 

5 years 

 

8 years 

Level 8 Higher 

Diploma in Further 

Education  

 

Level 8 BA in 

Applied Social 

Studies (Social Care) 

 

 

Interviewee 

4 

 

Academic 

Support 

Advisor 2 

 

>10000 students 

 

Academic 

Support 

Advisor/Tutor 

 

Female 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2 years 

 

10 years 

 

Level 10 PhD in 

Education (in 

progress) 

 

Level 9 MA Child, 

Family and 

Community Studies  

 

Level 8 Higher 

Diploma in Social 

Policy 

 

Level 8 BA History, 

Politics and Sociology 

 



 

 
 

1
7

9
 

Number Participant Size of 
Higher 
Education 
Institution 
(HEI)22 

Role Gender Years in 
Current 
Role  

Experience in 
other Higher 
Education 
roles (Years) 
 

Educational 
Qualifications 

 

Interviewee 

5 

 

Chaplain 1 

 

>10000 students 

 

Institute 

Chaplain 

 

 

 

Male 

 

3 years 

 

No23 

Level 8 BA in 

Applied Theology 

(Youth and 

Community Work) 

 

 

Interviewee 

6 

 

Disability 

Officer 1 

 

>10000 students 

 

Disability 

Officer 

 

Female 

 

7 years 

 

13 years 

 

Level 9 MA in 

Library and 

Information Studies 

 

Level 8 BA in Modern 

History 

 

 

Interviewee 

7 

 

Disability 

Officer 2 

 

>5000 students 

 

Disability 

Officer 

 

Female 

 

7 years 

 

15 years 

 

Level 9 MA in 

Education 

 

Level 8 BSc in 

Computer 

Programming 

 

 

 
23 11 years’ experience working in community education settings with young people. 
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Number Participant Size of 
Higher 
Education 
Institution 
(HEI)22 

Role Gender Years in 
Current 
Role  

Experience in 
other Higher 
Education 
roles (Years) 
 

Educational 
Qualifications 

 

Interviewee 

8 

 

Disability 

Officer 3 

 

>10000 students 

 

Disability 

Officer 

 

Female 

 

4 years 

 

15 years 

Level 9 MA in 

Library and 

Information Studies 

 

Level 8 BA in 

Philosophy and 

Classical Civilisation 

 

 

Interviewee 

9 

 

Academic 

Support 

Advisor 3 

 

>10000 students 

 

Academic 

Support 

Advisor/Tutor 

 

Female 

 

1 year 

 

4 years 

 

Professional 

Qualification – 

Solicitor 

 

Level 9 Postgraduate 

Diploma in Law 

 

Level 8 BA in 

Political Science and 

History 

 

Interviewee 

10 

 

Careers 

Officer 1 

 

<5000 students 

 

Careers 

Officer 

 

 

Female 

 

4 years 

 

25 years 

 

Level 9 Post-graduate 

Diploma in Adult 

Career Guidance 

 

Level 8 Diploma in 

Career Guidance 

 

Level 8 BA in Arts 
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Number Participant Size of 
Higher 
Education 
Institution 
(HEI)22 

Role Gender Years in 
Current 
Role  

Experience in 
other Higher 
Education 
roles (Years) 
 

Educational 
Qualifications 

 

Interviewee 

11 

 

Nurse 2 

 

>5000 students 

 

Institute 

Nurse 

 

Female 

 

7 years 

 

No 

 

 

Registered General 

Nurse 

 

 

Interviewee 

12 

 

Chaplain 2 

 

<5000 students 

 

Institute 

Chaplain 

 

 

Female 

 

8 years 

 

26 years 

 

Level 9 MA in 

Education 

 

Level 9 MA in 

Religious Studies 

(Youth Ministry) 

 

Level 8 BA in 

Education 

 

 

 

Interviewee 

13 

 

Counsellor 2 

 

>5000 students 

 

Student 

Counsellor 

 

 

Male 

 

4 years 

 

No24 

Level 8 Professional 

Diploma in 

Counselling 

(Accredited) 

 

Training for An Garda 

Siochána 

 
24 19 years’ experience working as a Juvenile Liaison Officer in a community setting. 
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Number Participant Size of 
Higher 
Education 
Institution 
(HEI)22 

Role Gender Years in 
Current 
Role  

Experience in 
other Higher 
Education 
roles (Years) 
 

Educational 
Qualifications 

 

Interviewee 

14 

 

Nurse 3 

 

<5000 students 

 

Institute 

Nurse 

 

 

Female 

 

15 years 

 

No25 

Level 8 Higher 

Diploma in 

Counselling and 

Psychotherapy 

 

Level 8 Higher 

Diploma in Health 

Promotion 

 

Registered General 

Nurse 

 

 
25 8 years’ experience working in secondary education setting. 

 

 


