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1. Introduction

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

1.1 Student services, widening
participation and student retention

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

 increasing the number of students participating
in higher education;

e widening thediversity of students participatingin
higher education;

e improving retention rateswithin higher
education.

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

e socia integration—formal andinformal
interaction with peers;

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

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

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

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

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

* studentswith disabilities;

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

* part-time undergraduate students.
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Other categorisationsinclude:

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

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

1.1.1 Academic practices

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

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

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

e outreach work to develop academic skillsand to
promoteinstitutional engagement;

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

* prioritising resourcesfor thefirst year;

* developing diagnostic approachesto inform the
provision of learning support;

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

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

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

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

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

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



1.1.2 Social integration

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

1.1.3 Sudent financial issues

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

1.1.4 Personal support

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

1.1.5 The strategic role of student services

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

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

2. Aims and objectives

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

The research aimed to answer the following
research questions:

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The tender outlined four objectives for the research:

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



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

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

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

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

Student Services: Effective Approaches to Retaining Students in Higher Education

3. Methodology

3.1 Roleof theresearch team

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

3.2 Literaturesearch

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

3.3 Survey

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

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

3.4 Casestudies

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

3.5 Participative conference

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

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

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

4. Developing a framework
for good practice:

a literature analysis

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

4.1 ldentifying and consulting with the
target group

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

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



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

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

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

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

4.2 Useby thetarget group

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

4.4 Supporting studentsacrossthe
lifecycle

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



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

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

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

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

least two years after they have left the institution’.

4.5 Monitoring procedures

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

Despiteitsimportance, the monitoring of widening
participation and retention is underdevel oped and
the reasons for this are varied. As Woodrow and
Yorke (Universities UK, 2002, p5) explain, ‘ some
institutions are wary of labelling their students as
having entered under the banner of widening
participation, on the groundsthat this might
stigmatise them’. They also found that some project
workers have become increasingly sceptical of
tracking processes because of the increase in cause
and effect factors outside of their control. Johnston
(2001) also highlightsthe secrecy within which
much of the work on retention is undertaken: ‘ Very
few institutions admit publicly to any systematic
retention difficulties, useful information istherefore
not shared because of the concerns that the
information might be used as a stick to beat the
institution with. Thereisvery little guidance on (or
hard evidence of) strategies are likely to be
successful’.



Institute for Access Sudies, Saffordshire University

Monitoring, evaluation and research all have akey
roleto play, and thisisexplored in alater section
of this report (see Section no 7.7).

4.6

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

I mpact on student success

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

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

rel ationship between counselling provision and
student retention, identified arange of studiesthat
have been undertaken to ascertain the factors and
relationshi ps determining the qualitative nature of
the student experience whilst in HE. Although
largely ingtitutional in nature, many of these studies
offer evidence of an important connection between
the two.

14

Clearly the gathering of evidence of successis
highly important and various strategies for doing so
are addressed later in the report.

4.7 Saff development

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

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

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

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

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

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

Good practicein staff development includes:

* theidentification of staff professional needs
relating to diversity;



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

» all staff being considered in widening
participation strategies,

» staff being asked for feedback of their
experiencesinwidening participation;

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

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

4.8 Linkswithin the institution

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

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

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

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

4.9 Linkswith external agencies

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

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

410 Codst effectiveness

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



5. Findings of the research

5.1 Theviewsof the student services
sector

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

* thechanging role of student services;

* resourceimplications;

e staff needs;

* diversity of student need;

* incentivesfor HEIsto deliver high quality
student services,

e disincentives,

* using the research project.

5.1.1 The changing role of student services

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

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

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

“Retention isacontinuum, which startswith
theinitial enquiry, anditisfromthispoint
onwards student services should be offering
guidance” (Head of Student Services).



Institute for Access Sudies, Saffordshire University

A number of respondentsfeel that the development
of an HEI sense of ‘community’ is one way
forward with increased collaboration with the
Students’ Union and accommodation services.
Similarly other respondents highlight aneed for
closer contact with external voluntary groups and
the devel opment of partnershipswith specialist
agencies. The benefits of this are noted by one
head of student services:

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

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

5.1.2 Resource implications

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

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

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

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



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

5.1.3 Saff needs

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

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

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

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

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

Thereis aneed for

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

(Heads of Student Services)

5.1.4 Diversity of student need

Although a number of issues are raised by
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respondents, there is a general consensus that
student groups are not homogenous and an overlap
exists between the needs of some groups. The
majority of respondents take the view that it is
unwise to attribute particular needs to specific
groups of students and believe that it is more useful
to view students asindividuals. It is suggested that
as student diversity increases a framework which
identifies different groups and different needsis
possibly flawed, asit cannot encompass all the
differenceinherent within atruly diverse student
body. Therefore, apossible solution is abroad
system which allowsindividualsto achievetheir full
potential without categorisation within any particular
group. However, this suggestion does carry
resource implicationsin that thereisatension
between ng students' requirements on a
group basisand treating studentsindividually, which
iS more resource intensive.

Bearing in mind the points detailed above, there are
anumber of factors considered by respondents to
beimportant in relation to diversity and specific
student groups. There are some issues which will
becomeincreasingly important for HEIsgenerally:

¢ Mental well-being: thereissaid to beagrowth in
the number of students experiencing mental
health difficulties. For example a number of
respondents mention that counselling services
will face increased demand. Other issues are
the need to reduce waiting times to avoid
students reaching a crisis situation and the need
to ensure a choice of treatments in order to
reach different students.

* Disability issues.

e Study support.

e Culturally relevant support for students. Again
the importance of context israised: athough
some issueswill be prominent in all HEIs others
will assume prominence depending on the
particular institution e.g. racial, cultural and
religiousissues.

* Financia guidance.

e Thereisalso aneed for more streamlined and
simplified support, particularly for mature
students and those from lower socio-economic
groups.

Finally anumber of respondents emphasise the
need for development which is based on research
rather than assumptions of student need. So for
example, one head of student services stresses the
importance of “gathering clear and accurate
information of all student opinion on mattersrelated
to welfare..” and another “There must be in place a
continuous process of critical evaluation and
research of the student experience which informs
practice”. Many HEIs do conduct student
satisfaction surveyswhich includeinformation on
student support services, however, student
feedback is not equivalent to research into the
student experience.

5.1.5 Incentives to deliver high quality
student services

Incentives can be seen to be split between *the
ideal: better society, fairness and equity; and the
instrumental : recruitment, retention’. Similarly,
incentives are described as covering the following
issues.

* “Business - issues such as retention are of
critical importance to the financial health of the
university;

* Student experience - high quality experiences
and 'good' student perceptions areincreasingly
important;

* Market position / reputation - again are of
critical importance and student services should
play acritical role in shaping them;

* Lega / moral - the university does have a'duty
of care’ and student services are important and
in some instances critical” (Director of Student
Services).

More specifically incentivesfocus on four main
areas:

* institutions’ economic survival: contribution to
the HEIs recruitment and retention to balance
the books;

e institutional policy and development (related to
their position in the market);

e commitment to the student experience: to
approach the issue of student support with the
same leve of priority and quality as academic
deivery;



* external regulation: for example adherenceto
statutory demands (SENDA, Duty of Care).
Similarly HEIs can include student services
within their quality assurance procedures
(student services have been subject to
institution-wide review under the QAAs
Continuation Audit and department-based
Subject Review and Teaching Quality
Assessment, under the 'Student Support and
Guidance Aspect’).

5.1.6 Disincentives or obstacles to delivering
high quality student services

Although thereisavariety of response, again
disincentives can be grouped under a number of
main themes: resources, staffing and status.

5.1.6.1 Resources

* Initial and ongoing investment of resources,
which is often coupled with alack of
understanding of the significance of the student
services remit.

* Inthemajority of institutions student services
follow a combination of two routes: the
identification of student groups and the removal
of specific barriers they face. This requires
specialist staff, initiatives and projects. The
second route involves a commitment to
developing moreinclusive education requiring
general staff development, awareness raising
and skill development. Both routesrequire
additional resourcing.

* Short-term funding of initiatives: although
student services can bid for resources as part of
national initiatives, core permanent services are
needed to underpin temporary initiatives.

* Although additional fundingisavailablee.g.
Disability Premium and Widening Participation
Premium, these are a recognition of cost not
incentives and may not necessarily reach
student services. Moreover, the current level of
funding isinsufficient to meet the actual cost of
widening participation and student retention.

e Additional funding given to HEIswhose track
record in widening participation ‘leaves agreat
deal to be desired’ has acted as a disincentive to
those HEIs who are doing alot to widen
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participation. Thisisfelt to be particularly
problematic as many respondents feel that the
former receive a higher benefit from the RAE.
However, *aspiration funding’ isdueto be
dropped under the HEFCE proposalsoutlined in
Circular 02/22.

5.1.6.2 Saffing

* The attitudes of some academic staff in terms of
aresistance to the recruitment and retention of
non-traditional studentsisdescribed as
‘problematic’ or ‘inadequate’ .

¢ A shortage of academic staff timeis also seen
asamagjor disincentive: thereis an increased
burden on academic staff which impacts on the
amount of time they can give to research with a
corresponding impact on the RAE. Under such
a heavy workload student issues may not be
identified and referred early enough.

5.1.6.3 Satus

* |n some HEIs student services are fragmented
and given low status and therefore too easily
marginalised. There is aneed for amore
integrated perspective on the centrality of
student services for retention and academic
success. However the willingness of HEIs to
share with other institutions ‘ what they might
see as a marketing edge’ was questioned.

e Whilst therearelimited careers and disability
performance indicators, the quality of student
servicesis said to count poorly in league table
assessments. The ‘system’ does not appear to
have evaluated student services other than to
focus on financial issues. (Asoutlined above
student services have been subject to institution-
wide review for the QAA and hopefully the
QAA will publish ageneral overview of Subject
Review which will include this aspect.)

5.1.7 The research project

Respondents were also asked how the project
would be of most use. The majority welcome the
opportunity to share good practice. In additionitis
hoped that the report will contributeto raising the
profile of student services, from what one director
feelsis perceived by some asa‘raggy dolls
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syndrome' to an 'integral academic/ admin bridging
provision’ with the ultimate aim of giving servicesa
voiceintermsof policy making. Finally, and ‘ most
important — a recognition that there is more to
widening access than expanding the number of
placesin HE'. Recent custom and practice within
the sector is said to send out mixed messages about
the value of acommitment to recruiting from a
wider pool of applicants and providing support for
those students. Many HElIs at the top of the league
tables are said to have a conservative selection
policy interms of student grades, and consequently
experience reduced costs in terms of support:
“Hopefully thefindings of the project will highlight
the profound implicationsthat a 50% participation
rate has for student services — as for the rest of
HE” (Head of Student Services).

6. Case studies

This section presents ten case studies undertaken
as part of the research. These are not intended as
prescriptive models of best practice, but were used
to explore elements of good practice, and to deepen
understanding of issues. These are presented as
descriptions of the good practice concerned, and
are not evaluative. The section following the case
studiesidentifies and analyses themes emerging
from theseillustrative examples.

1. Bournemouth University - Peer Assisted
Learning

2. University of Greenwich - Integrated Student
Services

3. Huddersfield University - Enhancing
Employment Skillsand Opportunitiesfor Ethnic
Minority Students

4. University of Hull - Mature Student Support

5. University of Manchester - Central Academic
Advisory Service

6. Manchester Metropolitan University - Learning
Support Unit

7. University College Northampton - Student
Mental Health Advisor

8. Nottingham Trent University - Integrated
Student Support Centre

9. University of Surrey, Roehampton - Educational
Development Centre

10.University of Teesside - Integrated Student
Services



6.1 Peer Assisted Learning —
Bournemouth University

Contact Details: Hugh Fleming, Learner
Support Tutor
email: hfleming@bournemouth.ac.uk

6.1.1 Institutional context

Theuniversity isdescribed asamodern institution of
seven school swhich reflect the emphasison vocationa
education. Currently there are approximately 8,800
full-time and 3,200 part-time undergraduates, a
growing number of whom are international students.

6.1.2 Initiative details

Peer Assisted Learning (PAL) is a scheme of
weekly learning support sessionsin which second
year students of a proven competence help first
year students. The aim of the scheme is to address
retention rates and improve student grades together
with helping students adjust more quickly to
university life. PAL isan opportunity for studentsto
get a better understanding of parts of the course
either staff or students feel are difficult. The
schemeis partially funded by HEFCE until
December 2003. Initial objectiveswereto establish
the format for PAL and set up a website for
dissemination of information. Inthefirst year, PAL
ran on the shared chemistry component of Applied
Geography and Environmental Protection (School
of Conservation Sciences), the Management
Foundation Course (School of Service Industries)
and the common first year Computing/Software
Engineering Management (School of Design
Engineering Computing). These courses were
targeted as there was a general feeling amongst
staff, supported by student achievement levels, that
some students experienced difficulty with
components of these courses. Academic staff
involved are given an outline of the conditions of
success for PAL which include not promoting the
scheme asremedial; giving course information to
student leaders; outlining monitoring activities,
timetabling PAL; and working to create directed
activitiesfor PAL sessions.

PAL operates through Learner Support, whichis
located within Academic Services, and is separate
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from student services. Academic Services are
divided into four groups: Library, IT and Media
Services, Learning Support and Staff Development.
The linkage between the last two groups facilitates
the promotion of PAL within theinstitution. Project
staff liaise with academic schools, deliver the
student leader training programme and provide
ongoing support and supervision of student |eaders.
L eaders take part in atwo-day training session
prior to embarking on the scheme and Open
College Network (OCN) accreditation for thisis
currently being pursued. The scope of the project is
seen as far wider than purely academic, so for
example, part of the training incorporates
information on student support availableto enable
leaders to act as areferral point for first-year
students.

6.1.3 Distinctive features

* The schemeis similar to mentoring and focuses
on learning strategiestargeted at difficult
courses rather than students with difficulties.

* Incorporates a strong research element.

Identifying and consulting the target group

There isavery clear commitment to a process
of listening to feedback from all users and
changing to adapt to what students want.
Feedback from students suggests that there
needs to be a general consensus that the course
is demanding enough to warrant attending
sessions. This year, for example, it was found
that all students attending certain PAL sessions
were experiencing problems with the same three
core units. In response to this student |eaders
targeted these units, and attendance at sessions
increased. Thispolicy will continue next year
and sessions will be structured around those
units perceived asthe most difficult. Similarly,
although the scheme is voluntary, attendanceis
higher when it is perceived by students as being
integral to the course. Therefore, in future,
information on PAL will be sent out with course
information, so students see sessions as part of
their course, and it isintended that PAL be
timetabled on all participating courses.
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Use by the target group

There has been some variation in attendance
over the three schools. Attendance has been
higher in Applied Geography/Environmental
Protection (School of Conservation Sciences)
than in Computing. Evaluation of the scheme
suggests that this may be due to alack of
integration of the sessions with course content.
For example, reported benefits were higher
when the content of sessions was linked to
course assignments and exams. In response to
this students on the courses involved may be
given an early assignment which requires them
to investigate student support within the
institution and attend a PAL session. The
schemewill be availableto approximately 700
students by Autumn 2002.

Addressing issues of diversity and equality

Feedback from tutors and students on which
units are perceived to be difficult enables
courses to be carefully targeted. It isimportant
that the majority of studentsfeel the courseis
difficult in order to avoid labeling the sessions as
remedial or for less able students. The scheme
is open to al students for the same reason.
However the number of international studentsis
said to be increasing and a similar scheme to
PAL is planned which will focus more
specifically oninternational studentsusing
second and third year students to help new
students settle into the UK. The content of the
student leader training is currently under
discussion in order to meet the specific needs of
international students.

Supporting students across the lifecycle

PAL is promoted actively from freshers week
onwards by both student |eaders and project
workers. Student leaders are also given an hour
aweek for the first two to three weeks to talk to
students about the scheme. Although they give
an introductory presentation in the first week, as
students have so much information to take in
during thisweek, thisinformation isrepeated
later.

2

Monitoring procedures

A researcher currently undertaking postgraduate
study is attached to the project and an annual
evaluation report is produced which includes
qualitative feedback from both staff and
students. Initially evaluation focused on
statistical evidence related to students' approach
to study. A much more qualitative approach has
now been adopted in response to the lower
uptake by students in some subjects by
investigating why students did not attend and
ways in which to respond to users comments.
Wastage statisticswill be monitored in future
years as attendance figures increase. Feedback
isalso collected from students who did not
attend sessionsin the form of aquestionnaire
and student leaders are asked to complete self-
evaluation forms based around sessions.
Although statistical evidence of increased
retention rates and academic grades would
obviously bewelcome, qualitative evidence of
successis equally valued. Successis seenin
terms of perceived benefits felt by all users;
students, student leaders and staff.

Impact on student success

The schemewasi initially suggested in response
to evidence from the USA that schemes similar
to PAL boost retention and academic
performance. Currently, the first batch of
second year students have held PAL sessions
for first years. Although attendance was
variable, and figures were too low for
meaningful statistical analysis, qualitative
feedback from students was positive.

Saff development

PAL is promoted as part of the staff
development programme and is also part of the
Teaching and Learning Staff Development Day
held annually. The schemeisalso presented in
staff development workshops.

Links within the institution

Regular meetings (introduced in responseto a
request from student leaders for increased



support) involving the project manager, project
researcher, student leaders and academic staff
are held to give feedback on the project and
implement changes. The project reports on
progress directly to the Teaching and Learning
Development Committee. The head of Teaching
and Learningisalso involved in decision making
in relation to the targeting of courses. The
institution asawhole hasvery good links with
the Students' Union which hasinvested heavily
in student support over the last 18 months. The
project manager has been very keen to develop
links with the SU; representatives from the SU
sit on the project steering group and SU trainers
will beinvolved inthe PAL student leader
training programme. The SU at Bournemouth
have well-devel oped training materialsand
elected officerswith National Student Learning
Programmetraining will now hold sessionson
communication skills, time management,
presentation skills, problem solving and team
management for PAL student leaders.

Links with external agencies

An annual conferenceis held with the aim of
sharing information and good practice. Thisisan
opportunity for student leaders from other
institutions to share and reflect on their
experience and also a channel to facilitate
feedback to project co-ordinators. Whilst thisis
primarily student orientated, itisalso alearning
opportunity for staff designed to increase
enthusiasm and motivation amongst both groups.
The project aims to use existing research to
explorewhat other institutionsaredoing in this
field and to try and identify best practicein
student learning. A website has been set up to
facilitate this process.

Cost effectiveness

PAL iscurrently partialy funded by HEFCE.
However the ultimate aim is for the scheme to
become embedded (in all schoolswho wishto
participate) in the student support and guidance
activities, for example, through learning and
teaching strategies. Part of the project
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researcher’s remit is to examine strategies to
embed PAL in the course curriculum. It is
planned that the schemewill berolled out to all
schools by 2003.

6.1.4 Strengths of this initiative

Thereisaclear commitment to obtaining
feedback from all userswhich directly informs
practice. Therefore key factors in non-
attendance have been identified and steps taken
adapt practice to overcome perceived barriers to
success.

Strong linksto the Students' Union which are
used effectively.

Dissemination of good practice.

Quantitative and qualitative monitoring
procedures which look at the impact on al
users.

6.1.5 Issues and challenges

The main weakness of the scheme is the low
attendance which has ranged from 17 students
(approx 15% of the course) to sessionsin which
no students have turned up. A key factor in non-
attendance is a perception of the sessions as
remedial. Timetabling and staff support are also
key factors in the success of the scheme. Action
has been taken to overcome these challenges
for the forthcoming academic year.

6.2 Anlntegrated Mode of Sudent

Services. University of Greenwich

Contact Details; Suzanne Stein and Gay

Humphreys, Acting Heads of Student Services

emal:  S.S.I.Stein@greenwich.ac.uk
G.E.Humphrys@greenwich.ac.uk

6.2.1 Institutional context

University of Greenwich isapost 1992 university,
described as amodern university which combines
the best of the old and new systems, being both

very research active and committed to widening

participation. It is currently based on five campuses
in London and Kent but thisisin the process of



Institute for Access Sudies, Saffordshire University

being reduced to three by September 2002. It has
over 17,000 studentswhich include 3,500
postgraduates and many international students. It has
significant numbers of widening participation students
including large numbers of working-class and ethnic
minority students.

6.2.2 Initiative details

Their integrated model of student services combines
Counselling, Careers, Mentoring. Financial Advice,
JobShop, Study Skills, International Student Support,
Chaplaincy, Nursery and Disability Support which
work in multi service teams for specific purposes.
The practitioners keep their discrete professional
identities and standards but their receptionists have a
generic role as information and advice officers.

6.2.3 Distinctive features

The services are located within adrop-in reception/
resource and information centre on each campus.
Students are able to access both information and
support at their home campus, although the size of
the resource varies with the size of the campus. The
needs of each student approaching the service are
individually assessed and acombination of support
mechanisms are drawn upon as appropriate. Cross
referral and quick and relevant responses are
facilitated. The serviceisalso ableto provide
students with complementary therapies such as
hypnotherapy and aromatherapy, thankstoitslinks
with professional coursesrun by the university. Its
counsalling provision isalso augmented through
student placements from the Mastersin Counselling.
Thiscurrently provides 18 associate counsellors and
isacrucial factor in being ableto respond quickly to
studentsand avoid waiting lists.

Identifying and consulting the target group

The serviceisopen to all students, but different
sections target different groups and staff
continually attempt to identify and respond to
specific areas of need. Within different service
areas, priority target groups areidentified, for
example the mentoring scheme targets year zero
and first year students and works with Black and
ethnic minority students, mature students and

studentswith adisability, counsdlling prioritises
students who have a history of mental health
problems, the finance team are targeting
resources at lone parents, mature students and
those from low socio-economic backgrounds.
Consultation tends to exist on aone-to-one basis
and there is a suggestion box in each reception,
but to date there has been no in depth
consultation such as focus groups with students.

Well used by the target group

Numbers of service users are extremely high.
The receptions dealt with 52,000 enquiriesfor
help during 2001 across 5 campuses. During that
period the Careers Service had contact with
16,000 studentsand counselling with 1,200.
Despite the level of demand, a quick response
rate is a notable feature of this service. In some
areas where staff feel that there is a demand
that remains somewhat hidden they seek
innovative solutions: for examplethe
development of email counselling for Asian and
Afro-Caribbean men.

Addressing issues of diversity and equality

The service consciously works within the
frames of widening participation and equal
opportunitiesand considersthemitsmain
paradigms. The service benefits greatly from a
staff team who reflect the diversity of the
student body and who understand and prioritise
equality issues. It isimportant that thisincludes
Black staff at senior levelsin roleswhich are
not ' ghettoised’ as being focused on race e.g.
finance and counselling. Thisteam has been
consciously and positively built e.g. by
advertising in the ethnic press, encouraging the
application of underrepresented groups, and
addressing equal opportunitiesininterview. The
integrated nature of the service meansit can
respond well to the multiple disadvantage
experienced by many students.

Supporting students across the lifecycle

The serviceis available at any stage of the
lifecycle and the integration of such provision as



finance and careers normalises its use for
students. Students can access the service at any
time and, importantly, at any location, asthereis
provision at each campus. Students feel that
although the level of resources may vary across
campuses, the quality and ethos of provision
remain the same.

Monitoring procedures

The reception service monitors numbers using
the service under different headings and more
detailed information such as ethnicity, age,
disability is kept by certain areas such as
careers and counselling. Some independent
monitoring occurs viathe Student Satisfaction
Surveys conducted by the Student Office. The
service also evaluatesits provision using student
evaluation forms. The service uses a strong
management frame with appraisal and away-
daystoplanitsprovision.

Impact on effect on student success

Students are supported to remain in the
university and some of the alienating effects of a
large dispersed metropolitan university are
ameliorated by the creation of awarm and
supportive enclosed environment in student
services. Certain services are particularly
targeted at students ‘at risk’ of failing, for
example peer mentoring for certain first year
students. From its qualitative datathe
counselling service can show that the majority of
students who are at risk of leaving when they
start counselling, have decided to remain in the
university by the end of the process. Thereis
also someindication that their level of problem
severity is reduced by counselling. Research on
the positive links between counselling and first-
year retention has also been conducted.

Saff development

Staff contribute to arange of training activities
such astraining for tutors, libraries, registry,
wardens and security staff. A number of
sessions are freestanding e.g. those aimed at
personal tutors, but people arelesslikely to
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attend because it is voluntary. Wheretraining is
made compul sory, aswith library staff, itis
found to be more effective. An important aspect
of staff development is the two day compulsory
training event provided for wardens by student
services, including: mental health, dealing with
difficult Situations, disabilities, international
students, financial issues, chaplaincy. Customer
caretraining is also provided for security staff
on dealing with people who seem different or
difficult. Thereis amove to integrate staff
development at programme meetings and
departmental level e.g. on supporting dyslexic
students and the implementation of strategies
such as the tagging of course work.

The staff development of those within student
servicesisalso facilitated viaregular meetings
of the steering group and this playsakey rolein
developing shared values and mutual knowledge
and respect. They have also developed a code
of practice covering all sections.

Links within institution

The service has strong links with some
academic departments. A number of its staff
teach on courses such as the Mastersin
Counselling and aYouth and Community course.
It also works closely with the Students' Union.
The service iswell represented on key
university committees and working groupsandis
part of campus management groups. It reports
to the University Secretary.

Links with external agencies

The service haslinkswith local communitiesand
the public and voluntary sector, for example,
with the Woolwich Project - aproject for local
teenagers. It sees such community links as a
focus area for future development.

Cost effectiveness

The cost of the service, if calculated by dividing
its budget by the total number of studentsin the
university, is£60 per student. Given the very

high use rate and the broad variety of servicesit
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seemslikely that a high proportion of students
will be using the service, although some will
clearly need more intensive support than others.
By targeting its resources at those with most
need, within awidening participation and
equality frame, the serviceismaximising its
impact in avery coherent way. Integrating
services structurally and geographically
maximisesresources and avoids duplication.
Synergy with academic departments to provide
different therapies for students and training
opportunities for othersis avery cost effective
strategy. The fact that the service gives the
appearance of being well resourced in terms of
good display and office space (although this can
vary from campus to campus because of space
restrictions) reinforcesitsimportance to the
university and the priority given to student
support.

6.2.4 Srengths of this initiative

* Highly integrated and committed team which
reflects the diversity of the student body and
creates a sense of belonging amongst students
who sometimes feel marginalised elsewherein
theuniversity.

¢ Well planned and welcoming drop-in service
which through ‘twinning’ and crossreferral is
equipped to deal quickly and effectively with
students experiencing multiple difficulties.

* Very well regarded by student and used by very
large numbers.

¢ [nnovative response to different types of student
demand targeting areas of particular
disadvantage.

* Hasavery coherent vision and makes choices
according to astrong widening participation and
equality frame.

6.2.5 Issues and challenges

e Studentsfeel thereis till a stigma attached to
student services which prevents some students
from accessing them.

* The service has to work hard to prevent
students from becoming too dependent on them.

¢ Consultation mechanismswith students could be
morefully developed.

6.3 Thelmpact Project: Hudder sfield
University

Contact Details. Stephen Fish, Head of Careers
Service
email: s.fish@hud.ac.uk

6.3.1 Institutional context

Impactisrunin partnership by Huddersfield, Bradford,
Leeds and Leeds Metropolitan Universities and this
particular case study took place at Huddersfield
University. Huddersfield is a post-1992 university
mainly situated on a central site in the centre of the
city. It hasasignificant population of ethnic minority
students, mostly fromthelocal area. It ischaracterised
by an emphasis on vocational education and high
employability rates amongst graduates.

6.3.2 Initiative details

The Impact Project is designed to enhance
employment skillsand opportunitiesfor ethnic
minority students and redress the problem of ethnic
minority graduate underemployment, whichisa
problem both locally and nationally. It offers
intensiveinformation, guidance and job-search
support to UK ethnic minority students at each of
the four institutions. The project runs a number of
varied activities. These include oneto one
discussions, workshops on CVsand application
forms, training on interviews and assessment
centres. An important aspect of its work iswith
employers who are part of the Employers
Supporters Club. This providesemployer-led events
on the opportunities and requirementsin different
sectors, and provides opportunitiesfor mentoring
and work experience. These activities are designed
to raise the confidence of ethnic minority students
and to givethem skillswhich will help themto
progress more effectively into employment.

6.3.3 Distinctive features

e The project is arare example of a student
servicetargeted specifically at ethnic minorities.

e |[tisasounusua initseffective partnership
working acrossfour universities.

e Thestrong link with employersviathe



Employers’ Supporters Club also makethis
project particularly noteworthy.

Identifying and consulting the target group

Thisproject is specifically targeted at ethnic
minority students, asit explicitly seeksto redress
the imbalance in graduate employment rates
amongst this group. However, white students
are welcome to use the project if they wish and
thisisfelt important by both students and staff.
The project regularly consultswithits users, and
with religiousand cultural groupswithinthe
community and the university, and adaptsits
programme accordingly. There is evidence that
it actively respondsto consultation: for example,
student evaluations identified aneed for one-to-
one support and this has been provided
subsequently. Eventhoughitis comparatively
expensive and time consuming, theidentified
benefit to, and demand from, students, madeit a

priority.

Use by the target group

Take up of the project is good and most
importantly is sustained and ongoing. It has
exceeded the targets set for the project quite
considerably, for example, it aimed to support up
to 400 students but to date has supported 732.

Addressing issues of diversity and equality

Clearly theinitiative istargeted at a particular
group of students who experience disadvantage:
ethnic minorities. However, the projectis
conscious of gender as well as race issues and
attempts to address them in its provision. It
encourages both students and employers to
consciously challenge negative stereotypes, e.g.
of submissive Asian women or troublesome
young Asian men, but it also supports the
students in preserving their culture and customs.
The project also addresses the class issues
which combine with ethnicity to cause
disadvantage.

Supporting students across the lifecycle

Students can access the project at any time
during their studiesand it plays adevel opmental
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roleintheir progression through university and
on to employment. An important feature of the
project is that students appear to remainin
contact with it throughout their studies, building
on what they have learned and on their
increased awareness of opportunities available
to them. They have an ongoing relationship with
the project and do not exhaust its benefitsin a
small number of sessions.

Monitoring procedures

The projects keeps detailed statistical dataon its
usage in line with the requirements of HEFCE.
The effectiveness of itsinitiativesisalso
qualitatively measured by student evaluation
after workshops and advice sessions. Monitoring
reports are then presented quarterly to the
steering group. There has also been along-term
survey of the project by an external evaluator.

Impact on student success

The project is able to demonstrate concrete
indicators of success e.g. improved responses
from employersto job applicationsand CV's,
studentswinning placeson prestigioustraining
courses, positive responses to student
placements. In addition the project has a
beneficial effect on the students' academic
work, enabling them to be more confident and
focused in their studies more generally and
achieving better rates of success.

Saff development

Impact staff have contributed to careers
devel opment training both withintheir own
institutionsand at anational level, for example,
at the AGCAS organised 'Some Black and
White Issuesin Careers training event.

Links within the institution

Impact staff are well embedded within student
servicesteams and thisis particularly important
to avoid marginalisation of the project. Although
project workers each work across two of the
four universities, they have a base and structural
role in each, which adds to the coherence of the
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project. A representative of Bradford University
Student’s Union sits on the project steering
group. The project worker also liaises with
relevant cultural and religious groupswithin the
university.

Links with external agencies

Impact has strong inter-university linksand links
with employers. The growing support of
employersisacrucial factor in its success and
53 employers have now participated in the
Employer Supporters’ Club, including large
organisations such as BT. The club offer
practical workshops on topics such as interview
techniques and assessments, and provide work
placements and mentoring opportunities.
Members of the Employer Supporters Club are
represented on the steering group.

Cost effectiveness

Impact was funded by the DfES Innovations
Fund. Thisfunding has now finished and has
been taken over by the partner universities for a
one year period initially. However there are
concerns that short term funding creates
problems of sustainability and uncertainty
amongst staff. Sharing the project amongst four
universitiesand maximising the contributionin
kind provided by employers are both very
effective uses of resources. However, neither is
easy to accomplish and the project has done a
lot of groundwork to build up strong systems and
ahigh profile which bolster its effectiveness and
credibility.

6.3.4 Strengths of this initiative

e Theproject ishighly regarded and well used by
the target group throughout the lifecycle. It
offers concrete and relevant devel opment
opportunitiesto ethnic minority students—
countering the disadvantage suffered by these
studentsin the labour market. This disadvantage
has been both quantitatively and qualitatively
measured and thus the project is geared to meet
area need.

* Theproject negotiates the difficult balance

between validating the students' culture and
increasing their employability. Itisvery well
supported by employers and maximisesthe

benefits of the partnership approach.

6.3.5 Issues and challenges

¢ Linkswith academic departments need
strengthening. Although studentswould not want
to be referred directly to Impact, students feel
that lecturers are not well informed about the
project and do not disseminate information about
it.

6.4 TheUniversity of Hull: Mature
Sudent Support

Contact Details. Steve Page, Director of
Student Support Services
email: S.J.Page@hull.ac.uk

6.4.1 Institutional context

The University of Hull isapre-1992 institution,
established in 1927. It operates from two main sites,
the original campus on the west of Hull and a
smaller campusin Scarborough; Health is currently
located four miles away from the main campusin
Hull. Between 14 and 18% of students are from
low participation neighbourhoods. Over 50% of
students are recruited locally, 32% coming from the
rest of the UK, and 13% are international students.
67% of students study full-time at the university,
and 27% of the full-time undergraduates are mature
students. 6% of students have a declared disability;
82% of students define themselves as white, and
10% as Black and Asian. The retention rate is well
above the UK average at 91%, but thereis a
notable difference between 'young' students (92%)
and 'mature’ students (82%). The university is
among the UK's top five universities for the
employability of its graduates at 95%.

6.4.2 Initiative details

Student support services, in collaboration with a
member of academic staff, undertook a survey
(funded through the Widening Participation
Premium) to explore the experience of non-
traditional students at the university. It found that



full-time mature students at the Hull campus were
more likely to have considered withdrawing from
higher education during the first year than any other
student group. Primary reasonsincluded finance,
academic issues and domestic/personal reasons.
The research also found that mature students
participated lessin the social life at university. In
response to the open-ended question ‘What is
missing from thisuniversity in respect of student
support servicesis...” 17% of mature full-time
students at Hull gave the response 'a mature
students adviser'. Subsequently, an adviser for
mature, full-time students was appointed at the Hull
campus. Thisisajoint post between the
recruitment office and student support services and
isfunded through the Widening Participation
Premiuminitially for approximately 18 months. The
appointment was made in January 2002 and
therefore much of thework is still ina
developmental stage. Activitiesand planned
activitiesinclude:

e Twice-weekly lunch-timedrop-in session for
mature students; or students can make
appointments to see the Mature Students’
Adviser.

* Visitsto students studying Access courses at the
ten associate FE collegesto provide general
information about HE.

* Support for mature studentsin FE to prepare for
university.

* Availableat university and departmental open
days. A mature students’ open day is planned.

* Preparing aMature Students’ Guide (whichis
distributed to all mature enquirers) and
devel oping awebsite of on-line materials.

e Support for the Mature Students Society (which
ispart of the Students' Union) is planned, asthis
can be an important mechanism to develop
socia networks amongst mature students.

* A peer-mentoring schemeis being devel oped.
Current mature students have volunteered as
mentors, but the scheme has not yet been
launched.

e Other possible activitiesbeing considered
include: financeworkshops, involvement in
Clearing and running a mature students’ 'pre-
arrival' event in the week prior to entry.
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6.4.3 Distinctive features

Developed in response to research findings.
Hasinvolved mature studentsin developmental
discussions.

Itisajoint post between recruitment and student
services, which allows the role to span pre- and
post-entry support, and is cost-effective.

Clearly linked to institution’s strategic objectives
as set out in Widening Participation Strategy and
Action Plan.

Funded by Widening Participation Premium
dlocation.

Identifying and consulting the target group

Although full-time mature students are a clearly
identified target group, it isstill problematicto
reach these students — for exampleit is difficult
to extract the data from the University MIS to
target students prior to entry. Reaching students
who progressinto the university vialocal FEC
Access courses is comparatively easy, but this
excludes mature students who enter via an
Access course from another region and mature
students who enter via alternative entry routes.
Neither group will have cohorts of friends at the
time of entry, and the latter may need additional
support. Students have been involved viathe
survey, and in discussions with the newly-
appointed adviser, but there are no formal
structures for mature student consultation.

Use by the target group

It istoo early to be sure that the service is/will
be well-used by the target group, but existing
mature students are very supportive of the
initiative. Although 'mature students' are not a
homogenous group, they are often juggling
multipleissues, and may feel excluded from
student social networks. To reach all mature
students targeting and wide-range publicity is
required.

Addressing issues of diversity and equality

Students are generally not averse to being
identified as mature students, and the research
identified that full-time mature students have
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different needs to part-time mature students
(who are supported by a part-time adviser).
Therole of the 'adviser' isactually co-ordination
and facilitation, which meansthat a diversity of
issues can be supported by referral to other
services. The adviser works with mature
international studentsinliaisonwiththe
international office, when such students contact
him/her, but, there may be other students, who
are not mature, but who have similar needs
(e.g. single parents) who are technically
excluded. The research and the subsequent
experience of working with mature students
have been disseminated to other staff, thus
helping to ensure that all mature students
benefit from this post, not just those who
directly access the services. The online
information will allow studentsin different
circumstances to benefit from the service, and
may be of benefit to students at the
Scarborough campus.

Supporting students across the lifecycle

Thisinitiative provides abridge between pre-
and post-entry support, and between FECs and
the university. It aso buildslinks acrossthe
institution which help to ensure that students are
supported throughout thelifecycle. Discussions
with students suggest that the greatest role of
the adviser will bein the first semester and the
first year, and although mature students often
have different career aspirations and
opportunities to younger students, these are
catered for by the Careers Service.

Monitoring procedures

Thereiscurrently only aninformal monitoring
system: the adviser records the number and
type of contacts. But thereisadesireto link
work of the Mature Students Adviser to the
retention of full-time mature students.

Impact on student success

The research indicated a need for this post, but
it istoo early to examine impact, and thereis

Saff development

The Mature Students Adviser has not received
specific staff development, but s/he draws on
professional training as asocial worker. Student
Support Services in general, and the Mature
StudentsAdviser in particular, contributeto
ingtitution-wide staff training, fulfilling the need
for staff development regarding the needs of
non-traditional students, including mature
students, which was demonstrated by the
research.

Links within the institution

The adviser provides alink between recruitment
and student services, and thus between pre- and
post-entry, and isinvolved in Student Induction.
Theroleinvolves signposting studentsto other
services as necessary: he works with the
International Office and part-time student
adviser, and visits departments and presents to
committeesto build linksto improve practice. S/
he isworking with the Study Advice Serviceto
providetailored support for mature studentsin
the first semester, and the Students Union to
support the Mature Students' Association.

Links with external agencies

There are strong links with FE partners. Other
linkswill be devel oped to meet needs, such as
the collection of information about local
childcare providers.

Cost effectiveness

The pre-project research supported the case for
funding, and ensures that funding is used wisely.
Sharing the adviser between two departmentsis
cost effective and improves the service. The
initial research cost about £12,000, the total cost
of the mature student adviser post is about
£30,000, and approximately 27% of full-time
undergraduate mature students are mature, the
cost per mature student per annum is
approximately £16.

6.4.4 Srengths of this initiative
not currently a mechanism for assessing

impact. * Rationalefor thisinitiative comesdirectly from



research findings, and the devel opment of the
role hasinvolved consultation with current
mature students, and collaboration with
colleagues throughout the university andin the
FE sector.

* Thispost creates both horizontal and vertical
links from pre- to post-entry and throughout the
ingtitution.

* |tisacost-effectiveinitiative (assuming it hasa
positiveimpact on retention).

6.4.5 Issues and challenges

* |tischallenging to reach mature students who
do not access the university vialocal FEC
Access courses, but these students may be the
most in need of support.

* Todevelop arobust and effective monitoring
and evaluation system to demonstrate impact
and thus cost-effectiveness in terms of improved
student retention for the target group.

e Tosecureon-going funding. Theinitial research
was crucia to the post being devel oped; impact
evaluationisthereforelikely to be beneficial in
determining the continuation of this post beyond
theinitia funding period.

6.5 Central AcademicAdvisory Service
(CAAS) Manchester University

Contact Details; Dr Janet Vale, Head of CAAS,
email: caas@man.ac.uk

6.5.1 Institutional context

Manchester was one of the first civic universitiesin
England andisnow 150 yearsold. It islocated on one
large campus less than a mile from the city centre.
Thereareover 18,000 students at the university which
includes large numbers of postgraduates and
international students. The university seesitself asa
predominantly research-led institution with aculture
of high achievement.

6.5.2 Initiative details

CAAS is a centrally-based service which offers
students confidential advice and information on
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matters relating to their academic work or affecting
academic progress. It is seen ascomplementary, both
to the roles of personal and academic tutors and to
student support such as counselling. It produces a
handbook for staff on personal tutoring and generates
asecondment schemewithin departments, asameans
of disseminating good practice. It also providestraining
for academic and administrative staff as part of the
SEDA accredited Student Support and Guidance
Course. Academic staff are encouraged to use the
centre for advice on supporting their students. Itisa
key point of referral for other support services.

6.5.3 Distinctive features

CAASisavery unusua model, which has not been
identified by any other university in the study. It is
characterised by the dual academic/advisory role of
its staff. Members of CAAS are academic staff with
current academic roles within departments who are
appointed for a proportion of their time to work in
CAAS. This dual role, whereby advisers are also
embedded within academic departments, is seen as
an important key to the effectiveness and credibility
of the service. In addition to core CAAS staff, a
number of academics are seconded from departments
to spend half a day a week for a period of one
semester working in CAAS, so that good practice
can be disseminated across the university. Their
departments are funded to cover this period and the
secondees funded to set up student support initiatives
within their departments.

Identifying and consulting the target group

The serviceis opento al students. Students
using CAAS are asked to return a questionnaire.
Although thisisvaluable, feedback by this
meansisrelatively low and this procedureis
under review.

Use by the target group

CAAS has credibility amongst both staff and
students because of the current knowledge and
experience of its team of academic staff. In
2000-01, 463 students used the service directly,
but it will also have had an indirect impact on the
whole of the student body, through its more
generic work in providing advice and guidance
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to academic staff on student support issues, and
in spreading good practice.

Addressing issues of diversity and equality

This service provides an opportunity to
‘demystify’ the university and as such can be
seen as particularly useful for those unused to
the university structures and regulations, such as
working-class students, mature students or
international students. It aso providesapoint of
unstigmatised referral and thusis useful for
groups such as ethnic minority men who
traditionally resist accessing student services,
such as counselling. The serviceis also useful
for studentswith * high aspirations which canin
themselves create problems and support needs.

Supporting students across the lifecycle

The service provides support with the sort of
problems which can occur at any stage of the
lifecycle and which must be managed if the
student is to progress on their course. It also
supports students to make important transitions
during the lifecycle e.g. change courses,
interrupt or even move into other universitiesor
out of the sector. It isavailable at any point.

Monitoring procedures

CAAS keeps a detailed statistical database of its
users which records gender, age, fees status,
areaof origin, level of course, year of entry,
current year of course and faculty. The Annual
Report analyses trends from thisinformation and
uses them to develop the support strategies of
CAAS. In addition detailed notes recorded from
each contact are kept. This has enabled CAAS
to begin arolling programme of research into
student records from each faculty, which will
feed back issues to the faculties and the
university asawhole.

Impact on student success

The service is geared to help students address
any problemswhich may be hindering their
progress: such as anxiety about their academic

ability and management of work, examination
problems, the impact of eventsin their personal
life upon their work. However, student success
is not measured narrowly by retention but by
finding solutions appropriate to the student. The
service provides awide ranging perspective on
the opportunities avail able and other support
structures within the university. Thisallowsthe
student to make informed choices about their
options.

Saff development

A high priority isplaced on contributing to staff
development acrossthe university, whichis
accomplished by avariety of means. CAAS
produces a'Guide to Personal Tutoring' whichis
circulated to all academic staff. It also
contributesto the professional devel opment
course 'Student Support and Guidance' whichis
open to both academic and administrative staff.
Within this course CAAS offers seminars on
supporting first year students, maintaining
student motivation, optimising the use of student
support services and reviewing student support
and guidanceroles, with a particular emphasis
on innovation and making the best use of
resources. Finally the secondment scheme
allows academic staff to devel op advisory skills
and knowledge of the university-wide system
which they then take back to their departments.
They then create departmental -based initiatives
which add value both to the department and
their own professional devel opment.

Links within the institution

CAAS inksdirectly to academic departmentsin
avariety of ways, the dual role of its staff, the
referral system of studentsto CAAS, the
provision of advice to academic staff on general
student support issues, and the secondment
scheme. It also links to support services such as
counselling. Geographically it isseparated from
counselling and thisis hel pful in emphasising that
the two services are separate and different. It is
not unusual, however, for studentswho visit
CAAS with anxieties of an academic nature to



then gain the confidence to seek help from the
counselling service to address more personal
problems. Linkswith decision-making
committees are strong, where CAAS staff are
valued for their university-wide perspective.
CAAS aso works closely with the Students'
Union.

Links with external agencies

CAAS concentrates on academic support and
therefore tends to have an internal focus. It does
however, refer students to non-university
sources of support, when and if appropriate.

Cost effectiveness

The cost of the serviceis around £89,000 p.a.
This should not be measured simply in terms of
numbers of students using the service, but in
relationtoitsrolein developing good practice
throughout the university. The dual function of
its staff maximisestheir contribution to the
university. By disseminating itsknowledgeit
attempts to permeate this benefit across the
university.

6.5.4 Srengths of this initiative

e CAAS iscost effective, has academic
credibility, facilitatesinnovation at a
departmental level, draws on current academic
knowledge, facilitatesaglobal institutional
approach, avoids stigmatisation of students but
links effectively to academic and core support
services.

* It presentsitself as a useful model for research
led universitieswith aculture of high aspirations,
but its approach can a'so be applied to new
universitieswith large numbers of students
without the cultural capital to understand and
negotiate the academic system.

6.5.5 Issues and challenges

* Although the serviceis set up to complement the
role of persona and academic tutors, there may
be a danger that it could allow some academic
staff, who may be less comfortable with or less
suited to a student support role, aconvenient
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escape from their pastoral duties.

* Theprovision of training and guidance on
student support, in which CAAS plays akey
role, isalso not as well taken up by academic
staff asit could be.

* There could be a concern that their role as
expert guidesto university procedures might
excuse the university from making its systems
more transparent and accountable to students.

6. 6 Manchester Metropolitan University
L ear ning Support Unit

Contact Details: Ann Barlow, Learning Support
Co-ordinator
email: h.a.barlow@mmu.ac.uk

6.6.1 Institutional context

Manchester Metropolitan University isone of the
largest universitiesin England, with seven major
campuses located across a 40-mile radius. Five
sites are located in the City of Manchester and two
are based at Crewe and Alsager, Cheshire. A post
1992 university, it hasatotal student population of
over 31,000 students, on more than 400
programmes. It recruits above its benchmarks with
regard to students from state schools, social classes
[1Im, IV and V and low participation
neighbourhoods. Of all home students, 62%
originate from the North West and three fifths of
these are from Greater Manchester. Just over 50%
of students are aged 21 or over on entry, and 59%
study full-time. EU and other overseas students
represent 4.7% of thetotal student population. The
number of disabled students known to the university
is1,031. Itsoverall rate of retention is 85%, which
matches its benchmark.

6.6.2 Initiative details

The Learning Support Unit (L SU) was established
asanintegrated unitin 1998, bringing together
previously discreet provision for disabled students
and study skillssupport, in order to optimise limited
resources. The aims of the unit are to provide an
integrated approach to learning support within the
university, enabling studentsto become independent
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learners and to provide appropriate mechanismsto
facilitate student progress within the academic
context.

The learning support team offer a range of support
servicesto all students. These include one-to-one
study support, study skillsworkshops, and advice
for students contemplating a change of course.
Advisers also provide advice and support for
studentswith disabilities, assessing their needswith
regard to study aids, demonstrating the use of
equipment and liaising with departmentsto identify
supporting study strategies.

6.6.3 Distinctive features

* Growing demands on the unit, including a steady
risein the number of students eligible for the
Disabled Students’ Allowance (DSA) have
meant that the team is providing an increasing
proportion of disability support. However, the
unit pridesitself on retaining astrong
commitment to an inclusive approach to student
|earning needs and supporting studentswith
disabilitiesissimply onefacet of ensuring
successful achievement of learning outcomes.

e Characteristic of Greater Manchester, there is
much collaborative work undertaken between
the four universitiesinthe area. Thisis
particularly the case with regard to disability
support. In 1997, through HEFCE special
initiative funding, Access Summit —the Joint
Universities' Disability Resource Centre was
established. This centre has continued beyond its
three-year funding period and supports and
complements the services provided by each
university. The main activities of Access Summit
include assisting current students and
prospective studentswith disabilities, and staff
who have contact with studentswith disabilities.
The centre offers taster/ introductory courses,
needs assessment and training, atechnology
hel p-desk and equipment resource bank.

Identifying and consulting the target group

The unit offers support to a wide range of
learners and therefore there is no one specific

target group. The unit is available to any student
within the university, regardless of mode of
study, who feels they need support with their
learning. However staff do liaise with
departments regarding applicationsfrom
disabled students and wherever possible send
out introductory information about the services
they provide to these students. The learning
support team are very pro-active in approaching
facultieswho have not notified them of
applicantslikely to require support.

Use by the target group

Statistics reveal a steady increase each year in
the number of students accessing the services
provided by the LSU. Informationisavailable
on the number of studentsseeninindividual
appointments, the number of assessments of
need conducted, and the number of general
enquiries. Latest figuresfor 2000/1 are 937, 61
and 2249 respectively, compared with 715, 49
and 1516in 1998/9.

Addressing issues of diversity and equality

In adopting an inclusive approach to learning
support, the unit aimsto addressindividual
learners’ needs, rather than placing emphasis on
the disability. Some of the staff attached to the
unit have specialist expertise; for example one
learning support adviser is specifically
responsible for deaf and hard of hearing
students and is also afull team member.
Members of the unit maintain aregular presence
on al the university’s teaching sites and the
range of students benefiting from the unit’s
services represents the diversity which
characterises the university. International
students make use of the service and, where
necessary, creative means are sought to support
students who are not eligible for the DSA.
Diverse means are used to communicate with
students, including text messaging.

Supporting students across the lifecycle

Theunit iskeen to identify studentswho might
need support as early as possible and therefore



engage in anumber of pre-entry activities.
Primarily, members of the team take part in
university and departmental open daysto make
prospective students and their parents aware of
the services on offer. On arrival students can
find out about the unit in avariety of ways.
Typically theunit producesliteraturewhichis
distributed acrossall campuses, including halls of
residences. During induction, members of the
team go into many departmentsto deliver
introductory presentations on study skills. These
are followed up throughout the year with
presentations and workshops on a range of
study techniques, including time management,
revision and essay writing. Such sessionsbuildin
opportunities for students to see a member of
staff individually and to discussany difficulties
they may be experiencing or the implications of
adisability. Study skillsmodulesareaso
integrated into many academic programmes.

Monitoring procedures

Student feedback processes are currently
evolving and akey objectivefor the unitisto
implement service evaluation procedures and
further develop recording and monitoring
strategies. Aninitial questionnaire has been
developed and trialled and afull report will be
included in the unit’sannual operating statement.

The head of student services presents an annual
operating statement to the directorate, whose
membership includes the seven deans of faculty;
this statement includes a detailed report on the
usage and achievements of the LSU. The head
of theunit, the learning support co-ordinator, is
routinely involved in the student support and
guidance aspect of the QAA subject reviews,
demonstrating effective working relationships
and providing positive case studies.

Impact on student success

The team felt it was impossible to measure
accurately their individual contribution to student
success, partly dueto the difficultiesinherent in
tracking individual students. However, some
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students will expresstheir appreciation of the
services they have received and the team is
often informed of their success either by
students themselves or by some members of
academic staff. During 2002/3 the unit will be
involvedin apilot project to devel op student
profiles, as part of theinstitutional strategy to
implement the progressfile; thiswill integrate
the personal development plan which has been
designed within the unit to support disabled
students’ study needs.

Saff development

Members of the LSU are actively encouraged to
undertake personal staff development, using
both internal and external vehicles. They
regularly attend and present at conferences and
anumber of the team areinvolved in
professional accredited courses. Such
development is seen as beneficial in producing a
well-informed unit. Members of the team run a
variety of workshops on theinternal staff
development programme, including ‘ Supporting
Non-traditional Students’ and ‘ Studentswith
Disahilities'. Theteam also respond to individual
requests by departments and run sessions for
non-academic staff e.g. front of house and
librarians.

Successful strategies for support are dependent
on building effective partnerships with academic
and administrative staff across the university. As
such the team has taken a pro-active approach
to staff development both by generating specific
initiatives and by responding to requeststo
contribute to departmental meetings and away
days. Theunitisasoinvolvedinacollaborative
(2000-2002) HEFCE specidl initiativecalled
DEMOS (for which MMU is the lead
institution), exploring the effectiveness of
developing online staff development resourcesto
support studentswith disabilities.

The university has recently established a staff
development forum which isresponsible for the
overall planning and delivery of staff
development. Aspart of itsbrief, it hasidentified
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anumber of key priorities and members of the
unit will contributeto the delivery of thesein
2002/3. The head of student servicesisa
member of the forum.

Links within the institution

The unit has built up strong links across the
university with staff at all levels and wherever

possiblewill buildintimeto meet with peoplein
person. Within student servicesitself there are a

number of team activities; staff from the LSU

take part in away days, and heads of units meet

monthly to share ideas and discuss common
issues.

The LSU has strong links with the Students’
Union, in particular the Student Advice Centre

and with the disabilities officer, who isamember

of the Students' Union executive. Linkswith

faculties and departments vary. Members of the
L SU arein regular communication with faculty
disability contacts, who are senior administrative
staff, both in relation to individual student needs

and on broader issues of policy and procedure,
and with relevant academic departments.

Effective working relations have been

established with the L earning and Teaching Unit,

leading to involvement in anumber of learning

and teaching initiatives and events. Staff of the
L SU aso sit on a number of faculty committees

and boards, and good relationships existswith
members of senior management. Members of
the unit have been involved with academic
departmentsinjoint funding bids.

Links with external agencies

Inadditionto strong inter-institutional links, all
members of the team, because of their diverse
backgrounds, bring to the unit their own
networks. Some also have active rolesin

professional bodiesincluding ILT,AUA, SKILL,
NADO. One member of the team was involved

in the DfES review of the DSA. The unit is
involvedinanumber of collaborative projects:
on behalf of Access Summit, the unit regularly
organises aworkshop for LEA officers and

disability advisers. Onelearning support adviser
is partly funded by the Headstart project, which
isaHEIF initiative led by the RNID and is
developing support for deaf and hard of hearing
students.

Cost effectiveness

Theunit is currently well supported and has
been able to take advantage of some disability
premium funding. The team has recently
increased by 100%, with the appointment of a
permanent administrative assistant and two
additional learning support advisers on two year
contracts. This has enabled the unit to increase
support across all campuses (with aregular
presence at Crewe and Alsager), expand its
staff development provision, improverecords
management and provide additional support for
examinations.

The unit is cost effective to run and ploughs
income generated from assessments of need
back into its resources. It also operates an
equipment loan schemefor students, using
obsol ete, but serviceable university equipment.
Any unspent budget can usually be carried
forward to the next financial year.

Theuniversity’sresourcing model currently
operates on the principle that funding will be on
the same basis as the previous year. However
the LSU team are very pro-activein putting in
for bids and with some success. Working with
other institutions and being part of the Access
Summit Consortium allowsfor some
rationalisation of resources and sharing of
expertise and knowledge.

6.6.4 Strengths

The unit has a committed and diverse team.
Staff employed in the unit come from arange of
professional backgrounds and so each brings
individual strengthsto the unit. Some members
of the team have previously held different roles
withintheuniversity.



¢ Thebroad remit of theunit and itsinclusive
approach to learners’ needs.

6.6.5 Issues and challenges

* Themost significant challenge for the unitisthe
size of the institution and the spread of its
campuses. The LSU are seeking to address this
by setting up ‘regular clinics' at other sitesand
by continually trying to raise staff awareness
across the university.

* A moreimmediate problem islack of space. As
the team expands and student demand
increases, the current location at the central
Manchester siteis becoming impractical.

6.7 Sudent Mental Health Adviser —
University College Northampton
(UCN)

Contact details: Chris Cooper, Director of
Student Services
email: chris.cooper@northampton.ac.uk

6.7.1 Institutional context

Theinstitution is based on two main campus sitesin
Northampton. Theinstitution was established in
1867, received confirmation of its new title of UCN
in 1999 and has aspirationstoward full university
status. Currently there are approximately 9,500
undergraduate students; 7,000 full-time and 2,500
part-time. The student body is described as mixed,
with astrong widening participation emphasis.
There are currently 300 international students and
550 studentswith disabilities. Approximately 70%
of the student cohort enter employment following
graduation, afurther 20% enter training, research
or further study.

Overall student support withintheinstitutionis
provided viaanumber of central departments and
units which liaise with each other and the academic
schools. Services are split into Learning Resources
Services, including the Centre for Academic
Practice which is an open learning and teaching
centre, I T services and student services. This
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department has teams of support staff available
within guidance and information centres on both
campuses who provide afirst point of contact for
students. These frontline staff provide more general
information and arrange for students to see
specialist staff if required.

6.7.2 Initiative details

Initially there wasfelt to be a problem within the
ingtitution in providing effective support for students
with mental health problems beyond the offer of
counselling. UCN successfully attracted HEFCE
funding for 1997 — 2000 to address this problem,
and as aresult appointed a half-time Mental Health
Development Officer. The intention wasto assist in
the development of networks with external services
(which was a perceived weakness), to raise
awareness of mental health problems and to
develop procedures, which would enable existing
staff to identify and manage issues arising at an
earlier stage, and increase understanding of some
of these issues. Once this post was in place it was
found that people who had felt that previously they
had nowhere to go, now sought support from the
person fulfilling this post. Consequently, it became
clear that there was a need for a continuing post;
that of a Student Mental Health Adviser (SMHA),
offering direct support and working alongside other
student support services, such as counselling.

All students at UCN are ascribed a personal tutor
who they normally meet during their first week and
whose role is to act as an academic adviser. Whilst
personal tutors may keep the same student for
three years, the level of contact they have with
students varies according to the course. For
example, Fine Art tutors have alot of contact
because of the way the course is taught. The role
of personal tutor is seen asvital inrelation to
supporting students. However, in some areas (such
as mental well being) this can be token support and
the main body of support isprovided by a
professional with experiencein thefield, such as
the SMHA. In this situation a personal tutor would
not expect feedback, because of the issues
involved, but would continue to monitor the student
and check they were being supported. The student
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would then have direct contact viathe SMHA to a
network of support systems provided by avariety
of other professionals both in and outside the
institution. Not only did thisenable amorerapid
response, but students are able to access
professional support which tutors do not feel ableto
provide at thislevel. Having a SMHA asabridge
between the internal and external contacts enables
the student to be supported not just in an academic
sense but also as part of alarger community, and
also provides a sense of professional distance for
tutor and student. The main source of referral isvia
staff (for example, the disability team, wardens and
other non-academic staff, counsellors and
academics). Other referrals are made via the
Students’ Union, GPs and external agencies such as
thelocal Crisis|ntervention Service.

6.7.3 Distinctive features

* A key feature of the role is experience of
working with people with mental health
problems, so for example, advisers could have a
nursing or psychology background.

* The SMHA provides afocus within UCN for all
staff involved in supporting students
experiencing mental health problemsand a
central point of contact for external agencies.

Identifying and consulting target group

The target group were investigated during the
initial HEFCE project. Feedback from staff
during this process highlighted agap in provision
and pointed to a clear need for someonein the
role of SMHA. Similarly feedback from a
survey of students revealed that support was
most successful and helpful when shared
amongst people. Consequently, one of the
functions of therole of adviser isto act asa
central communicator or point of contact,
working alongside other support staff.

Use by the target group

Information isavailablein anumber of formats;
web-based information for both staff and
students, student publicationsand alsoon a
series of postcards distributed throughout the
institution. The postcards contain brief

descriptions of some mental health problems
such as depression for example, together with
contact information. Since the post of MHA has
been established the demand for the service has
increased rapidly. Similarly, studentswho have
used the service have re-established or
maintained contact.

Addressing issues of diversity and equality

The serviceisavailableto all students; full and
part-time, undergraduates and postgraduates.
Theinstitution also has agrowing number of
international students, who not only share some
of the problems of other groups such as mature
students for example, but are also subject to
additional stressors and their ability to access
this support isimportant. A further issue relates
tothe stigmastill felt to surround mental health,
particularly inlabelling students experiencing
problems. The SMHA will pass on student-
related information to academic staff on a ‘ need
toknow’ basis, protecting confidentiality,
avoiding burdening the tutor with information &/
he may not require, or unnecessarily 'exposing'
the student. In addition information can be
passed on to al the course tutorsinvolved with
that student. Information relates only to the
problemsthat student islikely to experience
which will impact on their work, for example
they may experience panic attacks during
lectures or problems at particular times during
the year. This not only avoids attaching a certain
label to the student, but also removes the need
for the student to repeatedly go through their
‘story’ to other course tutors.

Supporting students across the lifecycle

Information sessions on student support (during
which the SMHA service is mentioned) are
givenduring induction. Similarly details of
student services are flagged up in the prospectus
and the specific role of the SMHA is mentioned
in the Student Guide. Students are also identified
wherever possible via the admissions route and
the SMHA will pick up on students prior to entry
and forward student services information sheets.
Usage of the service has so far been higher by



first and third-year students. However, some
students who * scrape through’ the first year
begin to experience problemsin their second
year, so effectively thereis no period in which
usage falls off. In addition students are not
‘dropped’ when they leave UCN; the SMHA
can help to set up a support network outside the
institution and can stay in contact with students
if necessary for alimited period after they have
finished their studies.

Monitoring procedures

No formal monitoring procedures arein place
yet, but there has been informal feedback from
wardens and GPs, for example, that the scheme
isvaluable, so much so that the question now is
not is the scheme working, but is one half-time
SMHA enough? Devel opment of amonitoring
tool isakey objective of the current year which
isthe first complete year that the post has been
in place. It isenvisaged that thiswill include ‘ do
not attend’ and usage stati stics together with pre
and post contact evaluation forms. The
information collected to dateis very
encouraging; i.e. the SMHA has no empty
‘sessions’ and very low ‘ do not attend’ figures
which isfelt to be unusual in thistype of service.
Procedures to monitor the quality of the service
provided arein place viathe SMHA'sline
manager and also through external clinical
supervision.

Impact on student success

The serviceis said to provide a more effective
and rapid response. For example, previously
students who have needed to see aclinical
psychologist have at times been subject to await
of 4to 12 months. During thistime students
could becomeincreasingly distressed and more
likely to disrupt other students or withdraw from
courses. The SMHA is now able to assess these
students, refer them to outside agencies if
necessary, and in the event of awaiting period
carry out ‘holding’ actionintheinterim. The
SMHA has also been able to respond quickly to
emergency situations that have arisen.

41
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Saff development

Training isprovided for both academic and non-
academic staff. However the ability of the
adviser to prioritise this aspect of theroleis
limited by the amount of time she has available.
Training is concentrated on one event held
during the summer, which focuses on a special
issue, for example, working with the exam office
and course team leaders and with wardens.
Other events have concentrated on specific
themes such as self-injury and depression.
External agencies such asthe Crisis Intervention
Service and the Samaritans have also been
involvedin providing training sessions.

Although student servicesare outlined during
staff induction days, as with students, thereis
felt to be an overwhelming amount of
information on the day. A web page for staff (as
well as students) has been set up therefore
which can be accessed at the time of need. The
web pageincludes guidelines produced by the
SMHA with input from staff. The adviser has
also produced handbooks for staff, for example,
staff within the Guidance and Information
Centres, invigilators on how to help people
experiencing panic attacks during exams, special
arrangements for students in exams, and guides
for academic staff.

Links within the institution

Support offered by the SMHA isin addition to
other support available to students. Support is
also offered indirectly via support to staff such
as wardens and tutors dealing with students
more directly. The SMHA will also assess
students' mental health needs and learning needs
and if necessary refer to other sources of
support withintheinstitution.

The SMHA worksin collaboration with the SU
on projects and promotion. The director of
student services is a member of the senior
management group (heads of schools and
departments), and can take forward support
issues raised by the SMHA. Thereis also active
representation on the Teaching and Learning
Group.
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Links with external agencies

One of the key issues of the role relates to
communication; with external agenciesand
UCN staff and students. Having someone in the
role of SMHA has proved an effective link to
outside agencies, for example, because of the
sensitivity of many of theissuesinvolved,
doctors and other medical professionals prefer
to talk to the adviser rather than to other
professional swithin the university such as
personal tutors. One of theinitial tasks of the
SMHA wasto visit al local agencies offering
support in order to be able to provide first-hand
information and allay anxiety in students
referred to these agencies. Links have also been
established with staff holding equivalent
positionsinlocal FE collegesin order to facilitate
pre-entry referrals.

Cost effectiveness

Thefinancial cost of the schemeisprimarily in
terms of staffing, in thisinstance for one half
time post SOL1/2 grade (£20,428 — 23,759).

6.7.4 Srengths of this initiative

* A central point of contact facilitates
communication internally and also with external
agencies.

* Providessupport for staff involved in supporting
students and students themselves.

* Theroleisbased on aninvestigation of student
need.

* The scheme provides a different approach in
additionto counsalling.

6.7.5 Issues and challenges

* Involvement with the SU islimited. Currently
some sabbatical posts within the SU remain
unfilled and this may impact on the extent to
which involvement can be devel oped.

¢ Because of limitsto thetime available, thereis
less opportunity to actively promote mental well
being issues or increase staff development
opportunities.

6.8 Nottingham Trent University
Integrated Student Support Centre

Contact Details: Sally Olohan, Head of Student
Support Services
email: sally.olohan@ntu.ac.uk

6.8.1 Institutional context

Nottingham Trent University currently has a student
population of around 23,000 students. A former
polytechnic, gaining university statusin 1992,
Nottingham Trent consists of nine schools and
faculties situated across three sites: City, Clifton
and Brackenhurst. A predominantly white
institution, approx. 50% of students are aged under
21 and around one third of students come from low
participation neighbourhoods. The university has
1856 international students (EU and other
overseas), 915 disabled students and just under
20% of students originate from Nottinghamshire.
Theuniversity hasahigh employability rate, with
69.2% going into employment, and 19.5%
undertaking further study. It has an overal retention
rate of 90%.

6.8.2 Initiative details

In 1998, Nottingham Trent successfully developed
an integrated student support centre on its City site.
Disability support, student financial support,
counselling, chaplaincy, mental health support,
targeted provision for specific groups (international
and mature students) and more generalist provision
(student support and information, student complaints
office) areall located together in ahighly visible
location at the heart of the campus, which is shared
with the Registry. Prior to this, services had been
spread out on the periphery of the campus. This
integration iscurrently being replicated at the
Clifton sitewhere asimilar plan has been piloted
since 1999. The purpose-built development isdueto
be completed in September 2002.

6.8.3 Distinctive features

e The creation of a one-stop-shop at the city site
has enabled al services to become more
accessible to staff and students.

* Aswell asthe benefits of a shared physical



location, success has depended on establishing
integrated working practices. There is now
general recognition that with anincreasingly
diverse student population, thereis need for a
multi-disciplinary approach to student support.

Identifying and consulting with the target
group

The centreisavailableto al students, however it
isrecognised that certain groups will make more
use of the services than others. Therefore within
the department there is targeted support for
mature students, disabled students and
international students. The mature students
officer, for example, works closely with the
university’swidening participation outreach team
and has strong links with local FE colleges. The
officer provides pre-entry guidance for mature
students on non-academic issues and arranges
bridging and on-arrival networking eventsfor
mature students on full-time undergraduate
programmes to ease the transition into higher
education.

Use by the target group

The City site centre includes a foyer space for
student networking meetings e.g. the weekly
international students’ forum. Thisisseen as
particularly important in identifying the building
as not just a place for students to go with
‘problems’. It is planned for the Clifton site to
include, in addition to the services at the City
site, the student health centre, careers service,
finance and credit control offices. Theaim isto
create an atmosphere of a student-centred
building and therefore reduce any stigma
attached to accessing support. Incorporating
these services will make the centre ‘part and
parcel of university life' for all students.

Addressing issues of diversity and equality

The City site centreis open year-round during
normal working hours. Thefront-lineenquiry
desk isfully staffed during term-time, with cover
for vacations. For student emergencies, a 24
hour on-call rotais provided by the chaplains.
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The Clifton site opening hourswill include
evening provision of medical appointments.
Other *twilight’ services may be provided on an
appointment basis, if required.

Student support services regularly update their
website and most forms and documents are
available electronically. Studentsare also ableto
email their queriesto members of staff if they
are not able to access the centre in person.

Supporting students across the lifecycle

Students are made aware of the services
available very early on, and agood deal of work
is undertaken at the pre-entry stage. Wherever
possible, amember of the department
participatesin faculty and school open daysto
giveinformation to prospective students and
their parents. On arrival, al new students
receive a comprehensive student handbook with
detailed information about the services and key
university codesand regulations, whichis
reinforced during induction talks. By establishing
aone-stop-shop it isintended to make students
aware early on of all the services available to
them during their time at university.

Monitoring procedures

Each service hasits own monitoring procedures
in place and the number of enquiresto front-line
staff are continually monitored. During 2000/1
16,639 enquirieswere handled by the*front-line
service. The magjority of enquiriesrelated to
financial matters. Detailed monitoring of referral
information, at academic programmelevel, and
analysis of key trends in referrals, enables the
constituent services to be more pro-activein
working with departments and to show their
value. In addition such informationinforms
front-line staff development needs. Reports are
produced on usage data and key trends for each
area. These are presented to a variety of groups
and committeeswithin the university, including
faculty boards and working groups and the
university Equal OpportunitiesAdvisory Group
and Academic Board.
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Impact on student success

At present there is no hard evidence of the
impact of student services on student success.
However, following feedback from the Access
Fund Audit by HEFCE, the centreis currently
conducting an analysis of hardship recipientsto
track academic progression. The setting up of
thistracking system and subsequent analysis of
findings has presented challenges, especially in
identifying avalid benchmark for comparison.

Saff development

A shared |ocation has enabled both formal and
informal learning and devel opment to take place
between different services. Each year the team
holds a department-wide event to address issues
related to working practice. Themed workshops
are also arranged on particular issues, usualy in
response to identified need from casework (e.g.
responding to trauma).

The department has recently been awarded
‘Investors in People’ status and takes an active
rolein both delivering and receiving staff
development within the university. Theteam
provides a session in the postgraduate certificate
in higher education which new members of
teaching staff take as part of their induction and
inaparallel development programmefor
administrative staff. The department offers a
portfolio of training opportunitieson an annual
basis, which are offered across the institution on
abespoke basisto individual academic
departments and faculty offices.

Staff also take up the opportunity to further their
own development externally. A number of staff
have external commitments contributing to
sector-wide debate/policy in the area of student
support/student affairs e.g. members of steering
groups. Plansto identify accredited devel opment
routes for new front line staff are also being
developed.

Links within the institution

There is much cross-referral between services

e.g. chaplaincy and counselling. Thereisalso an
effective working relationship with the Students
Union, which provides complementary services
(e.g. nursery, employment store). Student
support services also has strong links with the
Centre for Academic Practice, contributing to
project bids and key university strategies and
policies. Different members of the team
represent the department on a range of
committees and groups acrossthe institution,
and there are good links with senior
management, facilitated by regular meetings.
Links with academic departments are strong,
with several referral systems integrated into
admissions and course administration
procedures. Referral systems have been
strengthened through course and subject review
processes.

Links with external agencies

Members of the team are involved with external
organisations and a number have external roles/
commitments. At practitioner level, there are
good working relationshipswith counterparts at
other universities e.g. international students
officers. The team have also set up their own
networks to share good practice, for example,
complaints procedures, hardship fund
administration and there has been some sharing
of good practice at conferences e.g. chaplains,
disability provision.

Cost effectiveness

Initial coststo establish the unitsare high, but
once established they are cost effective in terms
of the use of resources. The department is
constantly monitoring and reflecting on the
services provided. Cost effective strategies
adopted include maximising the use of targeted
funding streams, being clear about the services
that are on offer (and whether they are
essential) and rationalising administrative
resources. The majority of staff are on on-going
contracts.



6.8.4 Srengths of this initiative

There are aconsiderable number of benefitsfor both
staff and studentsin taking aone-stop-shop approach
to student services:

Saff

* Supportivework environment and help isalways
at hand — front line staff.

* Raises profile of every service.

* Increases confidence and pride (especially
when working with external agencies).

* Formal and informal sharing of knowledge.

* Every serviceisequally important —including
those that are funded externally (e.g. health and
chaplaincy).

* Breaking down barriers of different professional
‘domains’.

e Ableto maintainintensity of work.

Students

* Reduces stigmain accessing support.

* More efficient referral.

* Students establish links with more than one
member of staff.

» Easier to access and find right service.

6.8.5 Issues and challenges

e [|nitial resistance from staff to change working
practice — concerned to maintain professional
boundaries.

* Need to raise awareness within the university of
the differentiation of services—may al be seen
as‘counselling’ services.

6.9 Roehampton Educational
Development (RED) Centre,
University of Surrey, Roehampton

Contact Details: T. McGoldrick, Deputy
Director of RED Centre and Head of Learning
Development,

email: T.McGoldrick@roehampton.ac.uk

6.9.1 Institutional context

University of Surrey, Roehampton was formally
Roehampton Institute, a college of higher education
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withitsrootsin teacher education. It isnow a part of
Surrey University. Itislocated in four small colleges
and operates under a college system. It is based in
adjacent campusesin asuburb of south-west London.
Its student intake has changed in response to widening
participation and includes many local students.

6.9.2 Initiative details

The Roehampton Educational Development (RED)
centre is a centralised service which brings together
the Disability Service, Dyslexia Support, generic
learning support for students, subject specific support
in the form of collaboration with academic staff in
curricular and pedagogical innovation, and the work
of the Widening Participation Unit.

6.9.3 Distinctive features

* The centre integrates student support within the
context of learning development and seeksto
play akey strategic rolein developing student
centred provision acrossthe university.

* Itasoplaysakey rolein Quality and Standards
and the devel opment of programme
specifications and thisisapowerful tool in
working with staff at a departmental level.

Identifying and consulting the target group

Thetarget group for learning support ismainly
students who enter HE with gaps in their
academic skills. However the serviceis not
identified asremedia and isopen to al students.
Subject specific support isdesigned for identified
studentswho arefailing or underachieving on
their course. Dyslexic students and students
with disabilities are targeted pre entry if they
have made a statement of disclosure, which
many studentswill not do. It isimportant that
their take up of the service then proceeds on a
voluntary basis. Provision of servicesis
evaluated at the point of delivery and istaken
into consideration in future planning. Qualitative
consultation also takes place through focus
groups held in the summer. Changes are made
asaresult of consultation, for example, more
drop-infacilitiesare now available.
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Use by the target group

Demand for the services of the RED centre is
high, particularly by mature studentsand
students with dyslexia. Initswork with
academic departments it tends to work
proactively trying to create a climate of
demand and use of its services.

Addressing issues of diversity and equality

The RED centre developsits provisionin
response to the growing diversity of needs
experienced by itsstudents, and it is particularly
aware of issues faced by mature students,
working-class students and students with
disabilities. Thework of the Widening
Participation Unit, which was established in
2002 will clearly play animportant roleinthe
ongoing devel opment of targeted initiatives.

Supporting students across the lifecycle

The service can be seen to impact on the
lifecycle, bothininfluencing theongoing
learning devel opment offered to studentsand in
providing interventions at key moments of
particular need such as assessments. The RED
centreismaximising itsimpact at the beginning
of the cycle by developing the range of
information provided for new and prospective
students, including aguidefor part-time
students. It is also running a series of one-day
eventsfor targeted groups: local students,
mature students and students coming via
clearing. Thiswill introduce them to successful
learning skills and raise their awareness of the
support availableinthe university.

Monitoring procedures

Statistics are kept to monitor the number of
students using different services. Follow-up
interviews take place with participants. The
completion rates of students using the Dyslexia
Support Service are very closely monitored.
However more systematic and tighter
monitoring of student support has been
identified as an area of possible devel opment
for the university.

Impact on student success

There is statistical evidence to suggest that the
service has a beneficial effect on rates of
completion. Qualitative feedback from
participants also indicates that the RED Centre
has contributed to the success of their studies.
The centre undertakes some specific academic
development work with studentsin particular
departments which isaimed to improve the
quality of their work. For example, asix week
project was run with students from Humanities
and Cultural Studies across arange of subjects
and years to support and devel op their academic
writing skills.

Saff development

Staff development is an important aspect of the
RED centre’s work, asit seeks to contribute to
learning and teaching devel opment across
disciplines. It runsadiverse continuing
professional development programmefor staff
with seminars, workshops and programmes
focusing on thefollowing key areas. Devel oping
Professional Practice, Quality and Standards
Development, Key Skillsin Higher Education,
Distributed L earning, Exploring Higher
Education, and The Learning Experience. It has
akey rolein the development of innovative
pedagogy and virtual learning. It also contributes
proactively to programme boards and
departmental away-days.

Links within the institution

Linkswith other student support services such
as counselling are maintained by a system of
committees and not by any centralised
management system. Links with departments
are facilitated via the academic tutor system.
Therole of the academic tutorsisto help
students with procedures and regulations and
they liaise closely with the RED centre. In
general self referral by studentsis preferred and
this resultsin a more sustained use of the
service, but students are also encouraged to use
the RED centre by tutors and academic tutors,
The centre is represented on nearly all major



committees and sub committees and reports to
Pro Vice-Chancellor level. Thisis helpful for
networking and raising its profile.

Links with external agencies

The university is part of the south-west London
sub-regiona Widening Participation Partnership
and has partnerships with all seven FE colleges
in the area. The RED centre provision thus has
strong formal and informal linkswith these
colleges and thisfacilitates the transition of
students from FE to the university. It does not
have the facilitiesto provide services within the
partner colleges but feels thiswould be
beneficial. The RED centreis also able to
benefit from devel opments in the FE sector, for
exampleinlearning skills.

Cost effectiveness

The RED centre is partly funded via the
postcode premium and also bids for special
funding for specific projects from HEFCE. It
also generates asmall surplusviadyslexia
support which allows them to support students
who are very needy, such asinternational
students with learning support needs. Thereis
anecdotal evidence that the high profile given to
student support/learning skills encourages
recruitment to the university, particularly of
students changing university through the CATS
scheme.

6.9.4 Srengths of this initiative

e Linksstudent support to educational
development and delivers arange of services.

* |t also hasleversto effect positive change viaits
rolein Quality and Standards. It is set within the
widening participation framework and addresses
the diverse needs of students at a curricular and
pedagogic level contributing to cultural change
within the classroom.

* Hasaparticularly well-developed Dyslexia
Support Service.

e Hasstrong linkswith FE which supports
student transition.

47
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6.9.5 Issues and challenges

* Thereisatension between the strong student
demand for generic centrally-based support
services and the need to embed educational
development at a departmental level. The RED
centre has taken over many student support
functions. This may sometimes be seen as
“empire building’ by therest of the university,
who can be antagonistic to top sliced centralised
funding. Thiscan be problematic in developing
itskey collaborative work.

6.10 University of Teesside: Integrated
Student Services

Contact Details: Garry Toulouse, Director of
Student Services
email: g.m.toulouse@tees.ac.uk

6.10.1 Institutional context

Teesside University gained university statusin 1992,
and islocated on asingle campusin
Middlesborough. It consistently recruitsaboveits
benchmarks with regard to students from state
schools, social classes|im, IV and V and low
participation neighbourhoods. 50% of students
come from the Tees Valley and 70% from the
northern region. Approximately two-thirds of
students are over 21, and less than 50% of al
students study full-time. It isapredominantly white
university, although almost 5% are international
students. Just over 5% of students report a
disability. Itsoverall rate of retention is 85%, and it
rates of withdrawal for both young and mature
students converge with theinstitutional

benchmarks.

6.10.2 Initiative details

The integrated student services consists of:
advisory services, careers, counselling,
accommodation, student finance, sport and
recreation and childcare. The integration has two
elements: aclear management structure allowing
common themes to be addressed and consistent
standards and procedures to be implemented; and a
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shared physical location at the centre of the
campus. Thisprovidesafocal point for students
and facilitates co-operation, referral and mutual
learning between the various student services.
Student services were located together in June
1998, and the current management structure was
established in January 2000. The new management
structure includes a management team of six people
and aims to move away from people representing
their own specialist area, to them having
responsibilitiesthat cut across the department.

6.10.3 Distinctive features

* Inclusion of sport and recreation, with an
emphasis on participation and well-being (rather
than competition). The project ‘Lightening Your
Load' links physical exercise and recreation with
other student services (e.g. counselling, mental
health, health and disability). Thisisintended to:
promote a sense of well being for the body and
mind, encourage sport and recreation as aform
of self-help; help raise confidence, self-esteem
and energy levels,; and develop a sense of
belonging and participationinthelife of the
university.

* Inclusion of the accommodation service and the
University Managed Housing Scheme, provides
adirect link with the vast mgjority of students
who relocate to attend university, and reinforces
the university’ssupport role.

* A strong focus on staff development across the
institution to devel op awareness, trust and skills
amongst other staff coming into contact with
students.

Identifying and consulting the target group

Student services aim to be used by al students;
the range of services available helps to ensure it
isan essential port of call, rather than last resort.
In addition there are targeted activities, e.g.
informing eligible students about opportunity
bursaries, inviting mature studentsto student
services prior to the start of term; and contacting
students who declare adisability directly. Apart
from the student wardens who are employed in
university accommodation, thereisno formal
student involvement or consultation regarding the

management, contents or delivery of student
services, however some services (such as the
Eating Disorders Group and the Relaxation
Workshop) were developed in response to
informal feedback from service users.

Use by the target group

Thereis no specific target group, student
services works with potential entrants as well as
students and graduates. It is argued that
Integrated Student Services promotes use by 'at
risk’ students by avoiding stigmatisation and by
simplifying access and referral. In-reach work
aims to encourage referrals from other staff
members, and targeting and awareness raising
schemes are used where appropriate.

Addressing issues of diversity and equality

The serviceisopen to anyone, including
applicants. All studentsare givenasimple
induction message that student servicesisthe
place to go with any query, problem etc. Front
desk staff are central in diagnosing and referring
students to the appropriate service(s). In
addition, Student Servicesworks closely with the
international office, theformer dealing with
pastoral issues and the latter with more formal
application and recruitment issues. Student
services was opened later in the evening for an
experimental period, but it was not used (e.g. by
part-time students).

Supporting students across the lifecycle

Student Services provide pre-entry information,
and may be accessed by potential entrants and
their families prior to application and entry. The
range of services means that students can use
different services during the student lifecycle.

Impact on student success

Thereisno formal evidence of the impact of
student services on student success/retention,
but there areindividual testimoniesof value,
including the students who were interviewed for
this research study.



Saff development

The integrated approach has facilitated informal
and formal learning between staff, enabling
them to understand other areas of professional
practice, and exchange experiences. Staff
development for the whole of Student Services
isnow the responsibility of one member of the
management team. The department contributes
to staff induction and the postgraduate
certificate in higher education for new members
of academic staff. In addition they organise
specific seminarsand training activities, but
attendance is voluntary. In-reach develops
knowledge and trust amongst staff to enable
them to refer students to Student Services, and
provides them with skillsto work better with a
more diverse student body.

Links within the institution

There are effective linkages with services not
integrated into Student Services, many of which
are in the same building. Itisnecessary to build
trust with academic staff at al levelsto ensure
students are referred to the support available.
Each member of the management team now has
responsibility to liaise with one of the academic
schools to enhance rel ationships. For
departmental student support (combining
pastoral and academic support), Student
Services have drawn up minimum standards for
provision, but the contents are designed and
delivered by each school. There are good
working rel ationships with the Students Union
(especially the permanent staff), and referrals
are made between services, but these
relationships are based on personal relationships,
rather than formal arrangements.

Links with external agencies

Not many externa referrals are made, and they
do not refer regularly to any particular agency; if
an issue becomes prominent then they would set
up provision within Student Services. They are
working towards getting a GP based at the
university to facilitate referrals to other health
services. There are networks involving FE
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partners to discuss contemporary issues, share
good practice and ultimately to facilitate
progression from local FE collegesto the
university.

Cost effectiveness

Bringing student services together has not saved
money as most of the annual budget is
committed to salariesin advance, but it develops
the capacity of the team to deliver. Cost
effectivenessis achieved by changing the roles
that people play (and thisisfacilitated within an
integrated student services). For example, the
role of counsellors has been redefined and re-
directed into staff development and training to
utilise skillsaround boundary setting. New
expenditure prioritiestend to be opportunistic
rather than strategically planned, for example
taking advantage of new funding streams or
creating a new post when a member of staff
leaves the department. The overall resource
concern is the importance which is attached to
the work of student services, and the extent to
which thisisreflected in resource models.

6.10.4 Strengths of this initiative

The Integrated Student Servicesis well-
established, and theinitial teething problems
have largely been overcome; staff work well
together offering an integrated service to
studentsand promoting mutual learning.

The combination of services removes Student
Services from emergency welfare intervention
to having positive contact with the mgjority of
students as a matter of course (e.g. for
accommodation, finance, sport and
recreation, etc).

Student service-wide application of the Careers
Matrix Standardsis exemplary.

Minimum standardsfor student support in
academic schoolsallowsflexibility to
accommodate differences between disciplines.

6.10.5 Issues and challenges

To ensure that at risk students are reached and
access the services they need.
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¢ Tointeract with students throughout the
lifecycle, especially prior to entry. Thismay
involve a more a pro-active approach by Student
Services.

e To create and utilise amore comprehensive
monitoring system, and to evaluate the
experience and impact of Student Services.

* Tofind ways of reaching staff who do not
voluntarily participatein staff development
delivered by Student Services.

7. Analysis of empirical
data

The following themes were generated by an initial
analysis of the data from the case studies, followed
by afurther analysisinformed by discussion at the
participative conference.

7.1 Supporting adiversestudent
population

7.1.1 Developing a widening participation/
equal opportunities framework

Although the response from the sector discussed in
Section 5.1 indicates a reluctance to attribute
specific needs to specific groups of students, and an
emphasis on treating each student asan individual,
it isalso important to recognise that structural
factors such as race and class do have an impact
on student success. Whilst it may be dangerous to
make assumptions about student need, since groups
are not homogeneous and students may bring with
them amultiplicity of demandswhich cross
categories, student services do need to find away
of responding to the permutation withinindividual
cases, whilst also addressing structuring
inequalities. Thisisparticularly important if the
widening participation agendaisto be realised.
Moreover, it must be acknowledged that thisisa
key but problematic issue for HEIs as awhole, not
just for student services. There was widespread
acknowledgement that services need to be well
publicised, easily accessible and welcoming to
encourage their use by all students. However, a
more targeted approach is a'so needed to break
down those barriers which make accessing them
particularly difficult and unequal for some students.
This requires three levels of response.

e |ssue-based responses
In general some student services staff feel that
issue rather than group based provisionis more
successful, therefore research and consultation
is needed to establish what issues are most
important to target groups and how issues can



impact differently upon them. For example,
transport and finance have been identified as
serious issues for working-class students.
Timetabling and childcareimpact on mature
students.

* Need-based responses
Certain groups of students do face different
problems and have needs which require a
focused approach, this can take the form of
specific projects, such as Impact to meet the
employment needs of ethnic minorities, or the
adaptation/devel opment of existing services, for
example email counselling to better reach Asian
/Afro Caribbean men. In both cases these
services can also add value to those outside the
target group.

e Strategic responses
A strategic widening participation/equal
opportunitiesframe should underlieall student
services, thus meeting the needs of a diverse
student population becomesintegral to all its
work. Thisisan important level at which to
work.

The University of Greenwich isapositive example
of aservice which consciously and proactively
worksat the strategic level: “widening participation
and equal opportunity are our two dominant
paradigms’ (Head of Student Services). It
prioritises services under this framework and
targets areas of need, but it also achieves avery
high take up of its service amongst students overall,
thusindicating that ‘ open’ access and targeting are
not mutually exclusive. Such aframework requires
far more than a paper commitment and will not be
achieved overnight. At Greenwichitisformalised
and applied viaa commonly agreed code of
practice for each service, is integrated and
developed viaits steering group and is used to
develop the priorities and strategic devel opment of
both the service and staff, which includes
developing linkswith local communities. Most
importantly it isreflected in the diversity of the staff
and their commitment to this ethos, which has been
achieved by positive action such asrecruiting in the
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ethnic minority press, encouragement of
applications by underrepresented groups and
addressing equality issuesin interview. However,
Greenwich raises the important issue that student
services should not be asked to compensate for
lack of diversity within theinstitution asawhole.

“We're ahead of theinstitution. It’s not
necessarily the same as thisin academic
departments. Sometimes when students
come to see me as a counsellor there's a bit
of a surprise to see a Black man on the
other side of the door.” (Counsellor)

“1 couldn’t talk to my personal tutor about
my problems, they don’t understand my
culture. In order to feel comfortable within
thisplace | had to go to counselling.” (Black
student)

Supporting and reflecting diversity hasto bean
institution wide and sector wide responsibility - the
onus cannot just be placed on student services:

“Do you sometimes feel student services are
trying to make up for things other people
aren't doing?’
“Definitely, yeah!”
“Yeah definitely!”
“The burden is put on them.”
“They’re the parents!”
(Student focus group)

The research explored particular issues relating to
different groups of students. The following sections
will analyse thesein more detail.

7.1.2 Supporting ethnic minority students

“We feel abarrier between us and white
students, even if nothing issaid.”

“Sometimes tutors can't help even if they
want to, because they don’t know how, they
don’t understand the culture and haven't
been through the same problems.” (Asian
Students, focus group)
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The research revealed that ethnic minority students
experience barriers between themselves and white
students and staff and can suffer direct and indirect
discrimination in the HEI and the outside world.
Acknowledging that these barriers are real, with
powerful implicationsfor students, is seen asthe
first step in developing strategies for success at
both the service and student level.

“You need to recognise that there are
barriers so you can address them and move
forward.” (Asian student)

In aclimate of rising incidents of racism and anti-
Semitism, accompanied by the rise of Far Right
groups and the growing resistance by ethnic
minority youth, it isabsolutely crucial that HEIs,
including student services, tacklethisissue. The
guestion of refugees and asylum seekers
complicatesthe larger picture and isaso agrowing
issuewithin HEIs. It isimportant, not only for
ingtitutionswith asignificant ethnic minority
population, but for those where ethnic minority
students are atiny minority, to address the support
of ethnic minorities: “I’d want even more support
there - I’d feel redlly isolated” (Asian student). The
incidence of student services targeted at the needs
of ethnic minority groups seemsto be very low.
Very few examples were put forward for this
research and most were special projects which had
been funded by HEFCE.

The success of the Impact project at Huddersfield,
Bradford, Leeds and Leeds Metropolitan
Universitiesillustrates that need-based services are
effective and necessary to combat the
disadvantages faced by ethnic minority students: in
this case the lower rates of employment amongst
ethnic minority graduates. Although part of the
strength of thisinitiativeisitsclear focus, it isalso
raising confidence and contributing to academic
success more generally. Resources should be put
into such targeted work ininstitutionswith small
numbers of ethnic minority students aswell as
institutions where they are well represented. The
Impact project illustrates that partnerships can work
effectively to maximise such resources for targeted
provision.

However, targeting ethnic minorities at the strategic
level iseven more important. HEIs need to monitor
the take up of student services by ethnicity and also
seek qualitative feedback. User-friendly services
require ethnic minority staff both in targeted
provision and in mainstream lecturing and support
positions. In reach is needed to promote cultural
awareness amongst both lecturing and student
support staff about the different needs of British
born ethnic minorities. Services also need to
respond to gender issues amongst ethnic minorities.
Attentionto lifecycle dimensionsisal so important,
for example ethnic minorities who are not local
students can experience doubl e isolation and need
particular support ininduction, whilst transition to
employment requires extra support for ethnic
minority students.

It ismost important that ethnic minorities are not
characterised as a problem. Ethnic minoritiesbring
new setsof knowledgeinto institutions- this should
be respected and reflected in the curriculum. Their
potential for networking and peer support should
also be utilised by student services. Aboveall a
sense of belonging must be fostered without
threatening theloss of cultural identity. Thisisa
difficult balancing act and has been faced
internationally, for example at the Maia Centrein
New Zealand, which seeks to integrate Maori
studentswhilst validating their customs.

“We can keep our culture and move
on.” (Asian Student)

7.1.3 Supporting working-class students

“Employerswant acertain kind of person,
middle-class, the right accent - not someone
from the streets.” (Working-class student)

“We're seeing here (the HEI) the
manifestation of why working-class students
are still getting low statusjobs - it's the way
they speak, the way they dress, their register
of language. Some students feel they're
being marginalised and being attacked for
being working-class. It's avery delicate set
of issues but | don’t think its one we can



duck from. | think for years and years
peopl e have been saying there’s no problem,
everyone iswelcome, but now its come
home to roost.” (Head of Learning
Development)

“The problem is - when students don’t speak
the language, everyone just assumes they’re
thick.” (Workshop member, participative
conference)

The issue of support for working-class students
was felt to be a nettle that HEIs had yet failed to
grasp. Offering open access to a system which isin
many ways unreconstructed and imbued with
middle-class assumptions, can set working-class
students up to fail. The above quotes indicate how
the support of working-class students linksto issues
of employability and to contradictory positionson
class and identity. Students are aware that they are
assigned negative positions because of class and
consequently are far lesslikely to self identify as
working-class than as, say, mature; thisis also
compounded by afear that what they are offered
may threaten their identity. This poses real
problems for student services.

However, there are ways in which student services
can respond positively. There appearsto be a
dearth of real information about the issuesfacing
working-class studentsin different institutions. This
needs to be addressed through consultation and
research. When issues are known to be of
particular significance, for examplefinance,
concrete steps can be taken, such as the prioritising
of financial support to lone parents at Greenwich
University. Middle-class students often gain
advantage from the cultural capital gained from
their family involvement in HE. Initiatives such as
CAAS at Manchester University can help redress
thisimbalance by helping and guiding working-class
studentsthrough the complexity of the university
system. At astrategic level, educational
development initiatives such asthe Widening
Participation Unit at Surrey University, Roehampton
can work with academic departments to improve
students’ learning skillsand to think through the
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curricular and pedagogic challenges posed by
working-class students. Two difficult objectives
need to be sustained: changing the assumptions of
both university and employers and hel ping students
to be in a position where they can operationalise
middle class cultural capital when they choose,
without surrendering their working-classidentity. At
present widening participation has not been
successful in attracting working-class students, if
thisisto change, the complexity of their support
needs must be recognised and resourced.

7.1.4 Supporting mature students

“You' ve got three people in here and we' ve
al got completely different needs, you know.
Mine's more money and I’ ve got alot of
time and you’ ve got no time.”

“It's not about a free canvas, that’s what its
al about.”

(Focus group, mature students)

The research indicated both the many differences
between mature students and the factor which
seemed to hold them together: lack of a‘free
canvas' to study and the need to juggle many
diverseresponsibilities. Take up of services by
mature students was not perceived as a problem by
student services staff, in fact mature students were
particularly quick to perceive the value of services
such aslearning skills and formed the majority of
usersin the first semester at the RED centre
Roehampton. Mature students were not averse to
being identified and were positive about targeted
initiatives such as the mature students’ adviser at
Hull University.

Since mature students can enter the university in a
multiplicity of ways, the development of electronic
and paper resources to reach them pre and post
entry was felt to be important. In particular the
need for additional targeting and publicity for
mature students who haven’t entered vialocal FEC
Access courses was stressed. Certain learning
strategies, such as early assessments, were thought
useful to help mature students and lecturersjudge
their starting level. The value of atargeted service
such as a mature students' adviser was that it could
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operate at the level of both need and strategy. It
could help identify problemsand make referrals
across to other services, and via its research and
subsequent experience working with mature
students, it has akey roleto play ininforming the
institution as awhole about the role of mature
students. Thus all mature students can benefit, not
only those who access the service.

It seems fair to say that student services feel more
satisfied about their support of mature students than
some other student groups. However, it was
interesting to note that students themselves
perceived mature students as being afraid to take
up support services such as counselling: “they think
itsjust for the young ones they think its not for
them.” (Student); there may be hidden needs and
normalising patterns which are not at first apparent
and need to be further investigated.

7.1.5Supporting part-time students

“1 don’'t think that part-time students ook to
the university to provide the thingsthat full-
time students|ook to the university to
provide, thereisn’t that body of expectation,
their being isn't defined by being a student.”
(Head of Student Services)

“Part-time students have as much right to
services as full-time students do.”
(Counsdllor)

Student services felt that part-time students
basically want the same support as full-time
students but, with appropriate interventions at
appropriate moments. However thisis hard to get
right. Some, such as Greenwich, have found
opening their services until |ate essential, some,
such as Teesside and Nottingham Trent, have tried
and found no one came. Local patterns of
employment, transport and |ei sureimpact strongly
on how part-time students use servicesand it is
essential to tap into such local knowledge. It was
felt by some practitioners that part-time students
and those that live at home have alternative support
networks and do not rely so heavily on student
services, however this might also be afactor of

their marginalisation from theinstitution asawhole
and could be a dangerous assumption: “They’ re not
al there under your nose everyday, that’s how they
dlip through the net” (Academic). The other
aspects of their lives, jobs, families, mean that time
to access servicesis minimal and precious.
Consultation with students, for example at
Roehampton, hasrevealed that flexibility iscrucial,
in particular the availability of drop in and distance
provision. At the strategic level, student support
such as careers, should be integrated within part-
time courses. With part-time provision increasing
and this being a route whereby many more
working-class students may access HE, much more
attention needs to be given to part-time support.

7.1.6 Supporting international students

“There’'s no fit between their expectations
and those of theinstitution - they just don’t
match.” (Head of Learning Support)

Although many ingtitutions haveinternational
student recruitment drives, for example
Bournemouth University envisaged increasing its
numbers by 15% per annum, there was concern
that these students were given little preparation for
British academic norms and culture. Different
pedagogic traditions and approaches to assessment
caused these students considerable problems.
Moreover, there was some indication that home
students were reluctant to form study groups with
international students, for fear they would hold them
back. Shame of failure was a powerful inhibitor to
the take up of service and international students
often shared the problems of racism and cultural
barriersfaced by British born ethnic minorities.
Althoughinternational studentsdid use services
such as peer support at Bournemouth University, or
CAAS at Manchester, there was a danger that
these were often the more successful students.

Pastoral and social support was needed to address
cultural isolation, for examplethework of the
international students adviser at Teesside, and
learning skills needed to be targeted at international
students, as in the Roehampton RED centre. The
importance of religiousand spiritual supportin



redressing the problem of cultural isolation should
also be recognised. It was often found that
international students required intense pastoral and
study support during the first semester. Liaison
across services for international students could be
facilitated in different ways, for examplein
Teesside theinternational students' adviser provided
pastoral care while other services were provided by
the international office upstairs, which focused on
recruitment and applicants. A role was also seen for
a coordinator who could direct students to services
and build links between peoplewith similar
characteristics, such as being from the same
country. At Nottingham Trent University, aweekly
coffeemorning for international studentsisheldin
the student services building. At astrategic level an
environment has to be promoted which stresses the
advantages of multi-cultural learning to future
employability.

The question of the expectations of international
studentsisdouble edged. They justifiably expect a
learning environment in which they are ableto
succeed, having made asignificant commitment in
coming to Britain, oftenincluding responsibilitiesto
employers and governments. However, they may
also have unreadlistic expectations of the type and
level of work which they will be undertaking and
how it will be evaluated. If they are to be
supported, both legitimate and fal se expectations
must be addressed.

7.2 Disability

“Inthefield of disability we'venot only had
lack of knowledge, but the visibility of alot
of prejudice. | can think of some people,
good, kind people who say ‘ of course
disabled students should be able to come to
university, but surely they want to do
business studies.”

The research revealed that students with a disability
continueto experiencediscriminationin higher
education in avariety of ways. Thisdiscrimination
may be indirect from staff who want to help but
don’'t know how to, or from students who do not
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understand and see the student gaining additional
support. As one student explained:

“Other students see me as getting something
extra, but just getting to their level. They
think my note taker does my homework”.

Students expressed the need for increased
awareness of disability issues across the whole
institution, including other students, but in away that
doesnot individually identify them.

There was evidence throughout the case studies of
differenceswithin and between institutionsin how
disabled students are treated and supported.
However, awidespread problem for student
services appears to be in getting staff, in particular
academics, to take part in disability-awareness
training. There was recognition that academic staff
do have other constraints on their time and will take
up staff development when necessary, however,
there was al so strong feeling that some simply
perceived disability astoo difficult and therefore are
discouraged from taking action.

“Academicsjust don’t have thetimeto
prioritisedisability.” (Practitioner)

“Interesting because people put it quite high
up ontheir priority list but there are so many
thingsontheir priority list it'snot something
they’ve given time over. People won't
prioritise if they don’t see the need.”
(Practitioner)

Pre-entry advice and support for disabled students
are crucial to enable them to make an informed
choice about which institution to attend. Staff need
to be clear at the application stage what support is
going to be available to students; often students are
coming from asupportive environment and may
struggleto copeif thisis not maintained. Pre-entry
support isalso vital so that disabled students can
immediately access the course. If they do not have
the necessary equipment availabl e straightaway,
then they will not be ableto fully participate. Itis
till apparent that some studentswith disabilitiesdo
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not declare on application for fear of being
stigmatised, and this can be particularly problematic,
especially in the case of unseen disabilities. A pro-
active approach is required on the part of student
services.

The Learning Support Unit team at Manchester
Metropolitan University areworking pro-actively
with departments to send out introductory
information to studentswho declare adisability on
application. The unit has adopted an inclusive
approach to learning support and aims to address
individual learners’ needsrather than placing
emphasison the disability. Thisapproach helpsto
overcome some of the problems regarding stigmain
accessing support, and also recogni ses that disabled
studentswill often have multiple needs.

“1f you have somebody for each type of
issue you end up with alot of bits of things
which never get pulled together ina
cohesive way.” (Practitioner)

“1 need to be treated as an all-round person,
rather than alabel.” (Student)

Support for disabled studentsduring their timein
higher education needs to be continuous, and the
role of the personal tutor was seen as particularly
important. Evidence from both student services
staff and students reveal that there are problems
regarding monitoring of disabled students. Staff
were concerned that monitoring could resultina
student being stigmatised, however students
stressed that following their initial assessment,
student services staff need to enforce their
statements of need more. For example, students at
some institutions should have access to lecture
notes, “but rarely do lecturers have these
themselves and when they do, they’re out of date”
(Student). Responsibility isleft with studentsto get
in touch but they sometimesfelt like they were
“grassing on the tutor”.

With increased numbers of disabled students
entering higher education, and with the recent
|egidlative changes, support for disabled students
must continueto be ahigh priority for student

services. However what has to be recognised, and
at the highest level, isthat disability isaninstitution-
wideresponsibility and not simply that of student
services. Often the problems students encounter
are not with the disability service but with regard to
teaching and learning, and this looks set to be the
challenge for the future. There is a particular need
for increased flexibility. For example, some students
stressed the importance of them being able to
communicate by email but remarked that "often
staff don’t use email, or don’'t know how to".
Communication between staff regarding students
with disabilities al so needsto improve, some
students still face the situation of having to
continually inform new course tutors of their
disability. Some students may not discover or
develop adisability until they are attending an HEI.
Academics therefore need to be able to spot the
early warning signs so that students can access
support before reaching crisis point.

7.3 Supporting student independence

Thereisclearly atension between ‘picking up’ and
referring students who are experiencing difficulties
and encouraging independence. It was widely
acknowledged by both students and staff that self-
referral isthe preferred option resulting in more
sustained use of a service. Students commented
that the “ student has to go and see (adviser) when
it'sright for them” and staff that “Part of what we
want to do is put information out there to help
students be self-sufficient”. Similarly other staff
express the opinion that they had to work hard to
prevent students from becoming too dependent. So,
for example, in oneinitiative focusing on student
well-being, although student files are kept open for
theduration of their timeintheinstitution, itisleft
to the student to make contact; “(1) don’t want to
encourage dependency so if I'm following them up
all thetime it goes against why they’ve come to
university alot of thetime”. Similarly, asecond
institution experienced adilemmabetween
supporting students experiencing financial hardship,
in terms of not pursuing rent arrears, and
encouraging students to be independent and
financially responsible. However, achieving a
balance can be problematic, and support structures



have to be clearly visible and accessible to both
students and staff, asis evident from the following
comment.

“Inuniversity it'savery help yourself
environment and | accept that it hasto be
like that. You are supposed to be adults and
you are supposed to learn how to live
independently and |earn independently but |
feel that too many people don’t really givea
damn. Sometimes you just need that extra
little bit of support. | think that’sthe issue.
But if you don’t know what support’s there
for you if you need it you can’t possibly get
it can you? It should be made very, very
clear to you that you do have these support
avenues open and what they can help you
with.” (Student)

This problem is acknowledged by support staff
within the sameinstitution, who are endeavouring to
make support systemsvisible to both students and
staff. For example one adviser describes this
process as:
“I've met alot of students who have said oh
that’sit, I'm going tofail this, | can't do this
exam, |’m just going to haveto drop out ...
and they speak to me or their personal tutor
and they can find out they can negotiate. ...
they don't realise that the university wants
them to succeed, and wants them to
complete successfully and they don’t realise
that. That's quite a key thing that students
don't realise. They think that oh that'sit.
They’re not going to be ableto do their
examsin June, they’ re going to haveto
leave. It's not like that. There are always
ways round a particular difficulty they may
have ... dl that stuff isn't always made very
clear to people because | suppose they don't
want to encourage students to abuse the
system. Soif they don’t tell everyonethey’l
catch the students who really do need those
systems. | suppose having someone like me
helps make those systems clearer as well,
they can be quite complicated .... Often
tutorswill just say you haveto fill in one of
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these (mitigating circumstances form) and
leave it to them. But when you'rein distress
any little stressismagnified”.

Similarly, support needs vary, and students stress
theimportance of support during their settlingin
period, when many students are more dependent,
and of getting information in an accessible format.

“It's pointless having aload of |eaflets that
you can't read.” (Disabled student)
“Having more of an atmosphere of actually
caring about the student’s welfare is
important. Yes the students know they’'re
here to learn independently and all the rest
of it but that doesn’t mean that they
immediately are completely self sufficient,
because no-oneis at any time of their life
really. For many, many studentsit’sthe first
time they’ ve left home and that is a huge
thing for some people and that’s when they
perhaps need more support.” (Student)

Described asan ‘old problem’ by senior student
services staff, one suggestion made to overcome
the tension between ‘pick up’ and self-referral isto
put in place a network of entry and ‘pick up’ points
to facilitate access. Other entry pointsinto
networks are consequently a key factor in success,
for example, GPs on campus, chaplains, personal
tutors and other students.

Examples

The chaplaincy can provide a 'value added'
aspect in that they are trained to 'pick up on
people' who are perhaps more vulnerable,
are perceived as being 'out and about' in the
HEI rather than as a service, and frequently
act as akey pick up point. Although
externally funded, at Nottingham Trent
University, the chaplaincy isphysically
located within Student Services. Students
can approach chaplains for an informal chat
over a cup of coffee, and/or take part in
social activities e.g. weekly bread and
cheese lunch, walks in the Peak District. A
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24 hour on-call rotais provided by the
chaplains, who also carry out ‘homevisits'.

“We get an overview of the whole university
in away that nobody else does. We know
the cleaners, security staff, the students,
academics, librarians, everyone. A lot of
them go to Mass and again it's this sort of
personal contact. So you get a feel of what's
going on across the whole place.”

(Chaplain)

Personal tutors are also seen as vital in this process.

“Yes to the point where we want to think
about giving them extrasupport and helping
them understand disability generally. But if
you look at it in a much broader sense

they’ re the point of contact a student has so
they could be areally good referral point for
all sorts of different things. And at their best
they are. But they’ re under immense
pressure so what | think we'vegottodois
make the support easier to find so they don’t
think, who on earth can | contact?’

However, student experience of personal tutors can
bevariableasillustrated by the following comment
from a student asked how s/he thought students
were ‘picked up’ if they were having problems:

“I’m not sure they are full stop. | think
occasionally if astudent confidesin their
personal tutor. But that only happensif you
have a decent personal tutor but alot of the
timeyou don't”.

While student services are clearly aware of many
of the barriers to access, and strive to overcome
these (e.g. promotional work, physical location of
student services with ‘normalising’ services such as
accommodation etc.) students still feel that thereis
a stigma attached to student support which acts to
prevent some from accessing services. Perceptions
of stigmavary according to student and the type of
service accessed. Accessing mental health

services, for example, isstill perceived by students
generally and by certain ethnic groups particularly,
asdtigmatising.

7.4 Mental well-being

The mental well-being of studentsisagrowing area
of concern for many institutions. Thisisbothin
terms of general well-being, in that many students
face increasing pressure during their timein HE,
but also in relation to more specific mental well-
being issues. For example, some senior student
services staff feel that the move towards selection
on paper has meant that more people with mental
health issues no longer have to go through a
stressful interview procedure, are lesslikely to self-
declare and consequently are more likely to arrive
at an HEI and not be picked up until they reach a
crisis. Provision of counselling has been of vital
importance to many students and qualitative data
from counselling services shows that the mgjority of
students who are at risk of leaving when they start
counselling decide to remain in HE by the end of
the process (McMinn, 2002). Changes in the rate of
problem severity are also positively indicated.

7.4.1 Raising awar eness

Thereis still astigma attached to issues of mental
well-being. Feedback from the participative
conference stressed the importance of referring to
mental-well being rather than mental health, and
participants in the research endorsed the need to
raise awareness. Student comments indicate that
although support for students with special education
needs has progressed, there is much more of a
stigma attached to mental well-being issues. The
importance of staff training in relation to thiswas
emphasised, and that thistraining needsto be
across the board; “I think the staff need better
training about it. | think that the (student) wardens
need ahell of alot moretraining” (Student).
However, whilst HEIs are fully aware of the need
for promotion, because of restrictionsin resources
available the focusis on actual support and thereis
little time or resources left over to fund staff
development or promotional activities. Some HEIs
aretrying to overcome this problem by using
studentsin, for example, the School of Health, to



engage in promotion which would then form part of
their work placement.

Thedifficulties posed by dealing with mental health
issues was stressed:

“It's such a big issue and affects so many
different people. Because if someoneis
having amental health problem they are
extremely distressed and it can affect the
mental health of other staff and students so
you are not just caring for that one person,
you are looking after the mental health of
staff and students around them as well.”
(Non-academic staff member).

“(There have) often been cases where these
students had just been put there by

academic staff because they didn’'t know
what to do with the person. And they’re the
peopleworking on information desks and not
particularly qualified in anyway to support
these people and they managed the best
they could and advised the best they could.”
(Student services staff member)

However, staff feel they are now carrying out their
work to ahigher standard. Comments from non-
academic staff reiterate the importance of training
in this respect.

“I’m not sure that we do get to these people
particularly those who have areally deep-
seated problem. .... But what | do know is
that they’ re not made even worse by alack
of care and attention and professionalism we
now feel we can bring to it.”

“It'sknowing what you are doing isthe right
thing. It’s nice to know, that comfort zone,
that what you are doing isin the right
direction. The benefit to them is so much
better because we can do a better job.”

7.4.2 Forms of support

Feedback from the sector suggests that thereis a
need for alternative forms of support for students
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experiencing difficulties. Although counsellorsplay
amulti-faceted role in supporting staff and in staff
development, amultiple approach isessential in
providing support. Drawing on comments made
during the participative conference, and by students
involved in the case studies, thereis resistance on
the part of some students to counselling and for
otherscounselling isnot the ‘right’ approach.
However, different approaches need to be
integrated to provide a coordinated servicewhichis
ingtitution-wide.

Inrelation to mental well-being, having an
intermediary who isaprofessional (i.e. with
experience in the field of mental health) enables
tutor and student to remain in a'normal’
relationship, to retain the sense of distance which
exists between atutor and student. Tutors are able
to do thisif they are securein their knowledge that
the student is being supported and cared for.
However to have this sense of security, systemsin
place must be shown to be effective, transparent
and monitored. Thiswas reinforced by other staff
who felt that it was ‘.. not always appropriate for a
tutor to be talking to mental health staff for example
aspecialist’. Having this separate role, in which
student and tutor are both treated as ‘ clients',
protects student confidentiality but also ensures
support. Thisisparticularly truein relation to mental
well being; studentsin distressare said to find it
difficult to know what information to giveto atutor,
the tutor is then left with amass of information that
ispotentially hard to deal with, and the student can
then feel uncomfortable and this can affect
attendance — ‘'to have someone that you can tell
everything to and then they will filter essential
information. Just the information the tutor wantsto
know. And the tutor doesn’t need to know
everything'. Thiswas reflected in comments from
students:

“1 couldn’t go to my personal tutor about my
problems, it’s not good you know. In order to
feel comfortablein thisplace | had to go to
counsdlling”.

Thisalso avoids attaching alabel to the student:
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“It'simportant to lose those labels. There
are alot of misconceptions that surround
those labels’.

Information isthen passed on to all tutors dealing
with the student, with the students' approval:

“When a student is on a combined honours
course .. you know, can you imagine? What
often used to happen is the personal tutor
would say go to tell all your other course
tutors and sometimes you' re talking about
five peopl e this student has got to tell their
wholelife story to and it wasreally quite
frightening for alot of students. So to have
somebody who can write a letter which gets
circulated and they know that those tutors
will know all that stuff without them having
to say anything” (Student support staff
member).

7.5 Peer support

Itiswidely acknowledged that information from
peers carries more weight than that drawn from

other sources, and many HEIs use existing students
in open days for potentia students. Prospective HE

entrants, for example, are said to use a variety of
'hot" and 'cold' knowledge about possible
destinations. Information from friends being
described as 'hot' knowledge, that drawn from
brochures as'cold' (Ball et al, 2000: p77).
Research conducted widely in the US has also
suggested that initiatives which use peer assisted
learning can have a positive impact upon retention
and academic success (for a fuller discussion see
Capstick & Fleming, 2002). Research examining

good practicein relation to peer support in the UK

has established a number of key factors which
enhance the success of initiativesin supporting
student success (Thomas, unpublished):

* training and support for mentors;
¢ written information on course content for

mentors to enable them to complement lectures

through sessions,

» setting up of formal contact between academic

mentorsto shareinformation and provide
support;

external marketing based on consultation with
students who have participated in the
programme;

internal promotion;

integration into other retention and teaching and
learning strategies (e.g. encouraging tutors to
refer borderline students and informing pre-entry
students about schemes).

Feedback from the research process both reiterates
and expands on these factors.

Training and support for mentorsisvital, and
input from the Students’ Union can enhance the
training process. In addition the value of training
can be akey employability 'selling' point to
potential mentors; “At all theinterviews| went
to they werereally interested in it, always
wanted to talk about it. About how useful it was.
Because you can always put down 'I’ ve got
good interpersonal skillsbut you can rarely have
evidence to say thisis actually true. Whereas
with (this scheme) you are working with the
students all the time and you'’ ve actually got
something to back yourself up with”.
Accreditation of training schemes adds to
perceptions of value. Other institutionsinvolved
in mentoring schemesfor international students
'sell' language skills as an advantage in the
employment market.

It is essential that thereis clarity about sessions
from the outset; whether they are academic or
personal support and what they are meant to
achieve. Sessions linked to course content were
found to be more successful and have higher
attendance:

“Most (students) would be really worried
that they didn’t know where to start and if
you could just point themintheright
direction, you' ve not actually taught them
anything but you' ve just said, welooked at
these books, we' ve done these topics, if you
understand this concept. One group came
back and they were alot happier, they had a
bit more direction in what they were doing

... 'msureit helpsthem” (Student mentor).
Timetabling of sessions and staff support are
fundamental to the success of peer support



schemes. Courses in which staff are fully behind
the scheme tend to have good attendance at
support sessions. However if staff are ‘under
pressure’ promoting peer support does not
feature highly on their list of priorities. Other
staff see this type of support as low status and
consequently do not provide enough of a‘ push’
to students to attend. Alternatively schemes are
promoted as remedial and students are rel uctant
then to attend. Timetabling can help to integrate
sessions particularly if informationis sent out to
students pre-entry.

* Input from the Students' Union can be very
influential in the success of these schemesin
terms of promotion, representation on steering
groups and as a source of well-developed
training materials and programmes.

* An ongoing process of feedback from staff and
studentsinvolved informs practice directly and
facilitates eval uation of impact.

7.6 Sudent finance

Financial issues have not been covered in great
depth in this report as they have been examined at
length in numerous other eval uations and research
projects. The Access and Hardship Fund: Good
Practice in Higher Education (DfEE, 2000) for
example sets out practical and useful ideas for
giving financial help to studentsincluding criteriafor
good practice and a humber of case studies. The
significance of finance in terms of student support
and retention has also been widely acknowledged
(see for example the forthcoming report by
Professor Claire Callender) and the growing
demand for financial advice and assistanceis
evident. Exit interviews conducted in one post-1992
university, for example, have found that 20% of
students cited financial reasons for withdrawal
(Thomas, 2002). Financial issues are also discussed
in Section 1.1.3 of thisreport.

7.6.1 Finance related issues

Many students face very real financial hardships
which tend to exacerbate other problems. A senior
student services staff member expressing the view
that there has been a shift towards more finance-
related problems commented:
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“It's about interaction. If we'relooking at
mental health issuesit’s not necessarily
having afinancial problem that’sgoing to
cause that, but it creates greater strain. And
then a student who has mental health
problems often is someone who can't get
paid employment. They’ re the ones who
don’t quite get the job all the time. That
creates a problem because they don't
develop skillsfrom that employment. They
don’t get money from that employment to
support their financial position and you then
get amixture of problemswhich add in
alongside mental healthissues’.

Financeis clearly seen as a problem that most
students now have. So much so, that it is almost
seen asthe ‘norm’ and in anumber of institutions
this has been used to remove some of the barriers
to access and reduce stigmatisation attached to
other services. For example, in someinstitutions
student services integrate finance and careers to
increase the flow of student ‘traffic’ into the site to
normalise use of the service in general. Other
institutions have encountered problems because
financeis not grouped with student services, and is
seen as part of administrative services:

“1 think interms of better understanding,
access and referral, it would be better if
student finance was part of students
services. Does create some problems”
(Director, Student Services).

7.7 Theroleof monitoring, evaluation
and research in student services

Despite being located within academic institutions,
thisstudy found that comparatively little policy and
practice of student servicesis underpinned or
supported by comprehensive monitoring, eval uation
and research. Thisis not to say that no data
collectionisundertaken, but thisismorelikely to be
monitoring rather than other forms of investigation.
Where dataiis collected, it is not always fed back
systematically into service provision. Evaluation
and research are, therefore, perceived as areas of
weakness, which isin part attributable to
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methodol ogical and confidentiality issues, but also to
alack of understanding or perhaps prioritising.
Comments such as “ For usthis (i.e. evaluation and
research) is a weakness’ were commonplace.

To address these concernsit is useful to identify
some of the key rolesthat monitoring, evaluation
and research could play in relation to the effective
delivery of student services:

¢ identifying student needs;

* monitoring usage levelsand type;
e ensuring the quality of services;

¢ feedback from students;

e assessing the impact;

» valuefor money/cost-benefit.

7.7.1 ldentifying student needs

In the light of the greater diversity within the
student cohort, it is essential that student services
are pro-active and responsive to the needs of new
student groups. But, thereis a potential danger that
student services either continue to provide the diet
of servicesthat have always been available (which
arelargely historically defined and constrained by
human resource commitments), or that they make
assumptions about the perceived needs of
traditionally excluded student groups, and thus
services may be under-utilised or less effective than
they might otherwise be. There istherefore an
important need to undertake research to identify
students’ needs.

Examples

In 2001 the University of Hull’sWidening
Participation Group commissioned research
to explore a broad range of aspects of the
experience of non-traditional undergraduate
students, with the specific purpose of
identifying factorsthat may influence
programme completion. The research,
which was funded through the university’s
postcade premium, contributesto one of the
strategic objectives of the Widening
Participation Strategy — to improve the
retention rates of 'widening participation’
students. The research was undertaken

collaboratively between Student Services
and a member of academic staff. It
employed a survey method to collect data
from four groups of 'non-traditional’ students
(part-time students, mature students,
studentsfrom low participation backgrounds
and students with a disability) and a control
group of ‘traditional’ students, at the two
university sites. The research produced
statistical base-line data about academic,
demographic and social characteristics,
reasonsfor studying at university,
expectations and realities of university
experiences, participation in academic and
socid life, experience of financia hardship,
use of student services, thoughts about
withdrawing from university and an
evaluation of their overall experience. The
research found that full-time mature
students at the Hull campus were more
likely to have considered withdrawing from
higher education during the first year than
any other student group. Primary reasons
included finance, academic issues and
domestic/personal reasons. The research
also found that mature students participated
lessinthe social lifeat university. In
response to the question ‘What is missing
from thisuniversity in respect of student
support servicesis...” 17% of mature full-
time students at Hull ticked the response ‘'a
mature students adviser'. The University
therefore decided to appoint a mature
students adviser for full-time students at the
Hull campus.

At Manchester Metropolitan University the
'Attraction, Support and Retention Project’
conducted by the School of Humanities
found that students often felt lost and did not
know where to go for support. Sharing this
information with Student Services enabled
them to respond and provide students with
better information about gaining support.




There are methodological debates about whether a
survey, more qualitative work, or acombination of
both isthe most appropriate way to identify the
barriers to success that under-represented groups
face, but these examples demonstrate how
collaboration between student services and
academic departments to undertake research can
inform practice.

7.7.2 Monitoring usage levels and types

Most services collect basic information about
number (and type) of students. In some instances
there is no requirement for this data to be reported
or utilised.

Examples

CAAS (University of Manchester) has
developed a statistical database of its users
which records gender, age, fees status,
origin, level of course, year of entry, current
year of course and faculty. From this data
an annual report is prepared which analyses
trends, which are used in the forward
planning of the service. In addition, detailed
notes are recorded from each contact, and
have been used to develop arolling
programme of research into student records
from each faculty. Thisinformation will be
used to feed back issues to the faculties and
theuniversity asawhole. Similarly,
Sheffield Hallam University have devel oped
a comprehensive data base system to record
thistype of information, and to track
students. Manchester Metropolitan
University has found text-messaging to be a
useful way to track students with disabilities.
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group. At Nottingham Trent University, information
about the usage of services helps to inform front-
line staff development needs. Research participants
commented that statistical dataaloneisrarely
sufficient, and there is a need for other forms of
evaluation.

7.7.3 Ensuring the quality of the service

Another dimension of evaluation isthe quality of a
service. Thistypically includes a set of standards
and a process that compares the service against
these. A less robust system may involve adhering
to avoluntary code of practice. Within student
services a variety of approaches such as Matrix,
Investors in People and the European Framework
have been developed. Different student support
departments have sometimes made progress
themselves, however, the development of a
standard model with consistency across services
would be of benefit.

Thisinformation not only needsto be collected, but
to be utilised too. Knowing the number, type of
student and issues arising can be used both to
inform theinstitution of the contributionitismaking
to supporting students to succeed, but also to learn
and plan for the future. For example, in the
University of Teesside the mental health support
staff reported that they were dealing with
increasing numbers of eating disorders, and
subsequently set up an eating disorders support

Example

The University of Teesside isin the process
of trying to apply the careers matrix
standards to the whole Student Services
department. The director of Student
Services commented: “ Thereisactually an
excitement about that, recognising that the
experience the careers service had can be
transferred”. To further this process, each
service has created a statement of
entitlement for students, which includes
references to codes of practice and
professional norms. Thesewill provide clear
standards against which to evaluate the
quality of the service. Such an approach not
only helps to ensure that students receive a
quality service, but it providesamechanism
for gaff to know that they are doing agood job.

7.7.4 Feedback from students

Consultation with students provides an opportunity
to explore the types of services that are delivered,
the contents and their effectiveness, and thus for
changes to existing services to be made, and for
new servicesto be developed. Some institutions
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have undertaken student focus groups or have
included questions about student servicesin
institution wide student satisfaction surveys.
Qualitative research however provides an
opportunity for in-depth understanding of the
barriersto using services, and of the experience of
accessing services.

Examples

The University of Bournemouth attach great
importance to the 'student voice'. They
have therefore paid for an MPhil researcher
to be attached to their PALS project. One
aspect of this research isto explore with
students who have not utilised the service
the reasons for non-participation. This has
revealed that despite the scheme's intentions
itisstill largely perceived as'remedial’
assistance, and therefore students are
reluctant to join in. To overcome this short-
coming Learner Support Services have
worked more closely with academic
departments to develop the idea of PALS as
integral to courses, and not as remedial
support.

Roehampton Educational Development
Centre undertakes a qualitative consultation
each summer via a series of focus groups.
Changes are subsequently made to the
services available, for example, moredropin
services are now available.

7.7.5 Assessing the impact

Within the student services sector thereis adesire
for the contribution of student services to be more
widely recognised, but equally, for them not to be
held solely responsiblefor theinstitution’sretention
and withdrawal rates. It is however difficult to
assess the impact of student services because:
many individuals, experiences and circumstances
impact on a student’s decision to withdraw, and so
to trace the impact or contribution of a specific
intervention will never be straightforward. For
example, one practitioner commented:

“We' dliketo think it hasan impact but it is

very difficult to prove because if they
haven't left you can't actually find out
what’s kept them here” (Student Services
staff member).

Similarly, an academic member of staff noted:

“It’s hard to measure because you can't tell
how badly those students would have done
without support.” (Academic member of
staff).

In addition to methodol ogical issues, thereare
sensitivitiesin researching theseissues, although at
Canterbury Christchurch University Collegethe
Student Disability Forum discovered that students
are not averse to being researched if it leads to
positive benefitsfor them: for example longer loan
periodsfor library books for students with specific
disabilities.

Examples

At Huddersfield University the Impact
project has sought ‘ soft’ indicators for the
effectivenessof itsinitiatives by using
qualitative methods after it runs workshops
and advice sessions. Itisableto
demonstrate hard indicators of success such
as improved response rates from employers
tojob applications and studentsgaining
places on prestigious training courses.

Following feedback from the HEFCE audit
of their Access Fund, Nottingham Trent
University iscurrently conducting an
analysis of hardship fund recipientsto
explore the relationship between receipt of
this finance and persistence in higher
education. This has not been an easy task
to undertake, but it is now underway.

No examples of approaches attempting to assess
the impact of all student services on retention were
identified in thisresearch. Consequently, thereisa
lack of meaningful evidence on student retention as
aresult of student service interventions. Itis
therefore recommended that further work is



undertaken by the sector to develop appropriate
tools to support the assessment of impact.

7.7.6 Value for money

Oneway of evaluating aserviceisto calculate its
value for money. Approximately 50% of the
examples of good practice submitted to this
research study attempted to calculate the cost of
providing aparticular service. It isextremely hard
to do, in part because there are different
approaches to calculating this. Without a standard
approach comparability ismeaningless. Theway in
which the cost is calculated may vary — direct staff
costs (including staff devel opment), indirect staff
costs (e.g. management time), other direct costs
(e.g. publicity) and overheads. Furthermore, itis
difficult to know who has benefited. Thismay
include all students who have used the service, but
this does not guarantee that they have 'benefited’,
or it might include al studentsin theinstitution who
areidentified as being eligible to use aparticular
service (e.g. al international students as opposed to
just those who access the service, as they may
benefit indirectly with information from peersor
from other members of staff). Without a standard
procedure thereisadisincentivefor institutionsto
disclose cost details, as they may be perceived to
be more expensive or less efficient than other
services due to the way in which the calculation is
undertaken.

7.8 Linkswithin the institution

Developing effectivelinkages acrosstheinstitution
is seen as a key area. Feedback from research
partici pants suggests three main issues; linkswith
the Students’ Union, inter-departmental links, and
impact on decision-making.

¢ Links with the Sudents Union

The importance of thislink isstressedina
number of case studiesin terms of an additional
source of referrals, access to SU training
programmes and materials, promotional work
and steering group representation. It isalso
evident that in someinstitutionsthe SU’s
financial positionisincreasingly under pressure
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and certain sabbatical posts are left unfilled.
Thisisobviously of some concern to student
services staff in these institutions who
commented that “thelinkswill still be there but
their ability to do thingswon'’t be as strong”.

e Inter-departmental links

Developing departmental linksisheavily
influenced by institutional structure. In some
HElIs, finance and accommodation are part of
student services enabling informed decisionsto
be made in relation to pursuit of student rent
arrears. In other institutions both are outside
student services remit and can make decisions
which unwittingly impact on student support. In
an attempt to alleviate this problem the head of
student services in one HEI has focused on
increasing interaction at both the formal and
informal level; ‘I think what we' ve devel oped
over timeisalot of interaction at appropriate
levels. At my level, but also at the'doing' level
too”.

“So we build up good links with a course
leader but next year someone elseis course
leader and so we don’'t have the same input
into the course then. Our links are with
individual staff and they change
responsibility pretty often. Contact with
students does depend on staff supporting
us.” (Learning Support Co-ordinator)

“What so often happened with (name of
initiative) isthat it hasgonevery well ina
certain school or course and then that
person has gone to another job and it has
died. We want to look at ways of embedding
itsoit doesn'tdie, it carries on if someone
moves to another job.” (Project Manager)

Boundaries between schools and departments are
sometimes described asfairly rigid and ways to
ensure communication and shared good practice
are sought. Academics positioned with a cross-
institutional support role can facilitate effective links
between departments, support services and
decision-making bodies. However, there are aways
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blocksintheflow and it isimportant to address
them. Entrenched attitudes can act as a barrier to
communication and trust. Encouragingly, contrasting
attitudes are clearly evident:
“The negative aspect is | think alot of staff
seem to think the students play the system
because they know there’'s alot of support
there” (Academic).

Some staff still think:

“What are these students doing here if they
haven't got study skills? You haveto havea
sympathetic ear to that but very often you would
say these are not very good teachers’
(Academic).

“It's very easy to get trapped into what
you' redoing it’sso important, it'sthe only
work going, I'm so busy. We can all get into
that and if you don’t know the other people
it's easy to see them as them, they’re not
doing anything” (Steering Group).

e Impact on decision-making

Representation on teaching and learning groups
and on key institutional decision-making
committeesis seen asvital in establishing more
formal links, asisrepresentation on working
groups. The mgjority of student services
departments report direct to the Executive
which facilitates networking and profileraising.
Where student services are given arolein
educational development, accessto policy-
making structuresis enhanced. High-level
support is crucia: “What makes us successful is
the fact that we were knitted into the fabric and
we have support at avery senior level” (Head
of Learning Development). One effective
structure has a Pro Vice-Chancellor involved in
the management of student services and
chairing an active student support committee.
The committee enables representation from all
interested parties, from the Pro Vice-Chancellor,
teaching and |earning, academic staff and
students as well as other departments. The aim
isto integrate all aspects of student services and

ensure they are closely connected to the vision
and strategy of theinstitution aswell as offering
support closely oriented to effective teaching
and learning strategy.

7.9 Saff development

All student services staff taking part in this
research areinvolved in the delivery of staff
development workshopswithin their own
ingtitutions. It isidentified as one of their core
activities, having two key functions. Firstly, to
develop knowledge and trust amongst staff to
enable them to refer students on to student
services. Secondly, to provide them with knowledge
to work effectively with a more diverse student
body. It was widely recognised by practitioners as
naiveto think student services dealswith all
studentswith problems:

“1 think we only see afraction of the
students who have difficulties or issues or
problems; there are those who are seen by
all sorts of staff acrossthe institution. | think
the key that we are trying to work on hereis
to try and support the other staff across the
place, partly skills development and partly
ensuring they have feel comfortable with
referral.”

“Realistically the most significant thing |
think we can do is try to get other staff who
may see students in some sort of difficulty to
feel comfortable about it but also understand
that the service is there for them to refer on
to.”

Despite being acore activity, difficultiesin getting
staff, particularly academic staff, to take part were
commonplace. As attendance to staff development
workshopsislargely voluntary, thosethat generally
attend are the ones already familiar with the issues.
As anumber of practitioners stated, thereisa
tendency that they are preaching to the already
converted.

“The problem of al staff development isthat
when you put on aworkshop on effective



student support you get those who are
interested in, and probably good at it, and
what you don’t get is the ones that you
want.”

“We' ve had to decide the battle we'll fight
and the ones we' |l say well that’slifein HE.
Thetraining has been one, well that’s how it
goes. You'll always get the admin staff,
faculty support staff and your few
committed lecturers but unlessit’son their
agenda, you' re not going to encourage them
to come” (Director, Student Services).

In an attempt to overcome low attendance, many
student services departments have responded by
taking a more pro-active approach and attending
departmental meetings and away days. Workshops
have been put on at more convenient times (e.g.
lunchtimes). Increasingly, student services staff are
involved in delivering sessionsin the postgraduate
certificate in higher education which forms part of
the induction for staff new to teaching, but although
thisis seen as agood way forward it is not enough
initself:

“Induction for staff tends to be compul sory

but certain staff miss out onit. More and

more student services and disability isbeing

included in staff induction but you still see

staff who don’t get an induction. You' ve got

health and safety, you’' ve got to have...and it

just gets huge and staff are bored rigid.

Then you can put everything on the website

but they don’t read it. Very difficult, you

probably do need arolling programme but

timing it is difficult because staff are busy.

You put events on and four people turn up

and you think it's not worth the time or the

effort. So it does need to be reviewed in

some way” .

Example

One successful approach to staff
development can be seen in the CAAS
initiative at Manchester University which
runs a secondment scheme allowing
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academic staff to develop advisory skillsand
knowledge which they then take back to
their departments. They then create
departmental-based initiatives which add
value to the department and their own
professional devel opment.

It is evident that the whole approach to staff
development needs urgent attention, particularly in
light of new legislation (e.g. Race RelationsAct and
SENDA) and the increasing demands being placed
on student services staff, which makesit difficult to
undertake additional staff devel opment without
increased resources. Although it is recognised that
academic staff will take up staff development when
thereis a particular need, for example a new
student with hearing difficulties, leaving it until this
stage is not ideal. The importance of senior
management and the value they place on staff
development iscrucial.

“ At the moment only compul sory (staff
development) is health and safety induction
and beyond that people can pretty much pick
and choose whether they have particular
forms of training. In amodern higher
education environment that does have to
change. The organisation has to decide what
it regards as priorities and how its going to
ensure all members of the community are
aware of that.” (Director of Student
Services)

7.9.1 Saff development for staff in student
services

All staff within the case studies were able to take up
possibilities of staff development internally and
externally, a number were also involved in external
committees such as members of steering committees
and were very involved in debates on policy. Staff
development for student services staff must continue
to be a resource priority, particularly in light of
increasing diversity. (Other issues relating to staff
development are raised throughout the report).
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7. 10 Supporting educational
development

7.10.1 A strategic integrated approach

The question of how student services can be linked
with academic departmentsto support the educational
development of students was seen as crucial and
deeply problematic. There are anumber of common
problems and no catch- all solution.

Relying on the personal tutor systemto refer students
for learning support faces three major problems:

* lecturerstill seemill informed about the work
of student services: “When our personal tutor
came to see us he didn’t say nothing about
student services’ (Student);

* increasing numbers of students and mass
teaching methods mean that many lecturers do
not know their studentswell enough to identify
problems “They don’t know who we are and
they don’t know anything about our problems”
(Student);

* and students resist being referred for learning
support. “We are very much against direct
referral —you very often find that students will
come once because they’ re told to and will
never come again” (Head of Learning
Development).

Centralised services can build up abody of generic
expertisewhichisopen and user friendly, but it still
relies on students making choices and finding time
over and above their core academic work (as for
example in the PALS scheme at Bournemouth
University). Such services can aso attempt a
strategic level of cultural change via handbooks,
staff development and secondments, asin CAAS
and Roehampton, but whilst staff participation
remains at avoluntary level, the extent of
permeation will always be questionable and
resistance to what is sometimes perceived as a
lowering of standards still exists.

Therethus seemsto be astrong need for subject level
integration of learning skills, supporting lecturersto
address|earning needs at the point of delivery, and to
adapt their curriculum and pedagogy in responseto a

morediverse student population. Thisisanissuewhich
many institutions in the sector are working hard to
address, for example, Sheffield Hallam, Manchester
Metropolitan and L eicester Universities. Thishasbeen
approached in a variety of ways, for example
Roehampton isworking with specific departmentsto
identify *subject skills which then becomeacore part
of the curriculum. However, there are dangersin a
piecemeal approach. I nstitution—wide strategies such
as that adopted by Teesside potentially offer more
comprehensive solutions. Teesside allowsdepartments
to definetheir own student academic support systems
according to agreed outcomes against which they will
be audited. Minimum support standards are set and it
isthe responsibility of each staff group to decidethe
best way to meet those standards and implement the
system tailor made to meet subject specific
requirements:

“WEe' re not going to impose one system on
the whole university, but each school can
define how they will doit.” (Director of
Student Services).

Thisisaclear system with strong boundaries, but
does raise the perennia question: how are staff
expected to find the time to do this and how will
they be supported? The role of educational
development staff, including widening participation
units, arestill crucial in thisrespect, even if support
isto be integrated at a subject level.

The following sections explore different aspects of
educational development support in more detail.

7.10.2 Learning skills

“Studentsdon’t learn skillsin avacuum.”
(Workshop member, participative
conference)

The provision and priority allocated to learning skills
appearsto vary greatly acrossinstitutions,
according to assumptions about the nature of the
student body. Such assumptions may not always be
correct and clearly more consultation is needed to
identify the * hidden’ needs of students. Learning
skills benefit by being part of an integrated



educational development framework whichincludes
disability support, quality assurance, curriculum and
pedagogical development. To overcome the
association between study skillsand remedial
activity they should beincreasingly integrated within
the curriculum and presented as ‘ subject skills
which all students need to attain. Attendees at the
participative conference felt that ideally first years
should have adiagnostic assessment, induction into
the culture of theinstitution and support embedded
within the curriculum. Learning skill supportis
particularly important in the first year, but services
need to be able to cope and proactively respond to
times of peak demand, such as assessments/exams,
throughout the student lifecycle Students also need
other forms of support such as generic drop-in skills
workshops. Skillsin assertiveness and general
effectiveness within the HEI context are also seen
asapriority; Greenwich University Counselling
Service even runs acourse entitled: 'Standing Up to
Your Tutor".

Learning skills must be linked to the staff
development of lecturers, to innovative pedagogy
and virtual learning. These should be aresponsibility
and prerequisite for new lecturers via the
Certificate in Learning and Teaching. Departments
need to encourage students to see learning skills as
a preventative measure, not a last resort when in
danger of failing, and to build longer term strategies
withthem, including peer support which buildson
the enthusiasm of students for their subjects.

I nstitutions such as Roehampton have found that
their high levelsof learning skill support can be
effectivein recruitment, creating * hot knowledge'
amongst candidates that thisis a particularly
supportive environment. Learning skillsare
something all students need, no matter what type of
institution, and all HEIs should be seeking to attain
thislevel of provision.

7.10.3 Academic advice

HE systems are complex and confusing and
students, particularly those unfamiliar with the
sector, need guidance through issues such as
changing course, wanting to leave or transfer to
another institution. Academic tutors can be an
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important filter for students but when thisis shared
with teaching and research responsibilitiestheir
scopeislimited. Centralised academic staff with a
dual equal and active role in teaching and academic
advice such as found at CAAS, Manchester
University are one model which can combine
academic expertise with the dedicated time
necessary for sustained support. Students and staff
value the current knowledge, academic credibility
and institution wide perspective of such advisers.
Such services have been associated with cultures
of high achievement and it isimportant to
remember that students with high aspirations need
support too. However, all students can benefit and
this approach can also facilitate non-stigmatised
referral to counselling by academics. Whether or
not institutions take on such a centralised approach,
the principle of dedicated academic support with a
Cross- institution perspective, isan important aspect
of student support. Nevertheless, academic advice
should not be a means of perpetuating complex
systems which only experts can interpret. It should
a so be coupled with measures to make systems
simpler and more transparent.

Example

Chester College of Higher Education
expanded and formalised its study skills
provision in 200-2, and the service has been
very widely used. It includes one-to-one
sessions, drop-ins, and specific skill
workshops.

7.10.4 Dyslexia support

“Over the last five years |’ ve seen a sea
change amongst academic staff - from some
academics not believing there's such athing
as dyslexia, we' ve got to a position now
where people do get their entitlement and
dyslexiaisrecognised asareal disability.”
(Head of Student Services)

Dyslexia support is an area where student services
appear to have made significant strides and there
are many instances of imaginative and systematic
support. Indeed it was even suggested that if
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resources alowed it would be better to teach all
students as if they were dyslexic.

The fact that dyslexia draws in external financial
support and offers students concrete benefits, such
as extratime in exams, means that thisis an area
where the incentives to both give and receive
support are high. However, the propensity to ‘ label’
dyslexic students has not disappeared altogether
and as a result there are students who do not
disclose they are dyslexic. Although services such
as the RED centre Roehampton do not feel
students should be forced to revea they are
dyslexic, either to student services or academics,
this often results in students seeking help at
moments of crisis such as assessments, rather than
accessing systematic support from the start.
Creating a climate of openness about dyslexia
seems to be the priority and thisincludes the
awareness that dyslexic students may have multiple
needs - they are not defined by their learning
disability. Thusintegrated serviceswith quick
referral systems can best serve dyslexic students.

“When | came | came with alot of baggage,
having spent two years in a custody battle,
having achild with asevere disability. But
they supplied everything | needed here - |
just wouldn’t have got through - itsas simple
asthat.” (Dyslexic student)

7.10.5 The inclusive curriculum

The curriculum is an issue which is quite resistant
to interrogation and intervention, and the case of the
relation of student servicesto the curriculum isno
different. Although some issues, such as the
inclusion of careersadviceor financia information
within the curriculum, seem relatively easy to
address, this has sometimes proved problematic at
aninstitutional level. Broader questions such as
how the curriculum can either validate or suppress
the experience of diverse groups of students are
even more problematic. Studentsdid find it anissue
that their liveswere‘invisible’ within their subject,
and some student services staff were very
interested in issues such as the incorporation of
Black history within the curriculum. However,

strategiesto develop amoreinclusive curriculum
were rare. The work of the Widening Participation
Unit at Roehampton, although initsinfancy, isone
example where the potential impact of access on
the curriculum is explored. Much more needsto be
doneto develop thisfield of work across the sector.

7.10.6 Responsive pedagogy

“Academics are not yet used to diversity.”
(Deputy Vice Chancellor)

Itisincreasingly acknowledged that the key to
retention and student support lieswithin the
classroom (Tinto, 2002). If teaching and learning
strategies do not address student diversity in the
location where students have to be, and where they
will spend most of their HE time, then students will
drop out, no matter how elaborated or excellent
student services are. A two-way process can help
the intervention of student servicesin this area.
Those who have an educational development role,
for example the RED centre Roehampton, can play
an important collaborative role with academic
departmentsin devel oping innovative and student-
centred pedagogy. Secondments to centralised
services from departments, as happensin CAAS,
Manchester University can support innovation at
the subject level. However, there are barriersin this
process, many of them centred on some academics
lack of confidencein their teaching skillsand their
unwillingnessto open up their classroom to others.

“Of all the issues, taping lecturers has been
the most hotly debated and revealed
incredibleinsecurity amongst academic
staff. Having to make any kind of
concession to the way they teach their
lectures makes alot of people defensive.”
(Head of Learning Development)

These fears and tensions are understandable in a
climate of the increasing scrutiny and regulation of
academic work. Student services professionals at
the participative conference felt that the best way
to address them isto give teaching higher status
and reward within the sector and some institutions
are proposing to formalise lecturers commitment to
either research or student support. The whole issue



of pedagogy and widening participation has been
addressed at the level of some subjects and some
institutions, but it has been by no means explored or
prioritised across the board. Like the curriculum,
thisis an area which needs more development and
research, including reference to the part best played
by student services.

7.11 Information technology

In this research the use and effectiveness of IT
provision within student serviceswas not
specifically explored. However, astheliterature
indicates, increasing emphasisisbeing placed on
thisform of provision, particularly asaresult of
greater student diversity (see for example Dodgson
& Bolam, 2002 and Harris, 2001). Thiswas
supported by evidence from the case studies. The
development of websites containing generic
information for students tendsto be universal, with
many institutions making forms and documents
available electronically. The use of email asa
means of communication between members of
staff, and between staff and students, was aso
widespread, and anumber of institutionsfound this
an effective way of advertising services available.

Someinstitutions were moving further with I T,
towards the active delivery of on-line support and
guidance. For example, the University of
Greenwichispiloting an email counselling scheme
for students and Manchester Metropolitan
University has set up an email mentoring scheme.
These schemes are largely targeting
underrepresented groups e.g. ethnic minorities and
disabled students who might not wish/or be ableto
access other forms of support.
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virtual socialisation for studentsto help
overcome travel and accommaodation costs
in London. The university has set up an
electronic peer support scheme to enable
students to get to know each other.

A HEFCE funded collaborative project,
between the four Manchester Universities,
called DEMOSiscurrently exploring the
effectiveness of developing online staff
development resources to support students
with disabilities.

Examples

Bournemouth University have set up a
website dedicated to the PALS scheme. In
addition to providing general information the
website includes a discussion forum and a
Database of Good Practice regarding peer
support.

One London HEI has been trying to develop

Further investigation in thisareais essential to
determine the potential of IT provision.

7.12 Integrated student services

Within contemporary HEIs there is atrend towards
the creation of integrated student services; indeed
many of the examples of good practice submitted to
the research project were either an integrated
student serviceitself, or apolicy or practice
embedded within an integrated student service.
Integrationisnot initself anew idea, but itisre-
emerging as a popular mode of organisation. The
concept of an integrated student service can be
understood in different ways, the interpretation
which was prevalent in the research examples, and
which isdiscussed below, isthe bringing together of
anumber of different services, perhapsinto a
shared physical location or under the same
management structure, or asavirtual grouping. It
can be perceived as a horizontal integration. Such
an approach often facilitates vertical integration —
reaching studentsthroughout thelifecycle, from
pre-entry to progression into employment or further
learning.

7.12.1 What services are included in an
integrated student service?

Three examples of integrated student services are
provided within thisreport (Greenwich, Nottingham
Trent and Teesside), and from these it is apparent
that thereisno single integrated model, and
certainly theintention is not to prescribe an ideal
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type. Often anintegrated student service will
include 'traditional’ student services, such as
counselling, mental health, disability, careers, and
chaplaincy. The choice of other servicesto include
tendsto beinfluenced by theinstitutional context,
including for exampl e historical management
responsibilitiesand sensitivities about changing
these. Other services may include childcare, sport
and recreation, financial services(including
administering bursaries etc), part-time employment
agencies, accommodation, health services, self-help
groups/mentoring/peer-support, academic support
and learning skills.

7.12.2 How is an integrated student service
created?

A prior issue —what is the purpose of creating an
integrated student service, in part, determines the
answer to this question. One response to thisis
related to the ease with which students can find the
appropriate student service, a second isrelated to
the relationshi ps between staff and inter-disciplinary
practice and athird is encompassed in the notion of
aholistic approach to student support (i.e.
identifying and dealing with all aspectsof an
individualswell-being). A singleinformation and
referral point may assist with the first of these
motivations, while an integrated management
structure and mission may contribute to the second,
and adiagnostic process or multi-skilled advisers
may achieve thefinal goal. A clear purposeis
therefore an important starting point.

An integrated management structure appears to
have advantages. It facilitates the co-ordination of
services and can be used to promote integration
between staff. (e.g. roles that cut across
professional boundaries—in oneinstitution
management staff within student services had
responsibilities across professiona areas e.g. staff
development). Such an approach will usually
reguire some level of re-structuring, and encounter
some resistance.

Many integrated services are associated with a
shared physical location, preferably onethat is
highly visible, and so "attracts' studentsin, or at

least is easy to find. Alternatively this could be
achieved in avirtual sense, but such an example
was hot offered to the research project. The
advantages of this are readily apparent, for example
inaparallel research project oneinstitution reported
asignificant decline in usage when student services
was temporarily relocated to alessvisiblelocation
during building work (Action on Access, 2002,
forthcoming). But there are limitations to such an
approach, and there are some disadvantages.

Someinstitutions may not have acentral, visibleand
sufficiently large site available, but this perhaps
should not be viewed as an insurmountable
limitation. Non-campus-based institutions, or those
with multiple sites may however face more
complex problems: how to provide asinglelocation
for each area in which students are based. In some
institutions the size of the service varied from
campus to campus but the type and quality was the
same. An information or referral point may
however be sufficient at arange of locations. This
may be supported by other referral mechanisms
e.g. tutors, academics, networks and peers. All
institutions supporting HE within FE partner-
colleges, other forms of community-based learning
and distance learning should bear in mind how these
students access student services. Veronigue
Johnson? commented that her research indicated
that students did not mind travelling (e.g. to the
main site) to access services, but what was off-
putting was being passed from pillar to post, or not
being ableto find the location of the appropriate
service. A further consideration may be whether
the space is ever big enough. Each of the case
studies visited noted that there were further
services which were not integrated, but which
would be of valueto students— but it isdifficult to
draw theline.

Theinitial disadvantage of ashared physical
location isthe cost involved of re-locating others,
refurbishment and installation of each of the student
services. In the constrained financial climate of HE
this may create tensions and resentment about
expenditure priorities. A large, visible and well-used
location may be of f-putting to certain students;



many counselling professional s expressed concern
about privacy.

A common feature of integrated student servicesisa
referral point to direct students to the appropriate
service. Thismay be perceived ssimply asa'reception’
but the importance of this role should not be
underestimated or minimised. These staff often need
an overview of the whole HEI in order to direct
studentsto the appropriate service. Thisrequires staff
to bevery familiar with theroles of the various student
service professionals, and to have the ability to engage
with a presenting student to clarify their need(s),
priorities and urgency. For example, one institution
reported that it is not uncommon for studentsto turn
up and say that they want to withdraw and have been
told to cometo student services. Thisopportunity for
intervention before astudent withdrawsis potentially
invaluable, but it is not immediately apparent which
service such a student should be directed to. The
integration of Student Servicesinto asinglelocation
is often perceived as an opportunity for cost savings,
for example asfewer reception staff will berequired,
but such are-organisation createsthe need for amore
highly skilled referral team (one person would be
insufficient in view of holidaysand illness).

7.12.3 Advantages of an integrated service
for students

Itiswidely perceived that anintegrated service makes
it easier for studentsto access and find the appropriate
servicefor them. For example, theinduction message
iskept ssmplefor students:

“When students arrive at university they are
bombarded with information that they forget,
so we try to keep message very, very
simple... ‘If you got any problem, any issue,
need any information, comein here. That's
the only thing you need to remember’”
(Director of Student Services).

Furthermore, it may be unredlistic for studentsto know
which service they need in every instance.

By integrating arange of student services, including
services such as accommodation, sport and
recreation and job shops, student services can
become an 'essential port of cal’, rather than a'last
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resort’, and thus the stigma of using Student Services
can be reduced. Once students have had contact with
Student Services, perhapsin relation to aless personal
or sensitiveissue, this providesan opportunity for
other problems to be dealt with. For example, seeking
financial support may provide an opportunity for other
problemsto be picked up and support offered:

“Emergency loans are a fantastic scheme to
get hold of students early, because they think ‘I
need to borrow some money’ so they comein
here and we lend them some money, but that
gives us awonderful five minutesto get hold of
perhaps what's going on there” (Director of
Student Services).

Integrating student servicesalso allowsahoalistic
approach to students' problems. Otherwise the
institution can simultaneously be the cause of the
problem, aswell astrying to offer the solution! For
example, in relation to accommodation and rent
problems Student services can make an informed
decision about what is best for the student, and not
demand payment if thiswill have other detrimental
effects on the student.

“1 actualy believe quitefervently that it'sin the
right the place... I think accommodationisa
very important part of what we do, and | think
locating it in Student Services as opposed to
estates makes a very clear statement about
what our priorities arein terms of offering
accommodation... the students that are using
our accommodation service are largely our first
years, they're new to the area, away from
home for the first time, and so are quite
vulnerable students... What do we do about
rent problems etc? Bringing it together allows
us to take into account the circumstances when
we demanding rent, but students should also
learn about the consequences of signing a
contract!” (Director of Student Services)

Other advantages include more efficient referral, early
contact with other services e.g. careers, being able to
get to know more members of staff and being ableto
see an interim person if the person wanted is not
available.
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7.12.4 Advantages of an integrated service
for staff

It was recognised that bringing student service staff
together (either structurally and/or physically) had
the advantage of breaking down professional
boundaries between services. Initially staff tended
to find this problematic, perhapsthreatening, but in
due course this was seen to be advantageous by all
concerned. Working more closely together enables
staff to share experiences and professional ways of
working and to enhance the knowledge they have
about each othersfields of practice. Thislearning
can take place informally, and people stressed the
importance of the kettle and sink. In addition, an
integrally managed service allowsthe organisation
of student service wide staff development activities.
This greater interaction can have other positive
benefits, such as developing confidence and pridein
people’swork, and encouraging them to adopt good
practice from other professions within their own
work:

“It has enhanced staff’s own understanding
of their professionalism, because they can
see how others do that...and its driven the
quality of what we do up, and the staff’s
own confidence and pride in what they do
up” (Director of Student Services).

Other advantages include a supportive working
environment, the ability to maintain high intensity of
workload and recognition that every serviceis seen
asequally important.

7.12.5 Limitations of an integrated service

Themost substantial potential limitation of an
integrated student servicesis the reliance on
students accessing the service. There is concern
that an integrated service moves away from
targeting at risk students. It was noted in the Harris
report (2001) that the students who most need the
services are the least likely to use them. In the field
of widening participation the need to target specific
groupsis arecognised feature of good practice
(Woodrow, 1998; Thomas, 2001) Students at risk of
early withdrawal, part-time students, non-traditional
students, and international students, have all been
identified inthisresearch asbeing lesslikely to
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access student services than other student groups.
Conversely, it has been argued in this research that
an integrated service makesit more likely for these
target groups to access services:

* it removes stigma of use;

e itiseasy tofind —unrealistic to expect students
to know where they need to go;

* some targeting does take place — e.g. finance,
disability, mature students, ethnic minorities, €tc;

* itrunspromotional campaigns, €tc;

* workswith staff across the institution to assist
them to give students support.

It remains a concern, that cannot be mitigated by
recourse to usage data in many instances, that at
risk students do not fully utilisethe services
available. A further issue may bethat it ismore
difficult for on-going relationshipsto be established
with students throughout the student lifecycle as
they may be referred to other staff members. An
ingtitution-wide strategy, with multiplereferral
pointsistherefore required. Napier University have
intervened in arange of ways throughout the HEI
and have succeeded in significantly improving
reported rates of retention.

Thereisalso apotential tensioninthe relationship
between an integrated service and staff located in
other parts of the institution, such as academic
departments and the Students' Union. Academic
staff may perceive (aspects of) a centralised
service as athreat to their autonomy, and thus not
refer students to the services available.
Alternatively, they may view it as absolving them of
al responsibility for the academic and pastoral
welfare of their students.

7.13 Partnership with the FE sector

Within the current framework set by 'Partnerships
for Progression’, sharing student support servicesand,
in particular, supporting HE studentsin FE and the
transition of studentsfrom FE to HE, isaclear priority.
Although thereisevidencethat some student services
aretrying to addressthisissue, for example Teesside
has student service networks involving FE partners
to discuss contemporary issues, share good practice



and ultimately facilitate progression from local FE
colleges, thisisan areawhich requires more attention
and more resources. Partnership is not a one-way
process, FE has a great deal of expertise to offer,
indeed one ingtitution spoke of 'poaching' its study
skills tutors from FE. Caution must be maintained,
however, not to associate student support too strongly
with FE, as this will endorse the stigmatisation that
student services have worked so hard to resist.

“They proposed locating us in apartner FE
college, we resisted that tooth and nail. It
sends students absol utely the wrong
message that they have to go out of the
university in order to get support.” (Head of
Learning Support)

Partnership between institutions, asin the Impact
project, provides good model s of how student
support can be shared and maximised. However, if
the same quality of student support isto be
dispersed across both HE and FE then this does
imply an increase in resources.

“We would like to extend our support
services to studentsin our partner FE
colleges, that would be anideal for us, but
without more resourcesit'simpossible.”
(Head of Learning Support).

7.14 Resour ces

The consultation with the sector demonstrated a
severe lack of financial resources to support
greater diversity within HE within an overall tight
financial situation. The following comment sumsup
the prablem:

“It isaparadox - mass higher education, less
resources yet the students have greater
needs. That's something the Government

has got to recognise if it wants usto achieve
its target of 50%.” (Director of Student
Services).

The research indicates the need for more resources
for student services and support in general but this
isonly possibleif resources to HEIs are increased
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too. Although finance is an important issue, the
resource guestion is abroad one. It isinteresting,
and significant, to note that comparatively few
directors of student services had either access to,
or any say over how the Widening Participation
Premium Funding was spent. Two projects were
funded from this source, but most departments did
not receive any funding from this budget.

It was noted that the visual image of student services
is significant, as this communicates an important
message about the value placed on student support
within the institution, and the quality of services
provided. Institutions cannot therefore afford to let
student services operate from run-down premises, as
this may be counterproductive. One interviewee
suggested that tatty premises suggested to studentsa
poor service, and low priority being attached to student
support by theinstitution.

The majority of examples of good practice
examined as part of this research project are reliant
on short-term external funding. Thus these
initiativesare not sustainable, unlesstheinstitution
is subsequently able to divert money to thiswork.
Project funding means that staff are employed on
fixed term contracts, and this creates uncertainty
amongst staff. They are thus more likely to secure
alternative employment, and significant amounts of
experience and organisational learning are | ost.
One director of student services commented that
movingto:

“...0n going contracts made a huge
difference. You're not going to get the same
commitment from someone on a short-term
contract. Even if they know you want to
extend them, at the end of the day they
haven't got that security” (Director of
Student Services).

Anissuerelated to that of external funding streams
istherelationship between these and institutional
priorities. Student servicesare largely responsive
to external funding streams, and while they are
happy to accept the extra finance, this may bein an
areawhichisnot aninstitutional priority. For
example, funding for disability support staff is
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welcome, but in someinstitutions there are more
pressing needs. One director of student services
commented:
“You may have prioritiesthat you think are
very important but if there’sno funding you
can't actually do alot” (Director of Student
Services).

For example, within one of theintegrated student
servicesthe director felt that attention should be
directed towards the reception staff who play a key
role in diagnosing the needs of students when they
present to student services, and directing them to
the most appropriate services, but thisis not an
externa funding priority. In some areas, the
external funding hasnot followed legidative
changes. For example the Special Education Needs
and Disability Act requires action on the part of
institutionsin general, and student servicesin
particular, but this has not been accompanied by
additional finance. L earning and teaching and
Estates strategic funding is available from HEFCE
but islimited and often requires abidding process.

New projects are time consuming, and require
support from other staff in theinstitution, but often
thisisnot their priority. Time should therefore be
valued as akey resource, in addition to finance.
Investing time in student service projectsis more
likely to be achieved if thisarea of work is
accorded priority by theinstitution’s senior
managers. In many of the projects visited reasons
for their success, or the difficulties they faced,
wererelated to prioritieswithin theinstitution.

It is noted elsewhere in thisreport, and is
demonstrated in the case studies, that there are
difficulties associated with cal cul ating the overall
and per student cost of services as there is no
agreed formularelating to what should and should
not beincluded. In addition, iscost effectiveness
the most meaningful way of evaluating support
services for students?

In order to maximise value for money a number of
strategies were discussed by research participants.
Partnerships can offer a cost-effective way of

delivering services. Partnerships may be between
institutions, such asthefour institutionsinvolvedin
the Impact Project (Universities of Huddersfield,
Bradford, Leeds and L eeds Metropolitan).
Alternatively, partnerships may be between
departmentswithin an institution, such asthe
Mature Students' Adviser at the University of Hull
which isfinanced and divided between recruitment
and student services. External support, e.g. from
employersishelpful too, but it istime consuming to
build up strong systems and ahigh profile.

It was al so pointed out that institutions should avoid
duplicating services. Ingtitutionsare communities,
and students are entitled to access services
availableto other community members. Thereisthe
possibility of duplication between student services
and the Students' Union within theinstitution but
when thisissue was discussed with institutions and
at the participative conference this was not seen to
be problematic and complementarity and choice
were seen to be important. These overlapping
services were most apparent in relation to financial
advice. Choice may however be aluxury which the
sector should question.



8. Conclusion

Thisreport began by noting the important
contribution student services and other non-
academic support staff can make to enhancing the
student experience and ultimately maintaining and
improving student retention within higher education
today. This research has demonstrated that thisis
indeed the case — student service and other support
staff are committed to developing, delivering and
improving services to meet the needs of successive
student cohorts. Thisisan on-going challenge
because as the goal of increased student diversity is
being embraced, the needs of the student body are
shifting and expanding — but the sector has
responded well to date. Thereisstill aneed for
personal support and spiritual guidance, but there
are growing areas of work in relation to developing
appropriate academic practices and supporting
students to thrive within an academic environment.
Thisincludes promoting social interaction and
networks between students from increasingly
diverse social, economic and cultural backgrounds
and assisting students to understand and benefit
from thefinancial support that isavailable. Other
challenges facing the sector include the
development of a proactive and responsive service,
identifying and targeting at risk studentsand
creating links acrossinstitutions with the many
other departments and staff who support students
to succeed in higher education. In particular, there
isan increasing need for collaboration between
academic and student services departments, and
the Students' Union, to provide coherent and
integrated academic and personal support and
guidance for students. Links also need to extend out
of theinstitution to other education providers,
employers and the community in order to facilitate
thetransition into HE.

It has been difficult for this research to demonstrate
adirect and quantifiable rel ationship between
student services and student retention rates. Thisis
due to anumber of factors. Firstly, student services
alone are not responsible for student retention;
secondly, assessing and measuring the impact of

Student Services: Effective Approaches to Retaining Students in Higher Education

any intervention is difficult as so many factors
influence students’ decisions; thirdly, thereisalack
of evaluation and research into the impact of
student services (becauseit’s difficult does not
mean it can beignored); and finally, thereis not an
agreed way of calculating the cost of delivering
student services and support. The many examples
of good practiceidentified in this study, both those
that are detailed asillustrative examples, and all of
those nominated but not researched, lend great
weight to the assertion that student services have a
direct positive impact on student retention. This
research demonstrates the need for monitoring,
tracking and evaluating the impact of student
services. The survey also highlights the need for
developing further mechanismsto share good
practice and innovative approaches with colleagues
throughout the sector. Such a strategy avoids
prescribing 'best practice’ which may not suit
differing institutional contextsand missions.

A major achievement of this research has been the
identification and application of ten criteriafor good
practice. This provides aframework for institutions,
Student service departmentsand individual
practitionersto evaluate their own work against.
Again, thisisnot ablue print, but guidance on what
constitutes good practice.

Expansion and greater diversity within the HE
sector are priorities for the future. For student
services to be able to continue to innovate and
support students to succeed they need more money,
and in light of thefiscal climatein HEIs at the
moment, this requires more funding to be allocated
to the HE sector in genera. Increasing the
postcode premium allocation would offer away of
linking funding to theinstitutions where students
from more diverse backgrounds are studying. Any
model of funding however must recognise that early
withdrawal from HE is not necessarily afailure;
student success can be measured in different ways.
For example, participating in HE, or successfully
completing one module, may be asufficient
achievement for some learners; alternatively,
withdrawing to pursue a chosen career opportunity
may well equate with success in the eyes of the
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student concerned. For the maximum value of
student services to be felt by students, staff and the
institution asawhol e, student services should enjoy
alevel of priority equal to other key institutional
practices, such as teaching and learning and
research. Student services have much to contribute
to maintaining and improving student retention
within aninstitution, and in the sector asawhole,
and so should beinvolved or integrated into
strategic planning. This research report isthe
beginning of theinvestigation of therelationship
between student services and student retention.
Thereisstill much to be done.
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Appendix 1

STUDENT SERVICESPROJECT: EFFECTIVEAPPROACHESTO RETAINING
STUDENTSINHIGHER EDUCATION

Universities UK has recently launched a new project to identify a range of effective approaches by student
servicesin retaining studentsin higher education. The project will consider the most effective ways of ensuring
accessto services, particularly for those students at risk of non-completion. The research isbeing funded by the
DfES and will be carried out by the Institute for Access Studies (I1AS) at Staffordshire University. The DfES
interest in thisareawas highlighted early last year by Baroness Blackstone, who pointed to the need for welfare
and other pastoral servicesto reach out to students from disadvantaged backgrounds. Acknowledging that there
are aready examplesof very good work within the sector, the Baroness stressed, not only the need to universalise
best practice, but to go beyond this and learn from overseas experience wherever possible.

The project will focus on support services available to students for the period they are attending a higher
education institution. This will encompass both academic support, welfare related support and other student
services, for example, finance and student employment services. The research will include a number of case
studies of institutions examining both specific initiativesand overall provision, followed by further consultation
with the sector to discuss guidance for good practice. The research team will report throughout the project to a
steering group which includes representatives from Universities UK, SCOP, the DfES, the NUS, HEFCE,
UKCOSA and AMOSSHE.

Please return the completed proforma by 26th April to
K B Sack,
Institute for Access Studies,
Staffordshire University,
College Road,
Stoke-on-Trent,

Staffordshire,

ST4 2DE.
Tel: 01782 295731
E-mail: k.b.dack@staffs.ac.uk
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What do you see as the current role of student services? How do you think their role will change or develop in
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What do you think are the different needs of specific student groups? How have student support services been
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What are theincentives for HEIs to deliver high quality student services?
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We are seeking examplesfrom institutions of ‘good practice’ to support studentsto succeed in higher education.
‘Good practice’ includes student services, policies, special initiatives or institution-wide strategies.
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1.What category of ‘good practice’ isthis? (tick appropriate box): service special initiative (time-limited project)
policy or institution-wide strategy. Can you give abrief description of the ‘ good practice' ?
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6.What evidence do you have that this good practice is successful ? Please provide numbers of students who
have benefited if available.

8.How isinstitution-wide student support co-ordinated and managed? Please state whether or not your Students
Unionisinvolved and if so how?



The Institute for Access Studies at Staffordshire University isa
research centre, focusing on widening participation in post-compul sory
education and promoting lifelong learning amongst non-traditional
learners.

The Institute is anational and international centre of research, and
consolidates and disseminatesinformation on widening participation to
those people who might not otherwise view learning as an option, or
who may be discouraged by social, cultural, economic or institutional
barriers. The main activities of the Institute include:

« undertaking applied and academic research;

« disseminating research and good practice through publications,
conferences and seminars, meetings, networking and electronically;

« encouraging scholarly activity inthefield.
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The overall aim of thisresearch isto examine the waysin which institutions, and in
particular, student services, can support diverse studentsto remain in higher
education in order to achieve educational success. This research complements other
work on widening participation and retention.

The research answers the following research questions:

* Inwhat waysisamore diverse student population supported in both England and
other mass systems?

» What research has already been undertaken and what can be learnt from this?

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

» How will student support systems need to develop in the foreseeabl e future and
what are the implications of this?

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

» How can effective policies, services, and specia initiatives with respect to
supporting different under-represented groups, be identified and shared?

» How can the expertise of student services professionals be accessed and
disseminated across the sector?

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

» How caninstitutions be encouraged and assisted to develop a strategic approach
to supporting student diversity?
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Thisreport is part of a series produced by the Institute for Access Studies to
disseminate research carried out nationally and internationally to widen participation
in post-compul sory education.
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