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Student engagement is a complex, multi-faceted and evolving term. At its core are notions of involvement and empowerment, with a 
focus on giving students an active role in the development, management and governance of their institution, its academic programmes 
and particularly their own learning experiences. 

NStEP (National Student Engagement Programme) uses Trowler and Trowler’s 2011 definition of Student Engagement: 
“The investment of time, effort and other relevant resources by both students and their institutions intended to optimise the student 
experience and enhance the learning outcomes and development of students, and the performance and reputation of the institution”

WHAT IS STUDENT ENGAGEMENT?

• Our mission statements commit us as institutions to deliver on our ethical and moral responsibilities to help all students to succeed 
within the system, since attrition is often at a huge personal cost to students, their families and significant others;

• Student engagement is a matter of national and international attention and policy, evidenced in emergent HEA strategy, QQI policy, 
the National Forum for Enhancement of Teaching and Learning focus on Student Success, the Irish Survey of Student Engagement, 
establishment and continued resourcing of a National Student Engagement Programme (NStEP) and HEA Compacts, so there are 
key governmental imperatives for HEIs to make it happen;

• With greater numbers of students in higher education, who are increasingly diverse, the probability of non-completion is increased, 
with significant personal loss in terms of loss of opportunities, morale, face and faith in the system, and knock on negative effects 
for their fellow students and teaching staff;

• In a globalised marketplace, where there is increased competition for both home and international students, they rightly expect 
high quality learning experiences in a multi-cultural campus;

• Failure to engage students carries therefore potential significant financial impact for the students themselves, the HEI, the 
government and the taxpayer.

WHY WOULD SENIOR MANAGERS WISH TO ENHANCE 
STUDENT ENGAGEMENT IN OUR HEIS?

PROJECT 5

BUILDING INSTITUTIONAL CAPACITY FOR ENHANCED STUDENT 
ENGAGEMENT, PROGRESSION AND SUCCESS IN HE

This quick guide is one of five starter documents, designed to support varied staff and student roles across HEIs and Student Unions who want an immediate and short 
introduction to why and how they might contribute to their institutional capacity to enhance student engagement, progression and success in their contexts. These 
resources were produced under Project 5 of the National Student Engagement Programme on ‘Staff Roles and Capacity Building’, led by Cork Institute of Technology.

5.1 ROLE OF SENIOR MANAGEMENT AND GOVERNANCE

• Communicating a clear, workable vision for Student Engagement across the Institution, using accessible and informed language to 
articulate goals, policy and procedures, ensuring buy-in from all stakeholders; 

• Providing leadership for Student Engagement by encouraging and supporting staff in its implementation, through strategic planning 
and effective institutional agendas; 

• Acting as champions and advocates for Student Engagement by providing recognition opportunities for positive action (for example, 
modules within PostGrad Certs in HE, and digital badges for smaller units of activity);

• Identifying potential barriers to Student Engagement, and combatting resistance to change by using evidence-informed approaches, 
gleaned from research in the field;

• Committing resources (including dedicated staffing, physical spaces for engagement activities and allocated time for staff) to ensure 
that strategic approaches are implemented;

• Using effectively analysed data, expressions of the student voice and staff expertise to enhance learning experiences at course level, 
with a focus on preventing potential attrition by nurturing a culture of belonging that is meaningful for staff and students;

• Strengthening our national and international status, by collecting and disseminating examples of good practice and case studies 
which demonstrate innovative thinking.

WHAT ACTIVITIES SHOULD SENIOR MANAGERS 
PRIORITISE TO MAXIMISE STUDENT ENGAGEMENT?
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• Using a nationally agreed definition of Irish student engagement principles and imperatives;
• Creating context-specific institutionally agreed key messages for staff identifying the rationale and drivers for fostering SE and the 

risks of not doing so;
• Working closely with students, Student Unions and other representative bodies to ensure that the student voice informs and feeds 

into interventions; 
• Identifying, mapping and sharing best practice within own and other HEIs and nations, particularly through the development of 

case studies and adaptable open resources/ teaching materials to enable staff to implement manageable engagement activities 
effectively and efficiently;

• Supporting staff to organise and engage in workshops and conferences to share good practice;
• Establishing networks within and beyond Ireland to provide supportive learning communities for those keen to engage;
• Using such networks to build an evidence base of what works through research, surveys and focus groups.

WHAT KINDS OF ENABLERS CAN SENIOR MANAGERS PROVIDE 
FOR STAFF TO FOSTER STUDENT ENGAGEMENT? 

1. CORK INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY: sparq at CIT stands for ‘Students as Partners in Quality’ and aims to create opportunities for 
staff and students to share their experiences of teaching and learning. It is a programme run by AnSEO, the Student Engagement 
Office and runs in partnership with CIT’s Students Union. 

2. GMIT MASTERS PROGRAMME: Development of student engagement modules within Masters in Teaching & Learning (existing 
module in Student Centred Learning which has links to Student Engagement). 

3. UNIVERSITY OF DUNDEE: InterACT is a JISC-funded project supported by the Assessment and Feedback programme to enhance 
retention. The project is led by the Centre for Medical Education (CME) at the University of Dundee.

4. UNIVERSITY OF EDINBURGH/EDINBURGH NAPIER UNIVERSITY: Sharing Control: A Partnership Approach to Curriculum 
Design and Delivery. This project considers issues and practices around student engagement in curriculum design and delivery.

5. LINCOLN UNIVERSITY: The Student Consultant on Teaching (SCoTs) scheme offers an approach to capturing and learning from 
student experiences. Trained student consultants provide feedback to teaching teams on elements of teaching and learning. 

6. UNIVERSITY OF WINCHESTER: The Student Fellows Scheme recruits, trains and empowers students to work with academic and 
professional staff on targeted educational projects. It increases the levels of student engagement while also empowering students 
to tackle various issues or problems to improve the teaching and learning experience.

7. MASSEY UNIVERSITY, NEW ZEALAND: Factors that Encourage Student Engagement. Insights from a case study of “First Time” 
Students at a New Zealand University.

EXAMPLES OF EFFECTIVE ACTION TO SUPPORT 
MANAGEMENT INTERVENTIONS
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