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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 in line with the National Advisory Group requirements. 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.”

The term covers two separate but linked domains:  
• improving the motivation of students to engage in learning and to learn independently; 
• the participation of students in quality enhancement and quality assurance processes, resulting in the improvement of their 

educational experience. 

WHAT IS STUDENT ENGAGEMENT?

• Student engagement is a core element of high-quality learning experiences, which leads to collaborative learning with and between 
engaged students, resulting in more confident and employable graduates; 

• It can create access to valuable input provided by your fellow students with a diversity of opinions, ideas and lived experiences, 
which means that decision-making is informed by students’ varied experiences and needs;

• It can facilitate a more responsive institution, leading to better collaborative relationships;
• 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;

• 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;

• 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;

• 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.

WHY WOULD STUDENT UNION AND STUDENT ENGAGEMENT STAFF WISH 
TO CHAMPION THE ENHANCEMENT OF STUDENT ENGAGEMENT? 
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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.
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Student Union and Student Engagement Staff, being at the centre of student-facing initiatives have a key role to play in ensuring that 
students take engagement seriously. This can be achieved by getting involved in some or all of the following: 
• Developing our own expertise on the issues that impact on student engagement through working with staff, management and 

consultants with expertise to implement evidence-based approaches that can make a difference to our students;
• Identifying and building networks of engaged and trained students who can contribute to programmatic reviews, NStEP class 

representative training in coordination with student unions locally and nationally; helping them act as strong agents of change 
among their peers including class representatives, Peer Assisted Learning (PALS) and other student leaders; 

• Becoming involved in research of possible programmes-based initiatives tailored to student need and hence building our institutional, 
national and international knowledge-bases by seeking out and sharing case studies and exemplars, enabling the dissemination of 
innovative ideas and providing context for our actions;

• Focusing initially on activities engaging First Year students, while recognising the importance of continuity of work throughout the 
student lifecycle; 

• Becoming active advocates for national and institutional student engagement policy, vision and practice by learning from local, 
national and international experts;

• Demonstrating student engagement in action by participation in faculty forums and departmentally-based staff student discussions 
to develop initiatives, share discourses and foster helpful working relationships; 

• Building strong working relationships with academic and professional services staff and working with and across departments to 
close the feedback loop about what is working well;  

• Contributing to working groups within each HEI, chaired normally by the Registrar and involving fellow students, academic and 
professional services staff, including Student Services colleagues across the Schools/Faculties, and managers to engage in ongoing 
information sharing and consultation as well as to help develop strategic policies and operational priorities;

WHAT STUDENT ENGAGEMENT ACTIVITIES SHOULD STUDENT 
UNIONS AND STUDENT ENGAGEMENT STAFF BE UNDERTAKING? 


