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Towards a National Understanding of Student Success
The purpose of this Forum Insight is to give a concise overview
of the development of a national understanding of student
success in Irish higher education. This development is charted
through national policy, institutional strategic priorities, insights
from students and through ongoing discussions that capture
the growing focus on student success as a driver of higher
education over recent years. The overview is underpinned by a
review of the current literature.

Part One: Understanding Success
The National Policy Perspective
National policy frames all of the priorities and drivers of higher
education in Ireland. Consequently, any national understanding
of student success must consider how it is articulated in
national policy. Although the term ‘student success’ does not
frequently arise explicitly in policy documents, the priorities
listed give a clear indication of the perceived role and value
of higher education, through which the expected results of a
successful student experience can be inferred. The key themes
emerging from national policy include:

Students’ Perspectives
It is self-evident that students and their education are
indivisible. Students’ perspectives are, therefore, critical to the
development of an informed understanding of the values and
goals that underpin success. In 2018, as part of its strategic
consultation process, a National Forum consultation with Irish
higher education students elicited 887 responses that give some
insight into what ‘success’ means to students.
Three primary themes were identified by students, namely
employability, academic attainment and degree completion
(Table 1). It is noteworthy, however, that the majority of
students cited more than one theme (with 30% citing three
or more themes) indicating that success often exceeds simple
definitions. This is also reflected in the broad range of themes
that were identified.
There was also some variation between the response patterns
of students from differing demographic cohorts. Female
students, for example, were more likely to prioritise doing their
best than their male counterparts (23% vs 13%) who were, in
turn, more likely to cite employability as a key aspect of success
(44% vs 32%). Students from institutes of technology were more
likely to identify employability (40% vs 31%), whereas university
students were more likely to list academic attainment (48% vs
34%). Final year students were considerably more likely to list
academic attainment than first year students (45% vs 32%).
These findings indicate that the concept of success is highly
variable among students and that students may often have
different priorities at differing points in their college experience.

•

The power of higher education to be a transformative
experience that can fundamentally change the lives of
students and help them to recognise and achieve their full
potential.

•

The pivotal role played by higher education in developing
the skills that are valued by employers and are at the heart
of our national economic strategy.

•

The need for higher education to be available to all students
and to be representative of the diversity that exists across
the national population.

•

The recognition that effective, informed teaching and
learning approaches are fundamental to enabling student
success.

•

The requirement for a quality higher education experience
that gives students the opportunity to meet new people,
discover new talents and expand their understanding of the
world as a core element of success.

Developing skills to maximise employability

37%

Achieving high academic attainment

36%

Competing award, graduating

31%

Successful transitions are a key consideration. The policies
recognise the need to support students as they make the
move from post-primary education or further education
and training (FET) and to ensure that a quality first year
experience is available to all.

Deepening learning/understanding

21%

Doing your best, achieving personal potential

18%

Socialising and making friends

18%

Developing personal attributes

13%

Engaging with the full college experience

13%

Being happy/satisfied

12%

Contributing to society

3%

Progressing to a postgraduate programme

1%

•

•

•

The provision of effective, aligned funding models for both
students and institutions as a critical enabler of student
success.
Given the importance of research to Ireland’s economic
strategy, progression to postgraduate research
programmes is a characteristic of success from the
perspective of national policy.

Table 1 Themes identified by students
Theme

Response
Percent

The key enablers students would like to see their institutions
address in relation to student success are teaching, community
supports, improved infrastructural facilities and a focus on
health and wellness.

Institutional Perspectives
Institutional strategies give a further understanding of student
success by revealing the current priorities of institutions in
relation to supporting and enabling students. A commitment to
enhancing teaching and learning through the National
Professional Development Framework and improving the overall
student experience through the enhancement of supports and
services and co-curricular facilities emerge as clear priorities.
The most frequently occurring student-focused objectives in
current strategies include:
•

Enhancing students’ employability and work-readiness and
developing career services

•

Enhancing meaningful student engagement

•

Improving supports and services for students

•

Driving student partnerships; (half of the strategic plans
reviewed commit to specific actions to deepen the input of
students into institutional decision making)

The graduate attributes described by institutional strategies
also give some insights into HEIs’ understanding of success in
relation to their students. Current Irish graduate attributes (listed
alphabetically) generally comprise the following characteristics:
• Communication and
influence

• Independence and

• Creativity and innovation

• Global awareness

autonomy

• Critical and analytic thinking • Leadership and
collaboration
• Disciplinary expertise

• Professional competence

• Ethics and integrity

• Respect for knowledge and
learning

These characteristics are largely representative of individual
values and competencies and show the richness and breadth
of interpretation of success at an institutional level and confirm
that development of the individual is a core aspect of the higher
education experience.
The nature of these objectives also demonstrates an
understanding of student success as an ongoing, developmental
process that runs throughout each student’s tenure, rather than
as a finishing line that must be crossed. Student success is a
process, not a product.

The Emerging Understanding of Student Success
Student success has gained considerable traction as a
perspective for looking at, understanding and enhancing the
experience of students in higher education worldwide. In the
words of Felten et al., (2016), this ‘does not mean coddling
[students], but rather making student learning the lens through
which all institutional activity would be viewed’ (p. 143).
This reframing of priorities has been mirrored over recent years
in the Irish higher education sector. Emerging from recent

national developments are a number of clear shifts in the way
student success is understood and valued. It is apparent that
success is becoming recognised as an iterative, developmental
process that is too nuanced to be effectively captured by binary
markers such as progression and completion rates. This requires
strategies that do not prioritise outcomes, but ensure that all
institutional enablers of success are aligned and optimised, with
an emphasis on real-time quality enhancement, rather than on
retrospective KPIs.
This is coupled with a growing understanding of success as the
ongoing empowerment of students to recognise and achieve
their own potential, necessitating a highly individualised,
values-driven approach.
A key turning point in Ireland’s changing approach was the redesignation of the National Scoping Group on Non-Completion
as the National Scoping Group on Student Success in summer
2017. This change in aspect recognises that a ‘deficit’ focus is
of less value to students and the sector than one that seeks
to optimise students’ experience and reframes the goal from
helping students to cross the line to empowering them to
flourish.
In June 2019, student success scholar John N. Gardner advised
the Irish sector to ‘move beyond access to success. Access
is necessary but insufficient.’ This perspective is reflective of
a further change. Increasingly, responsibility for supporting
students is not seen as situated solely within the remit of
Access Offices, rather it is shared throughout the institution. It is
noteworthy that this perspective is articulated in the System
Performance Framework 2018-2020 that calls on HEIs to
develop student success strategies that ‘embed whole-ofinstitution approaches’ (p. 15). International research showing
that factors such as effective teaching, meaningful interactions
with staff and the development of personal characteristics such
as self-efficacy can play a more significant role in students’
success than their demographic backgrounds also highlights
that good practice and effective supports and services are
critical for enabling the success of all students.
A further indication of the changing perspective in Irish higher
education is the shift in focus from retention to engagement.
Retention may be underpinned by an implied position that
success is binary and can be understood solely in terms of
persistence. Engagement as a driver focuses on the iterative,
ongoing and multi-faceted relationship between students, their
learning, their teachers and their institutions. This national focus
on engagement is evidenced by the development of
key cross-sectoral initiatives such as the Irish Survey of Student
Engagement (ISSE, an annual national survey to inform
continual enhancement of institutions’ teaching and learning
and student engagement), and the National Student
Engagement Programme (NStEP, which aims to foster student
engagement and build student partnerships within and beyond
institutions), that have become a core feature of the Irish higher
education landscape and have begun to facilitate the
meaningful engagement between staff and students that is
crucial for success.
This changing context is also visible in the growth of the
national focus on iterative learning, rather than on itemised,
output-focused academic attainment. This mindset is clearly
embedded at system and institutional level, given the extent to
which ‘learning’, rather than ‘attainment’ or ‘grades’, appears as
a key goal in national policy and institutional strategies.

A National Understanding
Given this shifting national context, and the wealth of
contributions from the discussions that have gone before and
informed it, the National Forum’s Student Success Advisory
Group has identified a set of recurring tenets that underpin
the understanding of success that is emerging in Irish higher
education:
•

Success means empowering students to recognise and
achieve their own potential.

•

Success is too highly nuanced and individualised to be
concisely defined. This does not prohibit it, however, from
being understood and facilitated.

•

Success can only be facilitated through meaningful
partnership and engagement between students, staff and
the wider community and between all levels of the higher
education sector.

•

It is the responsibility of those working across higher
education to identify and remove any obstacles that may
hinder students from achieving their own benchmark of
success.

•

Success is not binary and cannot be fully encapsulated in
metrics such as retention and progression rates. It reframes
the perspective from product to process, from an approach
driven by output metrics to one that is enabled by ongoing
quality enhancement.

•

Success requires whole-of-institution approaches.

Informed by these tenets, the Advisory Group has developed the
following shared understanding of student success:
Student success optimises the learning and development
opportunities for each student to recognise and fulfil their
potential to contribute to, and flourish in, society.
To be achieved, this requires a culture in Irish higher education
that values inclusivity, equity and meaningful engagement
between students, staff, their institutions and the wider
community.
This understanding is intended to form a foundation for a
shared sectoral common language and purpose to help inform
institutional student success strategies under development in
line with the System Performance Framework 2018-2020. Given
the many nuances of success, this understanding serves as a
common platform upon which the sector can continue to build
its shared understanding and enhancement of student success.

Part Two: Enabling Success
Enabling student success means ensuring the iterative quality
of every aspect of institutional life for all students. Key enablers
of success that are essential for fostering and maintaining the
engagement between students and their institutions that drives
student success include:

Engagement and Student Partnership
Engagement and partnership are recognised throughout the
literature as being fundamental conditions for student success
Engagement has been defined as ‘‘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’ (Trowler
& Trowler, 2011, p.3). The embedding of the ISSE and NStEP
programmes into the national landscape demonstrates the
recognition at system level of the criticality of meaningful
engagement and partnership.
Driven in the classroom and curriculum and enabled through
interpersonal connectedness, institutional cultures and
meaningful partnerships, engagement has been positively linked
with deepened learning, academic achievement and student
persistence.

Assessment and Feedback
‘Assessment is at the heart of teaching and learning.
Assessment methods, content and strategies reflect many
of the key features and values of a programme, and have
a fundamental influence on student learning experiences’
(National Forum, 2017, p. 3).
Assessment is pivotal for driving learning and keeping students
and staff who teach aware of their progress, yet a reliance
on high stakes, summative assessment persists as a major
part of the higher education landscape (National Forum,
2017). Student success is best fostered in institutions and by
staff who understand the difference between assessment
of, for and as learning, and who can apply appropriate
assessment techniques judiciously. Alignment of assessment
at a programme level is also essential to minimise the risk
of assessment overload. The centrality of assessment to
the student experience is emphasised by the fact that it
was identified, through sectoral consultation, as a national
enhancement theme for Irish higher education for the period
2016-2018.

Professional Development and the Centrality of
Teachers
Good teaching is fundamental to success. Effective teaching
and learning should be underpinned by evidence-based and
sound pedagogical practice such as that embedded within
Ireland’s National Professional Development Framework. The
professional development of staff who teach is a key priority
of institutions that maximise student success (Felten et al.,
2016). Authentic engagement is most likely to be fully realised
in institutions that recognise, in tangible terms, the scale of
time and commitment required to engage in impactful practices
such as understanding and embracing new pedagogies and
developing engaging approaches to teaching, learning and
assessment.

Transitions and Cultivating Belonging
Supporting effective transitions is so central to student success
that it was prioritised by the Irish sector as the National Forum’s
inaugural national enhancement theme.
Making the transition to, and through, the unfamiliar
environment of higher education can be a significant challenge
for students. Many struggle with feelings of not belonging, of
being out of their depth or being overwhelmed. Such affective
factors can have a detrimental effect on students’ mental
wellbeing and capacity to be successful.

It is imperative that across Irish higher education, relevant
supports are put in place to enable the transition, integration
and engagement of all students, particularly in the early stages
of their college experience.
The national enhancement theme, Teaching for Transitions,
identified a range of criteria that enable effective student
transitions. These include alignment across the education
sectors, disciplinary awareness of the role of teaching in helping
students to adjust and the importance of connectedness
and digital skills development (www.teachingandlearning.ie/
resource-hub/student-success/teaching-for-transitions/)

Evidence-Based Decision-Making

•

Student success is most likely to thrive when individual
staff throughout HEIs reflect on their own role in enabling
or inhibiting success and take the requisite steps to develop
their own professional capacity for supporting students.

•

Schools and units are the building blocks through which
student-centred cultures permeate HEIs. It is at this level
that collaborative partnerships are also made possible.

•

Greater alignment and flexibility are required at system level
to ease student transitions and facilitate the many facets
of student success. Optimised funding models (for example,
that support non-linear progression or students taking nonstandard workloads) for both HEIs and students are also key
enablers.

Informed decision-making is an important aspect of student
success. Current and future students require accurate, timely
information to make key decisions and to understand the
consequences of those decisions. Learning analytics can give
staff who teach critical, real-time feedback on their students’
learning. Descriptive analytical reporting enables leaders to
make proactive and informed strategic decisions. The National
Forum’s Online Resource for Learning Analytics (www.
teachingandlearning.ie/orla) houses a substantial suite of
resources to help HEIs maximise the value of their data.
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Developing enabling policies that are implementable, situated in
practice and reflective of the HEI’s priorities is a further
necessary step for effectively shaping institutions’ activities
(National Forum, 2018).
The need for aligned enabling policies and practices is not
limited to institutions, however. All those within higher education
have a role to play in enabling success:
•

Crucially, success is not earned for students, but by them.
Staff are responsible for removing any obstacles that may
hamper students, but success can only be achieved by
students that are fully engaged with their learning, their
teachers and their institutions.
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