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Abstract 
 
Taking Next StEPs – a case study: NCI staff and students working together 

 
The National Student Engagement Programme (NStEP) is offering National College of Ireland (NCI) staff and 
students an ideal opportunity to work together. Operating alongside other higher education institutions, 
and with support from quality and student representative agencies, NStEP is emboldening NCI to look 
beyond the project’s original remit. The initial focus on student representative training and institutional 
capacity analysis is expanding to involve other areas, including policy updating and strategic review. This 
paper considers the steps taken by various actors to exemplify the ideal of students as partners and co-
creators, all the while promoting transparency, collegiality and parity of esteem. 
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Presentation 
 
Taking Next StEPs – a case study: NCI staff and students working together 

 
Introduction 

The realities of Irish Higher Education (HE) today mean that institutions need to be increasingly dynamic to 
be successful. Student engagement offers us the opportunity to become more creative and inventive when 
it comes to policy development, delivery and review because it encourages the longer-term members of the 
academic community (typically its staff) to engage ever more directly, regularly and effectively with its more 
transitory members (the students). As the relationships between students and their places of study continue 
to evolve, we are frequently presented with a binary, albeit false, choice of treating our learners either as 
partners or as consumers. HE students have implicit and explicit rights and responsibilities, as do the 
academic and support staff working in these environments. Within this context, the pressures on frontline 
academic staff are often juxtaposed with the demands upon and emanating from statutory and regulatory 
agencies, as well as management colleagues and administrative staff, in their interactions with students. So, 
what does this all mean for 21st century HE and how best may we seek to enshrine effective practices? 

This paper centres on a pilot student engagement programme in which, as one of five Irish HE participants, 
the National College of Ireland (NCI), operating alongside NCI Students’ Union (NCISU), has been taking part 
in 2016-17; it then moves on to consider how this undertaking is set to evolve across subsequent academic 
years. Involving national actors such as the Higher Education Authority (HEA), Quality and Qualifications 
Ireland (QQI) and the Union of Students in Ireland (USI), and based on a Memorandum of Understanding 
signed in June 2016, the other four participants in the pilot project are Cork Institute of Technology (CIT), 
Letterkenny Institute of Technology (LYIT), the National University of Ireland (NUI) Galway, and Waterford 
Institute of Technology (WIT). Known as the National Student Engagement Programme (NStEP), this project 
offers opportunities, as well as identifying threats, which all institutions with a teaching and learning focus 
must eventually confront, or better still embrace, namely student engagement. 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), the working definition of student engagement 
employed by NStEP allows the programme to range beyond what takes place in and around the classroom 
by also encompassing institutional decision-making and how the wider academic community, indeed the HE 
sector as a whole, functions. Initially offering some background details, this paper moves on to analyse NCI’s 
participation within and in parallel with this programme, outlining some examples of NStEP in operation. It 
then considers the interim results of the project both nationally and institutionally, before presenting some 
early thoughts upon its value and transferability. The focus here is to present a specific case study, but also 
to use this project as a lens to offer some wider conclusions. Ultimately, this paper offers illustrations of 
staff and students operating together, but it also goes to the heart of what is required to make student 
engagement – and, by implication, staff engagement – a success. 

In seeking to contextualise specific examples of staff and students working together for their mutual benefit, 
this paper offers reflections that are flexible and transferrable, particularly within a climate where financial 
exigencies at Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) appear to be progressively more at the forefront of 
governance and management thinking. While the main costs for academic employers are typically the staff 
themselves, the main sources of income are often derived directly or indirectly from the students; thus, it 
no longer makes sense to see the former as the only ‘human resources’ as our learners can also help to fulfil 
that function, as least in part, for example through peer assisted learning. Students are sometimes 
underappreciated, often undervalued and regularly underutilised as a resource. Indeed, many of us working 
in this environment appear reluctant to view them in any light beyond that of student, while others have 
gone to the opposite extreme by considering them as clients, consumers or customers. Ultimately, it is by 
working together that all of us operating within academia can benefit, not just by ourselves, but also for the 
advantage of the wider economy and society more generally. 
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NCI and NStEP within the Irish HE context 

In order to explore the impact of NStEP on NCI, as well as the latter’s contribution to the former, this section 
covers three main areas: (1) the Irish context; (2) the place of NCI; and (3) where NStEP fits. 

(1) the Irish context 

The contemporary HE landscape is at best complicated. Higher Education in Ireland has traditionally been 
classified as being a binary system, one currently populated by seven universities (including their 
constituent colleges and ‘linked providers’) and an Institute of Technology (IoT) sector that grew out of a 
regional development and vocational training remit in the 1960s and 1970s. The IoT sector is now striving 
toward the creation of technological universities through actual merger or the formation of consortia. This 
ambition is set to be realised by certain providers, subject to the enactment of still contentious legislation. 
In addition to the universities and IoTs, there are also a number of independent providers, both for and not-
for-profit, which although not in receipt of Irish government funding are subject to the statutory 
requirements of the state quality assurance agency (QQI) through accreditation and programme validation 
methodologies. As in other jurisdictions, Ireland has seen the massification of higher education in recent 
years and it has a high participation rate among young adults leaving secondary education; in fact, there is a 
target participation rate of 72% of school-leavers by 2020 (HEA 2008). Indeed, this participation rate is set to 
rise due to ongoing growth in the size of the school-going population, as well as the return to education of 
many mature learners who are either entering HE for the first time and/or upskilling and changing career, a 
phenomenon in part driven by the economic climate. 

It is widely accepted that the two most pressing challenges facing the sector are: firstly, the demographic 
‘bulge’ which is due to peak in 2029, with an expected demand for full-time higher education to be 25% 
greater than that of 2015; and, secondly, how best to fund the sector to meet that demand and to achieve 
stated ambitions regarding participation rates and skill levels (EGFFHE 2016). Ireland’s public funding model 
for HE has three components: (i) institutional funding for education; (ii) capital funding for infrastructure 
and facilities; and (iii) research funding. Institutional funding is dependent on student numbers and is 
weighted dependent on the type of programme being taught, while research funding is typically competed 
for via national structures and European funding. Added to this complex picture are a series of anomalous 
institutions that are in receipt of state funding via fixed payments and/or combinations of payment for 
tuition fees and grants for students from disadvantaged backgrounds. More recently, private institutions 
have been eligible to compete for public funding as part of government initiatives to reskill and upskill the 
labour force arising from the recent global recession. As public funding declines, the likely re-introduction of 
overt tuition fees to Irish publicly funded higher education will mitigate somewhat against the current 
concerns of HE managers and academic staff to deliver. There is an acceptance by government and its 
agencies that the sector is currently underfunded and that the system is in need of reform. Publicly funded 
HEIs are struggling to cope with the additional intake and lower state funding which in turn has opened up a 
debate on the ability of institutions to maintain their current academic standards. 

(2) the place of NCI 

Founded in 1951 by the Jesuit Order as the Catholic Workers College, NCI has evolved significantly over the 
past six decades. Today, NCI is a private, not-for-profit, HEI whose mission is “to change lives through 
education”. Until the mid-1990s, NCI focused on the education and training of trade union activists and 
specialised in industrial relations and human resource management. Since 1993, it has enrolled school-
leavers and it has expanded its provision to include broader business areas, as well as computing. This 
expansion has been extended further into postgraduate studies since 2008, largely as a response to the 
contraction of the Irish economy resulting from the global financial crisis. In many ways, NCI is no different 
to other HEIs within the Irish context, yet its student mix and composition means that it is even less 
homogenous in terms of how students at an educational establishment are typically perceived. With some 
5,300 learners based in either the School of Business or the School of Computing, of whom 43% are studying 
part-time, one quarter are typical school leavers and postgraduate students studying full-time. Significant 
numbers of students are returning to education, taking advantage of government and/or employer 
initiatives to address national skills deficits or are individuals enrolling on part-time programmes for 
personal development and/or to change their career. Located in the International Financial Services Centre 
(IFSC) district in the heart of Dublin, NCI also works with its neighbouring communities, many of which are 
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themselves economically deprived, through the ‘Early Learning Initiative’ that targets children and families 
who might not have a history of educational attainment. 

In planning its activities for this past academic year, NCI’s Quality Assurance office found itself influenced by 
both external and internal drivers (see figure 1 below). The publication of the European Standards and 
Guidelines (ENQA 2015) had highlighted the need for student-centred teaching and learning. In turn, the 
publication of national Core Statutory Quality Assurance Guidelines (QQI 2016) required NCI to review its 
existing policies. In parallel with this, internal review processes had re-affirmed NCI’s long held commitment 
to student-centred learning. Notwithstanding the external influences to review policy, the evolution of the 
student profile and academic structures, together with evidence that student representation and evaluation 
processes were not as effective as they should be, highlighted the need for a deep review of student 
engagement in quality assurance processes. The announcement of the pilot NStEP project in March 2016 
was timely and NCI successfully applied to join; ultimately, NStEP was envisaged by NCI as a mechanism to 
support and give additional national validity to various internal initiatives, while also, in return, allowing NCI 
to contribute directly to sectoral learning. 

figure 1: internal and external drivers leading to NCI’s application to join NStEP 

 
 

(3) where NStEP fits 

Student participation in governance is a legal requirement in Ireland, with student representation generally 
found on the governing authorities of all public institutions, as well as on the academic boards of many 
private institutions. The ability for students to have a significant role in institutional decision-making goes to 
the heart of the NStEP project. As a joint initiative involving the HEA, QQI and USI, as well as five HEIs, NStEP 
was launched with four main aims (USI, 2016), each of which coincided with NCI ambitions:  

(1) to develop student capabilities to engage in quality enhancement, quality assurance and other related 
activities at all levels of the higher education system 

(2) to support institutions in developing processes and activities which support/facilitate the meaningful 
engagement of students 

(3) to strengthen the value placed on student engagement across Ireland and develop tools and resources to 
support a common understanding and build effective practice 

(4) to lay the foundations to develop work beyond the pilot phase, to inform the implementation of a National 
Student Training Programme and increase capacity to progress this student engagement initiative 

 

As noted previously, NStEP has focused on two priorities – (i) creating a national student engagement 
programme and (ii) developing institutional capacity – throughout 2016-17, in order to lay the foundations 
for these aims to be met and to allow the pilot programme to demonstrate its effectiveness. It has been 
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argued in the Irish context that “[p]olicies developed at national level and which are supported with 
strategic implementation funding are invariably more likely to be more attractive to individual colleges or 
groups of colleges than grass-roots initiatives” (Murphy 2014). Combined with staff champions and 
individual efforts from within an institution, policies with a national profile and impetus are even more likely 
to gain traction and to impact locally. Each of our students have different backgrounds, drivers, interests 
and levels of engagement. This level of individuality is as it should be in any academic institution, but it also 
means that there is room to pursue strategies which meet the needs of the majority, while remaining 
adaptive and adept enough to meet any one person’s reasonable requirements. 

A mindset that views students as partners in their education, potentially as co-creators, is a much more 
positive means of viewing the issues we face while also considering potential, often relatively imaginative, 
solutions. The Working Group on Student Engagement in Irish Higher Education, which reported upon its 
findings in April 2016, offers ten principles to assist HEIs in “developing a culture of engagement to embed 
the student in institutional decision-making” (Collins 2016a). Two of these ten principles underpinning 
student engagement refer directly to students as partners and also as co-creators. The former – students as 
partners – contends that the “implications of perceiving students as partners, rather than as consumers are 
substantial and deep” before going on to argue that the “student as partner is an active member of an 
institution with which s/he shares a strong sense of allegiance and commitment”; the latter – students as 
co-creators – develops this further: “Students will be expected to take responsibility for their own learning. 
Irish HEIs will embrace innovative teaching and learning techniques which value active involvement from 
the students” (Collins 2016b). Three more of these principles – those regarding transparency, collegiality 
and parity of esteem, and feedback and feedback loop – are explored in depth in the following section. But, 
it is this argument that students are integral members of our academic communities, with rights and 
responsibilities, which goes to the heart of what it means for students to be actively engaged in their studies 
and in the ongoing development of their peers, their institution and their subject. The main publications 
emanating from this working group – Enhancing Student Engagement in Decision-Making and Embedding 
the Principles of Student Engagement – underpin NStEP, providing it with a theoretical and practical 
framework within which to develop its work and to deliver upon its priorities. This is what particularly 
attracted NCI to the programme, the opportunity to underpin and frame what was already taking place. 
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How NStEP has dovetailed with student engagement at NCI 

Initially viewed as an opportunity to reconsider student representative training and to conduct an 
institutional capacity analysis, which are NStEP’s first two priorities, this project also offered NCI a 
framework to be even more ambitious. Staff drawn from the Quality Assurance office and the Learning & 
Teaching team at NCI were already operating directly and on a day-to-day basis with staff and student 
representatives from NCI Students’ Union; yet, this programme has only encouraged people to make 
greater strides, but also to allow themselves the space to learn and to recognise opportunities for progress 
to be made, thereby taking next steps both locally and nationally. 

By forming a small local NCI-NCISU Working Group at the outset, two student representatives and two staff 
members have combined, with the support of more experienced managerial colleagues, to help drive the 
programme forward at this institution, as well as contributing directly to this national initiative through its 
NStEP Working Group structure (see figure 2 below). In turn, drawing upon advice from a wider Institutional 
Implementation Group made up of staff (academic and administrative) and students (including class 
representatives), while reporting to the institutional Learning, Teaching and Assessment Committee, a 
number of initiatives have taken place this past academic year. These include participation in the 
development and delivery of the national student engagement programme, such as the NCISU class 
representative training event held at NCI on 8 December 2016, as well as the hosting of an institutional 
analysis review involving staff and students on 10 November 2016, an event at which class representative 
training was identified as a particular need. 

figure 2: NStEP reporting lines, 2016-17 

NCI & NCISU  NStEP 

   
Learning, Teaching and Assessment 

sub-committee  
(reports to NCI’s Academic Council) 

 Steering Committee  
(including members drawn from the 

HEA, QQI & USI) 
↑  ↑ 

Institutional Implementation Group  
(staff and students drawn from 

across NCI & NCISU) 

 NStEP Working Group  
(including members drawn from all 

five HEI participants) 
↑ ↗  

NCI-NCISU Working Group  
(two NCI staff members and two 
NCISU student representatives) 

  

 

Across the course of 2016-17, trust in the mutual bona fides of NCI and NCISU as partners in NStEP has 
grown. Confidence has been built in the programme, moving beyond the initial risks in getting involved in a 
national project in order to effect the revamping of established or the creation of new systems which can 
make relationships ever more effective. In reality, this means building trust step-by-step, through actions 
and deeds, not just words. Potential and real resistance was met by demonstrating that sharing power and 
decision-making does not necessarily mean any one party giving it up, because ultimately pooling energies 
and ideas can lead to mutual empowerment and transformation (Cheng 2016). 

In building upon the motivations of students and their representatives, it can be shown that student 
engagement has real potential. In response to a series of questions regarding their experiences of NStEP, 
the NCISU president has presented detailed evidence of such (see table 1 below). 

table 1: NCISU’s views and hopes regarding NStEP 

QA question NCISU response 

What was the NCISU 
experience of NStEP 
in its initial stages? 

While the SU was originally excited to be part of the project our enthusiasm dropped 
as other projects picked up and we felt the project slightly lacked direction and was 
both very broad and the guidelines very vague. There seemed to be a lot going on but 
we were not sure what we as an SU were supposed to be doing. 
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One year on, what is 
in NStEP for NCISU 
and the students you 
represent? 

After a year in the project we have a far greater understanding of student partnership 
than we have ever had. Most of this was experienced first-hand where we meet SUs 
from other countries where by law students must make up 20% of all meetings which 
happen in HEIs in that country. NStEP has opened our eyes to how far we are behind 
and how far we have to go. 

What have you 
learned? 

Through internal analysis workshops ran by NStEP we have realised how outdated 
some of our methods are, particularity our class rep system and over the last four 
months we have worked very hard to bring the system to the standard it needs to be 
through restructuring training and working in conjunction with the NCI to make the 
system a success. 

Are you making 
changes in light of 
what you learned? 

Yes, we are! After some initial doubt as it whether we would benefit from NStEP I can 
say that we are actively looking to make changes to encourage student partnership at 
all levels in NCI and while nothing happens overnight, the work we are putting in the 
class rep system overhaul is just the start for NCISU. 

 

In offering this case study, this paper chronicles some of NCI’s experiences during the pilot phase of what 
was always conceived as a national student engagement project, before exploring where this programme is 
heading next at NCI and beyond. Three of the ten student engagement principles – transparency; collegiality 
and parity of esteem; and feedback and feedback loop – are explored here in more depth because they have 
featured particularly heavily in the quality assurance context. However, it is only through discernible outputs 
that the effectiveness of the programme can begin to be ascertained (see table 2 below). 

table 2: student engagement in principle and in action 

selected student engagement 
principles with their working 
definitions (Collins 2016b) 

identifiable actions taken at 
NCI/NCISU 

commentary 

Principle 4. Transparency 

Institutions will be transparent 
in the life-cycle of their 
decision-making processes, 
while student unions will be 
transparent in their internal 
lines of governance, and in the 
relationship between elected 
officers and permanent staff. 
They will ensure that suitable 
measures are in place to 
facilitate knowledge transfer 
from year to year. 

 NStEP project 
communications, 
meetings, reports, and 
visibility 
(e.g. Institutional 
Implementation Group 
meetings, QA@NCI blog 
postings, etc.) 

 safeguarding through 
effective practices 
(e.g. knowledge transfer 
within the Working Group, 
increased emphasis on the 
power of iterative 
processes, etc.) 

From its outset, the involvement of NCI and 
NCISU in NStEP has centred on the regular 
exchange of information. Using informal and 
more formal means, the NCI-NCISU Working 
Group meets monthly and has become ever 
more effective in keeping each other up-to-date 
with developments as NStEP has evolved. 

At the same time, we recognise that we should 
be making much more use of the Institutional 
Implementation Group; it has met three times 
across the past academic year, meetings which 
coincided with those of the national NStEP 
Working Group. Throughout 2016-17, details 
regarding NStEP have been disseminated to 
staff, students and student representatives 
using a variety of means, alongside regular 
invitations and initiatives to engender and 
encourage their wider involvement. 

While the staff membership of the NCI-NCISU 
Working Group changed during the course of 
the year, the two NCISU members will remain in 
place for another twelve months. In order to 
support knowledge transfer, the group is set to 
expand from four to six members next academic 
year, with equal numbers of the NCI-NCISU 
Working Group drawn from staff and students. 
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Principle 6. Collegiality and 
parity of esteem 

Irish HEIs and student unions 
will promote collegiality 
between staff and students 
across the institution. Central 
to collegiality is the 
development of an open and 
trustful relationship between 
individual staff and students 
within the institution. 

 championing the role of 
student representation at 
all levels of the 
organisation 
(e.g. promotion of 
formal/informal links with 
NCISU, support for class 
representative training and 
its redevelopment, etc.) 

 exemplification of effective 
practice 
(e.g. representation and 
equal membership on 
internal and external 
programme validation and 
revalidation panels) 

As a seminal actor in the quality process, the 
student body is becoming ever more influential 
in driving policy forward, which is why students 
and their representatives are more involved 
than ever in developments impacting upon their 
learning. The NCI – 2026 vision document states 
that it is our objective to “encourage learners to 
achieve and perform at the highest level, in an 
atmosphere where they feel valued, 
encouraged and motivated” (NCI 2016). 

These words are not just aspirational. NStEP has 
proven such a success for NCI and NCISU that it 
is anticipated the programme will continue to 
make a substantial contribution to the Quality 
Assurance Review, plans for the future 
development of the existing IFSC campus, as 
well as revisions to the current Learning, 
Teaching and Assessment Strategy (NCI 2013). 

This past year has seen an increasing emphasis 
on the role to be played by students in 
curriculum development and redevelopment 
(QQI 2016), an effective practice that will only 
deepen and develop in the years ahead. 

Principle 8. Feedback and 
feedback loop 

Institutions will welcome and 
encourage open and prompt 
feedback from students. 
Suitable measures will be put in 
place across the institution to 
ensure that students are 
facilitated in providing 
feedback in a safe and valued 
manner. Feedback processes 
will be transparent and the 
feedback loop will be closed in 
a timely fashion. 

 review of quality assurance 
and enhancement policies 
and procedures 
(e.g. learner feedback 
processes such as class 
representative meetings, 
module evaluations, and 
national surveys) 

 demystification of 
processes for staff and 
students 
(e.g. by encouraging and 
sustaining a ‘virtuous circle’ 
of promotion, completion, 
evaluation and action in 
terms of learner feedback) 

In terms of gathering learner feedback, the 
main mechanisms include: (i) regular class 
representative meetings involving staff and 
students; (ii) anonymous student evaluations of 
every module they undertake; and (iii) annual 
participation in the national Irish Survey of 
Student Engagement (ISSE). 

Using metrics such as increasing response rates 
year-on-year, it is possible to argue that NCI 
students are reacting positively to continuing 
encouragement to provide constructive 
feedback and that this is impacting upon staff 
awareness regarding the student voice. 
Learners provide feedback that is supplied 
directly to academic staff, as well as being 
reported on to senior management colleagues. 

At times, an individual learner’s feedback may 
well draw attention to their personal interests 
or views, but it can also be undisguisedly 
altruistic, for instance supporting issues raised 
by fellow students, contributing to ongoing 
curricular development, etc., thereby providing 
constructive criticism which benefits the wider 
academic community (Klemenčič 2015). 

 

In truth, it is the expansion of the initial pilot project to include a further fifteen, potentially more, Irish HEIs 
as participants from 2017-18 which is providing evidence that the potential, as well as the initial results, of 
this programme are being appreciated and understood by a wider audience. Indeed, as outlined in the final 
section, the extension of NStEP to include a third priority – a suite of five additional national projects in 
addition to those already in existence – demonstrates that these efforts only represent the relatively early 
steps in a longer HEI staff and student journey. 
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Some initial results from, and early reflections upon, NCI and NStEP 

Student engagement is an iterative and on-going process. It is not necessarily any one event or development 
in the life of an academic institution or during a learner’s own educational experience as part of their 
individual student lifecycle. In truth, student engagement cannot be owned by any one person, it needs to 
be a collective effort that builds upon initial interest and sponsorship though to championing and, in turn, 
the mainstreaming of effective practice so that there is wider ownership. It must be open to the views of 
everyone, at the same time as being driven forward with demonstrable progress and measurable goals in 
mind. Promoters of this process do not underestimate the resources – or indeed the will – required, the 
adjustments in mindset necessitated, or the dangers implicit in student engagement; ultimately, however, 
they also argue that the needs are relatively modest, the wider community interests inherent, and the 
rewards manifest. Initially concentrated on building trust and engendering effective relations in areas such 
as learner feedback processes, the NStEP programme is allowing staff and students to work together in 
other areas, including revitalising NCI’s quality assurance guidelines and processes, as well as re-evaluating 
this institution’s Learning, Teaching and Assessment Strategy (NCI 2013). 

According to the advocates of NStEP, and building upon the efforts undertaken by the Working Group on 
Student Engagement in Irish Higher Education (Collins 2016a), there are three drivers central to creating a 
culture of student engagement. In sum, an HEI needs to be a site of ‘democratic citizenship’, it must 
exemplify what it is to be a ‘learning community’, and it has to be seen as a ‘critical institution’. In 
considering each of these in turn (see table 3 below), the question is: how do these apply to the NCI 
experience? Embracing the central tenet that each institution must embody democratic principles, 
appreciating that student – and staff – engagement encompasses both rights and responsibilities, the fact is 
that students and staff can and should learn from one another, thereby embodying the learning community, 
at the same time as employing constructive, yet critical, analysis when determining current – as well as 
future – policy and practice. Academic communities are founded upon learning, knowledge and 
understanding; student and staff engagement is fundamental to the current wellbeing and future 
development of these public spheres. 

table 3: the three drivers of student engagement applied to the NCI experience 

drivers and definitions (Collins 2016b) evidence of NCI staff and students working together 

The HEI as a site of democratic 
citizenship 

Higher education plays an important 
role in building and maintaining 
democratic culture and democratic 
institutions. It is the responsibility of the 
institution to foster a sense of civic 
responsibility in the student body. 

Supporting a wider Institutional Implementation Group, the informal NCI-
NCISU Working Group is made up of equal numbers of staff and student 
representatives; this working group sets the agenda, works on proposals, 
and promotes implementation of the NStEP programme at NCI and within 
NCISU. 

Next academic year, in leading upon an NStEP national project regarding 
the role and recruitment of class representatives, one member each from 
NCI and NCISU will co-chair this project on behalf of all the NStEP 
participants, in the process convening the national group and taking joint 
responsibility for project delivery. 

The HEI as a learning community 

Students who are viewed, and view 
themselves, as members of an academic 
community gain, not only rights, but 
also responsibilities to that institution. 
When loyalty is fostered, students can 
voluntarily seek to improve structures 
within the institution for all students, 
present and future. 

Across 2016-17, NCI’s Quality Assurance office has been reviewing its 
guidelines and policies, including those relating learner feedback processes. 
Up to this, feedback has typically involved class representative meetings 
with staff, module and more recently programme evaluations by students, 
and the aforementioned ISSE. 

As part of this Quality Assurance Review, a Student Forum on feedback was 
held on 8 March 2017, followed a fortnight later by a corresponding Staff 
Forum. The ideas and information received at events such as these is 
contributing directly to the review and will result in improvements to 
established practices in the years ahead. At the same time, NCISU is 
learning about the role it can play in influencing NCI policy-making, as well 
as using the opportunity to reflect upon its own practices and structures. 
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The HEI as a critical institution 

Academic freedom is an essential 
principle of higher education 
institutions. Academics and universities 
have traditionally prided themselves on 
their ability, and duty, to speak truth to 
power. As key institutions in civil society, 
they are central to a culture of 
challenge, critique and free speech. 

The two main project priorities this past year have been the creation of a 
national student engagement programme and the development by 
individual NStEP participants of their own institutional capacity. Facilitated 
by sparqs (Student Partnerships in Quality Scotland) on 10 November 2016, 
NCI and NCISU participated in an institutional capacity analysis workshop 
involving staff and students. Among other findings, this meeting identified 
the role and responsibilities of class representatives as being unclear and 
not as effective a mechanism for feedback as staff and students might wish. 

Thus, led by members of the NCI-NCISU Working Group, a thorough review 
of the student representation system was conducted in the second half of 
2016-17 with the resulting eight recommendations due to be implemented 
across NCI ahead of next academic year. The increasing ability to offer and 
receive constructive criticism means that this learner feedback mechanism 
is set to become more effective as a direct result of our involvement in 
NStEP. In truth, it is also supporting a culture within NCI and NCISU of 
engaging with constructive criticism. 

 

This evidence of engagement not only builds upon the arguments being made regarding the evolving nature 
of this project, it also illustrates how NCI staff and students are working ever more closely together. This 
being said, it is worth pointing out that even the most limited SWOT analysis would suggest that, while the 
strengths of the programme for this institution have included NCI-NCISU Working Group ownership and 
empowerment, it has also betrayed weaknesses such as a relative lack of knowledge regarding NStEP by all 
NCI staff and students. While NStEP does offer an obvious opportunity to participants by being a national 
programme with local impact and implementation, there can be an over-reliance upon individuals to ensure 
that it remains an iterative process with knowledge and learning being passed on and shared beyond the 
staff and students who are championing this kind of engagement. 

Ahead of next academic year, it is worth highlighting that the NCI-NCISU Working Group is in the process of 
expanding its membership from four people to six, again with equal numbers drawn from NCI and NCISU, 
while the Institutional Implementation Group will also be revitalised. This is partly because, in addition to 
the two NStEP priorities outlined above – i.e. creating a national student engagement programme and 
developing institutional capacity – a third work stream involving five national projects have also been 
identified for development and delivery across the next 18 months, with each of the five pilot participants in 
NStEP taking responsibility for leading on one of these, with NCI leading on the first of these: 

i. the role and recruitment of class representatives – to be led by NCI 
ii. the design, review and delivery of programmes – to be led by NUI Galway 

iii. student feedback opportunities, data and follow up – to be led by WIT 
iv. students in formal system level procedures, strategy and decision making – to be led by LYIT 
v. staff roles and capacity building – to be led by CIT 

 

It is worth noting that NStEP will grow in size next year from the five pilot institutions to encompass at least 
fifteen new members; the latter will include Dublin City University, Dublin Institute of Technology, and 
Griffith College Dublin, with each new programme participant undertaking individual institutional analysis 
reviews as part of the next wave of that NStEP priority. And, just as they will learn from NCI’s participation 
in NStEP, NCI will benefit by directly interacting with a wider pool of participating HEIs across 2017-18 and 
beyond. Participation in NStEP thus has the dual benefit of contributing to the HE sector more widely, while 
also impacting positively upon student engagement at NCI. 
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Conclusions 

NCI remains on a journey. Since its foundation more than half a century ago, and through its various guises 
and iterations, it has shown itself to be adept at building on the present and in anticipating what comes 
next. It does this by reflecting upon its own practices in conjunction with what it is learning from, and 
contributing to, its peers. Student engagement offers a framework that has manifold benefits, impacting on 
the experiences of both staff and students, while engaging them in this institution’s primary purpose, to 
change lives through education. The fact is that NStEP encourages transparency, such as the unambiguous 
involvement of staff and students in decision-making processes, as well as collegiality and parity of esteem 
between staff and students, thereby encouraging open and dependable relations, which can be seen in 
practical terms in areas such as feedback and the feedback loop, with increasing response rates and more 
learner-based evidence to support the concept of student engagement as an iterative process. This project 
has many echoes in NCI’s past, but it is the partnership it exemplifies and the co-creation opportunities that 
it represents which are encouraging staff and students at this institution and beyond to become ever more 
ambitious regarding its potential and to take the necessary next steps. 
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