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Introduction 

Now in its fifth full year, the Irish Survey of Student Engagement (ISSE) offers learners the opportunity to reflect on, 

and to give feedback regarding, their experience by providing quantitative and qualitative data on an anonymised 

basis. Once again this year, a total of 27 Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) took part, namely the seven universities, 

the fourteen institutes of technology (IoTs), and six other 

Irish HEIs, including the National College of Ireland (NCI). 

Although the feedback was gathered from students 

across the country earlier this spring, the national report 

is not expected to be published until November 2018. 

Produced by Quality Assurance & Statistical Services 

(QASS), this local report is based on the raw institutional 

data received back from the survey organisers earlier this 

summer. This data offers NCI the opportunity to 

undertake initial analysis, for example by utilising a 

‘virtuous circle’ aimed at enhancing learner feedback 

processes; this effective practice (i.e. promotion, 

completion, evaluation and action supported by ongoing 

communication) was identified through the Feedback from students project work. That being said, this QASS report 

seeks to provide a snapshot using sample, yet representative, lenses while also suggesting that deeper consideration 

of the data is required by those who are better placed across NCI to take on board what our students are saying. 

In addition to this local institutional report, the third in a series developed at 

NCI over the past few years (see Irish Survey of Student Engagement (ISSE) 

2016 – report and Irish Survey of Student Engagement (ISSE) 2017 – report for 

previous analyses), there are various sectoral resources and initiatives to draw 

on too. These resources include annual reports, as well as related publications, 

dating back to 2013, the latest entitled The Irish Survey of Student Engagement 

(ISSE): Results from 2017 was published last November; for more details, see 

the main Irish Survey of Student Engagement website. Meanwhile, in terms of 

other initiatives, there is related project work including the “Student Feedback 

Opportunities, Data and Follow Up” work stream which forms part of the 

National Student Engagement Programme (NStEP). Indeed, NCI working 

alongside NCI Students’ Union (NCISU), is leading on an NStEP work stream 

regarding “The Role and Recruitment of Class Representatives”, part of which 

features learner feedback processes. In sum, there is a wider context within 

which this specific QASS analysis of NCI’s ISSE 2018 data fits, but there is also 

ample local evidence suggesting at ways to develop and improve. 

As previously, this QASS report compares NCI student feedback to national data as that allows for their responses to 

be put into context. The evidence presented here ranges from response rate data to what NCI students have fed 

back regarding: (1) levels of student participation inside and outside of the classroom; (2) learner interaction with 

and support from staff; and (3) feedback to/from staff regarding teaching delivered and assessments undertaken. 

Moreover, this year’s QASS report contains an extra feature regarding what our part-time students specifically are 

telling us through their qualitative feedback. Obviously enough, such sample lenses can only hint at the richness of 

the data available, but in so doing they also highlight the strengths and weakness regarding NCI which ISSE reveals. 

The Irish Survey of Student Engagement 

(ISSE): Results from 2017 

https://myncistaff.ncirl.ie/departments/qass/Shared%20Documents/Feedback%20from%20Students%20project/Feedback%20from%20students%20report%20-%20version%2011%20September%202015.docx
https://qanci.files.wordpress.com/2017/02/irish-survey-of-student-engagement-2016-final-report.docx
https://qanci.files.wordpress.com/2017/02/irish-survey-of-student-engagement-2016-final-report.docx
https://qanci.files.wordpress.com/2017/11/irish-survey-of-student-engagement-2017-lta-report.pdf
http://studentsurvey.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/ISSE-Report-2017-final.pdf
http://studentsurvey.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/ISSE-Report-2017-final.pdf
http://www.studentsurvey.ie/
https://studentengagement.ie/home/
http://studentsurvey.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/ISSE-Report-2017-final.pdf
http://studentsurvey.ie/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/ISSE-Report-2017-final.pdf


 

 

Response Rates 

ISSE 2018 saw the overall NCI response rate improve from 23.4% the previous year to 25.1% of students responding 

this year, thereby slightly narrowing the gap that had appeared recently when comparing this institution to average 

national response rates. One good reason for promoting the ‘virtuous circle’ is that it results in a better turnout, 

thereby eliciting more representative feedback. In basic 

terms, ISSE issues surveys to, and invites responses from, 

undergraduate students in their first or final year, as well 

as postgraduate taught students (PGTs), meaning that 

more than three in every five NCI students is asked 

annually for their feedback. But, students will only 

respond to surveys on a consistent basis if they believe 

that their feedback is being taken seriously. Across the 

first 18 months of its existence, the QA@NCI blog has 

posted around two dozen updates regarding ISSE; in fact, 

the use of social media is just one means of supporting 

this undertaking, for instance by priming students each 

spring to provide feedback, by heavily promoting the 

survey during the three weeks it is open, and in turn by reporting on results and what is happening in the light of 

what learners are telling us. Ultimately, this QASS report is part of that process, but it cannot be the singular means 

for communicating with students, as well as staff, regarding what the former are saying regarding their experience. 

The increased response rate this year might be attributable to the efforts of many individuals, not least of whom the 

847 NCI students who took the time to provide feedback. But, as table 1 – comparative participation rates, 2013-18 

suggests, while the national response rate continues to increase, it should remain NCI’s aim to match, better still to 

exceed, this indicator of student engagement. It remains the case that students wish to share their reflections on 

their learner experience, but they also want to see this impacting positively on what happens next at their place of 

study. Thus, there remains room to improve this metric at NCI, which is partly why 1,000+ student responses were 

sought this academic year, as feedback of that magnitude would have seen NCI readily exceed the national average; 

but, increasing participation in such processes is not guaranteed to continue if what students are saying is not seen 

to be taken on board, i.e. if there is not greater evidence of staff engagement in their learning experience. 

table 1 – comparative participation rates, 2013-18¶ 

Year NCI Total Survey 
Population 

NCI Total 
Respondents 

NCI Response Rate ISSE National 
Response Rate 

2013 – – – 10.9% 

2014 2,219 461 20.8% 15.6% 

2015 2,149 432 20.1% 21.9% 

2016 2,483 479 19.3% 22.2% 

2017 2,835 663 23.4% 27.2% 

2018 3,369 847 25.1% 28.0% 

¶ NCI was not one of the institutions that took part in the 2013 pilot survey. 

Digging more deeply into NCI’s response rate data, it is possible to suggest how participation in ISSE might increase. 

For example, while the response rate for first year undergraduates remains steady (24.1% in 2018, the same as last 

year, as opposed to 18.0% in 2016), it is finalists (2018 – 25.8%; 2017 – 23.7%; 2016 – 14.9%) and PGTs (2018 – 

25.6%; 2017 – 22.8%; 2016 – 23.5%) who currently appear to be more likely to share feedback on their experiences. 

Unfortunately, part-time NCI students are less likely to participate in ISSE compared to full-time students, with the 

ISSE 2018 figures standing at 21.7% and 27.0% respectively. This suggests that part-time learners represent a cohort 

who might be encouraged even more than they are already to take part in future surveys, which is partly the reason 

why there is an additional focus in this report on what they are saying via ISSE 2018. As argued before, continuing to 

draw on altruism can only take this process so far; students must be given good reason to participate, which includes 

evidence that their feedback is being heard and, in turn, that it is impacting on the learner experience. 

https://qanci.wordpress.com/


 

 

Some Initial Reflections 

In reports of this nature over the past two years, three main lenses have been used to offer initial reflections on ISSE 

data received pertaining to the NCI student experience; these means are used again here as they help to illustrate 

where progress appears to have been made, while also suggesting ways in which work still needs to be done. 

(1)  levels of student participation inside and outside of the classroom  

what does the quantitative data tell us? 

In terms of learner participation inside and outside of the classroom, as table 2 – student participation: NCI and 

national averages compared, 2016-18, shows, the NCI student responses to these particular ISSE questions, when 

juxtaposed with national averages, consistently show that there is real evidence in the quantitative data of effective 

practice at play. At the same time, it is also clear that there are still ways in which the learning experience and 

environment might be improved; indeed, the judicious use of qualitative data can be used to inform this process. 

Thus, for example, in response to the question “Asked questions or contributed to discussions in class, tutorials, labs 

or online?”, more NCI students consistently respond in the affirmative when compared to the average across all 27 

HEIs. In turn, when responding to the question “Come to class without completing readings or assignments?”, the 

data suggests that NCI students come prepared and on top of their work when compared to the sectoral norm. In 

answer to the question “Asked another student to help you understand course material?”, the figures are much less 

positive though, consistently suggesting that NCI students are more reluctant to work with their peers. Finally, in 

reply of the question “Worked with other students on projects or assignments?”, the figures for NCI are well above 

the national average, thus contradicting in some ways how they responded only a few questions earlier. 

table 2 – student participation: NCI and national averages compared, 2016-18† 

 NCI all ISSE 

2016 2017 2018 2016 2017 2018 

Question A1 
Asked questions or contributed to discussions in 
class, tutorials, labs or online? 

58% 53% 56% 53% 51% 49% 

Question A2 
Come to class without completing readings or 
assignments? 

14% 16% 14% 21% 21% 20% 

Question A3 
Asked another student to help you understand 
course material? 

36% 37% 35% 41% 42% 41% 

Question A6 
Worked with other students on projects or 
assignments? 

63% 59% 62% 56% 56% 57% 

† Aggregated percentage response rates in the affirmative (i.e. ‘Very Often’ and ‘Often’); 

the 2017 and 2018 data is based on 27 HEIs taking part, the 2016 data on 30 HEIs. 

what does the qualitative data tell us? 

ISSE 2018 respondents also had the opportunity to provide written responses to two open questions; a small sample 

of responses received regarding the levels of student participation inside and outside of the classroom follow: 

What does your institution do best to engage students in 
learning? 

What could your institution do to improve students’ 
engagement in learning? 

 The lecturers attempt to promote in class and online 
discussions but students don't engage in these very 
much 

 Involving students in the teaching and learning process 
through active class participation. 

 Have various way of teaching including reading real life 
examples and have less "traditional" lecture time 
(talking and not asking questions). 

 Better expectation setting before the course starts. 
Some folks are half way through a semester before they 
realise the amount of reading that should be done 
outside of lectures 



 

 

(2)  learner interaction with and support from staff 

what does the quantitative data tell us? 

As has been the case for some years, table 3 – discussed your performance with academic staff, 2016-18, suggests 

that NCI students are typically not discussing their academic progress with the staff best placed to comment. The 

quantitative data reveals our students are not interacting with academic staff in ways that might be expected, and 

they are even more unlikely to discuss their performance when compared to students at, for example, the IoTs. 

Indeed, by delving further into the data, it is possible to argue that NCI’s PG(T)s are even more reticent now than 

previously to engage directly with academic staff and in truth that, alongside first year undergraduates, they lag 

considerably behind finalists when it comes to discussing their studies with academics. NCI students should be 

strongly encouraged to discuss their performance with academic staff, but they might also be made aware that they 

themselves need to take fuller advantage of the various learning opportunities on offer to them. 

table 3 – discussed your performance with academic staff, 2016-18‡ 

 NCI all ISSE 

2016 2017 2018 2016 2017 2018 

Question A18 
Discussed your performance with academic 
staff? 

15% 14% 15% 19% 19% 19% 

‡ Aggregated percentage response rates in the affirmative (i.e. ‘Very Often’ and ‘Often’); 

the 2017 and 2018 data is based on 27 HEIs taking part, the 2016 data on 30 HEIs. 

what does the qualitative data tell us? 

ISSE 2018 respondents also had the opportunity to provide written responses to two open questions; a small sample 

of responses received relating to learner interaction with and support from staff follow: 

What does your institution do best to engage students in 
learning? 

What could your institution do to improve students’ 
engagement in learning? 

 Lecturers offer the open door policy to contact them at 
any stage if any student has a problem The college is 
small which makes it easier to engage in lectures and ask 
questions if needs be 

 Lecturers are interactive with students, especially in 
tutorials. They make students feel comfortable and are 
very approachable so I feel this allows the students to 
engage in learning very effectively. 

 the lectures could offer to spend one on one time with 
students who are struggling/ need more help with 
assignments 

 By providing feedback on assignments and student's 
performance. 

 

 (3)  feedback to/from staff regarding teaching delivered and assessments undertaken 

what does the quantitative data tell us? 

When it comes to learner perceptions regarding the quality of teaching delivered by NCI academic staff, there has 

been a noticeable decline year on year; this assertion is readily illustrated in the data presented in table 4 – learner 

feedback regarding lecturers/teaching staff, 2016-18, as well as in the comments which follow thereafter. 

Opening with an introductory statement “During the current academic year, to what extent have lecturers/teaching 

staff”, students are asked a series of five questions. The resulting quantitative data suggests that NCI is increasingly 

falling behind, with the qualitative feedback offering further details. While most staff teach in ways that are valued 

by students, NCI trails in all five of the metrics regarding teaching delivery and associated assessment. There has 

apparently been an inexorable decline in successive years when NCI student responses regarding clearly explained 

course goals/requirements, being taught in an organised way, etc., are compared to those of their peers at other 

places of study; unfortunately, our students have also noted a decline this year in the use of examples/illustrations 



 

 

to explain difficult points. In turn, NCI students are also more negative in their responses to the questions regarding 

the feedback received on their work, as becomes clear from both the numbers and words they offer in this survey.  

table 4 – learner feedback regarding lecturers/teaching staff, 2016-18§ 

 NCI all ISSE 

2016 2017 2018 2016 2017 2018 

Question C1 
Clearly explained course goals and 
requirements? 

72% 68% 65% 69% 69% 69% 

Question C2 
Taught in an organised way? 
 

67% 64% 61% 68% 69% 69% 

Question C3 
Used examples or illustrations to explain 
difficult points? 

71% 70% 63% 73% 74% 73% 

Question C4 
Provided feedback on a draft or work in 
progress? 

41% 40% 40% 45% 46% 47% 

Question C5 
Provided prompt and detailed feedback on tests 
or completed assignments? 

38% 42% 39% 45% 46% 45% 

§ Aggregated percentage response rates in the affirmative (i.e. ‘Very much’ and ‘Quite a bit’); 

the 2017 and 2018 data is based on 27 HEIs taking part, the 2016 data on 30 HEIs. 

what does the qualitative data tell us? 

ISSE 2018 respondents also had the opportunity to provide written responses to two open questions; a small sample 

of responses received regarding feedback to/from staff on teaching and assessments follow: 

What does your institution do best to engage students in 
learning? 

What could your institution do to improve students’ 
engagement in learning? 

 Some tutors provide real world examples that help 
identify with the subject more 

 Generally (but not always) Provides good, frequent and 
useful updates via Moodle Quizzes / testing / project 
feedback. 

 Have a more consistent standard of teaching: While 
some lecturers were engaging, well-prepared and 
seemed to have the students best interests at heart, 
others were somewhat the opposite. 

 Better feedback on assignments from some lectures, so 
students can better understand if they did poorly in an 
assignment, how they can improve and learn from this 

 

In their own words: the part-time student experience 

Of the 847 NCI students who provided ISSE 2018 feedback, 255 were recorded as part-time learners. In order to 

offer a sense of what the latter are saying through their qualitative feedback, this section uses their own words, 

thereby helping to illustrate the student experience they are having. For example, in response to the question 

regarding what NCI does best to engage students in their learning, more than one response received was in the 

following vein: “Not applicable being part time there is very little interaction for students”. In turn, when asked what 

NCI could do to improve their engagement in learning, the response “provide part time students with a time we can 

engage with lecturers” was not untypical. Not all of the responses were negative. However, the challenges faced by 

part-time students are many and varied. Indeed, a recent study carried out by the Higher Education Academy in the 

United Kingdom entitled “Shoe horned and side-lined?” identifies the challenges as: (i) flexibility; (ii) motivation; (iii) 

student community; (iv) information, advice and guidance; and (v) disciplinary differences.* NCI would do well to 

                                                           
*  John Butcher, “‘Shoe-horned and side-lined’? Challenges for part-time learners in the new HE landscape” (York: Higher 

Education Academy, 2015), available via https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/shoe-horned-and-side-lined-
challenges-part-time-learners-new-he-landscape [3 May 2018]. 

https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/shoe-horned-and-side-lined-challenges-part-time-learners-new-he-landscape
https://www.heacademy.ac.uk/knowledge-hub/shoe-horned-and-side-lined-challenges-part-time-learners-new-he-landscape


 

 

heed the feedback received from its part-time students, and not just because they constitute a majority of its 

learners; as one part-time student wrote: “it would be great to ensure our voice is captured”. 

 

Conclusions 

The picture painted by the ISSE quantitative and qualitative data received is a complex one. Yet, as table 5 – NCI 

strengths and weaknesses identified by ISSE 2018 shows, while there is room for effective practice to be shared, 

there are also areas that need to be addressed as a matter of some urgency, the benefits of which are not limited to 

the student experience. Acknowledging what learners are saying must be a first step in addressing the issues raised. 

table 5 – NCI strengths and weaknesses identified by ISSE 2018 

Strengths Weaknesses 

NCI response rates continue to improve, but 
remain below the national average; ever more 
representative data allows us to identify effective 
– or poor – practice. 

Students respond negatively to a lack of clarity, 
disorganisation, or poor teaching technique, but 
in particular to feedback which is not prompt or 
constructive. 

Our students tell us they are coming to class 
prepared and ready to contribute, yet they do not 
consistently interact on academic matters with 
peers or staff. 

Part-time students constitute a majority of NCI 
learners, yet feedback indicates that they do not 
necessarily always feel as well supported as they 
might wish. 

Learners wish to learn from real world examples, 
see effective use of Moodle, but they do not 
always feel supported inside/outside the 
classroom. 

NCI students want to be heard, though many 
question if their feedback is taken on board; 
evidence that their concerns are being addressed 
is needed. 

 

Ultimately, surveys can only offer a snapshot regarding what 

students are thinking and saying, yet it is still possible to 

identify where there is room to improve. In addition to 

considering the part-time student experience, the three 

main lenses used again in this year’s report – i.e. (1) student 

participation, (2) interaction/support, and (3) feedback – 

suggest at the richness of the ISSE data, as well as the ways 

in which NCI meets, exceeds or falls short of national 

benchmarks. Thus, it is becoming ever clearer that the 

quantitative and qualitative data made available through 

ISSE should not just be utilised to inform next steps, it also 

needs to be seen to be used. 

As with previous QASS reports, this analysis should help to 

inform the ISSE 2019 process. This has to be done by 

responding to the feedback already received and by being 

seen to close the feedback loop. In turn, this requires the 

wider learning community – i.e. academic and non-academic 

staff, students and student representatives – to work 

together. It is not just a matter of “You said, we did!”, or 

even “We said, we did!”, as certain institutional responses 

to student satisfaction surveys appear to hold. For there to 

be real evidence of student engagement, of our students 

being valued as partners in their education, it has now 

become more a matter of: “We said, we then sat down and considered the best ways forward, and then we did!” 

Pictured at the launch of the ISSE promotion campaign on 

2 February 2018 are, from left to right, NCI president Gina 

Quin, NCISU president Stephen Cleary, NCI vice president 

Prof Jimmy Hill, and NCISU vice president Sean McMahon. 


