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Paper

Title: Re-imagining the Irish Survey of Student Engagement, StudentSurvey.ie
Abstract

StudentSurvey.ie (Irish Survey of Student Engagement) asks students about their understanding and
experiences of engagement in higher education, including how their institutions provide opportunities
and support for their academic, personal and social development. Undergraduates and taught
postgraduates have participated in the online survey annually since 2013.

Over the last decade, StudentSurvey.ie has become an established part of higher education in Ireland
with participating institutions making significant efforts to promote participation, analyse and interpret
the resulting data, and act appropriately to enhance the quality of students’ experiences. The results
of StudentSurvey.ie demonstrate the value of student feedback in shaping, safeguarding and
promoting shared values. The findings also highlight the need for student participation, including
through evidence-building mechanisms such as national surveys, in governance and in both internal
and external quality assurance processes (e.g. programmatic review).

Recognising that significant changes had occurred since 2013, a strategic review was undertaken by
StudentSurvey.ie between 2022 and 2025. One of the aims of the review was to re-emphasise the
central role of the student voice in how to enhance experiences of higher education. Enhancing
effectiveness of quality assurance for the future of institutions cannot happen without the inclusion of
the multiple perspectives of the most important player in the process — students.
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During 2024 and 2025, a new survey instrument was developed that better captures the enablers and
obstacles to student engagement. Higher education institution staff (including quality assurance, and
teaching and learning offices), students’ unions, national policy and quality agencies were key
stakeholders in this process. The revised survey aims to respond to the transformative changes that
have taken place in recent years in how students engage in learning.

The paper sets out the rationale for review, stakeholder involvement, the development of a revised
survey, and opportunities and challenges that have arisen along the way.

What is StudentSurvey.ie?

StudentSurvey.ie is Ireland’s national survey of student engagement. The survey has two strands
with distinct instruments:

e Asurvey aimed at first year and final year undergraduate students, and students on taught
postgraduate programmes.
e Asurvey, aimed at master’s research and doctoral students.

This paper focuses on the first of these surveys, targeting the views of taught students in Irish higher
education institutions.

The StudentSurvey.ie initiative originated in 2012 as a response to Ireland’s National Strategy for
Higher Education to 2030. The Strategy included recommendations relating to the development and
implementation of a national survey of students. The Strategy stated that,

“Students have a major contribution to make in influencing the design of curricula, and in reviewing
and providing feedback on them. All higher education institutions should have formal structures to
ensure that students are involved in curriculum design and revision”

and recommended that,

“every higher education institution should put in place a comprehensive anonymous student feedback
system, coupled with structures to ensure that action is taken promptly in response to student
concerns”.

The National Strategy continued to state,
“Student representatives should be involved in the process for acting on student feedback, and this

process should be transparent and accessible to all students. In addition, a national student survey
system should be put in place and the results published.”

More recently, a national survey of student engagement has been placed on a legislative footing. The
Higher Education Authority Act (HEA)' 2022 (Section 45)2, a significant piece of Irish legislation

" The Higher Education Authority (HEA) is the state agency with responsibility for the strategic
development of the Irish higher education system.
2 HEA Act 2022: https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2022/act/31/enacted/en/html
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centring on the governance of the higher education system, provides a legislative basis for
undertaking surveys of student engagement, involving collecting information:

“for the purpose of documenting student engagement in higher education identifying good practice
and any challenges arising,

for the purpose of enhancing student engagement, teaching, learning and assessment at a local level
and a national level,

on student opinion on important issues of higher education practice and policy at a local level and a
national level...”

Studentsurvey.ie is used by all universities, technological universities, colleges of education and other
public higher education institutions (HEIs) in Ireland. A number of these HEls also run their own
internal surveys from time to time, on particular topics of relevance to that institution.

What are the principles and objectives of StudentSurvey.ie?
The StudentSurvey.ie initiative is underpinned by several key principles® which include:

e The explicit aspiration to support and inform enhancement of the experiences of students, as
relates to their engagement with their study programmes, student peers, teaching and support
staff, and their institutions;

¢ Meaningful benefits at institutional level to staff and to students;

e Transparency of implementation whilst guaranteeing student confidentiality;

¢ Minimisation of any additional workload at institutional level and, thereby, to facilitate
increased focus on promotion of participation and interpretation of resulting data;

e Effective communication of the overall initiative via the StudentSurvey.ie Team, noting that
there are also complementary bilateral interactions between individual institutions and a
survey contractor;

¢ Alignment with the higher education System Performance Framework®.

The overall objectives of StudentSurvey.ie are identified as:

e Toincrease transparency in relation to the student experience of and engagement with higher
education;

o To enable direct student input in expressing their experience and engagement with their
higher education institution;

o To ensure that the student voice is heard and acknowledged, with an ongoing partnership to
ensure impact from the survey findings, between individual higher education institutions and
students’ unions;

o To facilitate higher education institutions’ efforts to reflect that engagement and those
experiences in their policy and practice in an impactful way;

31t should be noted that StudentSurvey.ie is a survey of student engagement, not student satisfaction.
4 A survey contractor is commissioned to implement the survey and return anonymized data.

5The System Performance Framework specifies the parameters under which higher education
institutions identify their contribution to the achievement of institutional and national strategy, as
appropriate to their mission, scale, location, and strategic plan. The SPF is managed by the Higher
Education Authority, the funding and regulatory agency under the Minister for Higher Education.
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¢ To help institutions identify areas of strength in how students engage, so they can continue
and strengthen these practices;

o To help institutions identify areas requiring further development or improvement in how
students engage so they can respond;

e To serve as a guide for continual enhancement of institutions’ teaching and learning and
student support services;

e To facilitate comparison across the Irish higher education system, and with other higher
education systems internationally.

Who participates in StudentSurvey.ie?

All publicly-funded higher education institutions (HEIs) participate in the Survey, along with a small
number of private institutions, who pay to participate in the survey.

Within each HEI, there is a specific cohort of students invited to participate in the survey. These are
first year undergraduates, final year undergraduates and taught postgraduates.

How is StudentSurvey.ie governed?

StudentSurvey.ie is co-sponsored by the Higher Education Authority (HEA), the Irish Universities
Association (IUA), the Technological University Association (TUA) and AMLE (the national union of
students)®.

The national steering group, the StudentSurvey.ie Steering Group, is formed of representatives and
nominees of each of the co-sponsors, as well as of Quality and Qualifications Ireland (QQI - the
national QA agency), and supported by specific working groups.

8 Ireland’s seven research-intensive universities are represented by the Irish Universities
Association (IUA), and newer technological universities and institutes of technology are
represented sectorally by the Technological Universities Association (TUA). The technological
universities were established between 2019 and 2022, involving the amalgamation of existing
institutes of technology across the different regions of Ireland.
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[ Il I StudentSurvey.ie Survey Structures

The StudentSurvey.ie Steering Group is responsible for strategic oversight of the national student
survey initiatives with the following project groups:

e The StudentSurvey.ie Communications Group is responsible for providing guidance,
oversight, and approvals for strategic communication planning to promote the survey and
encourage student participation.

e The StudentSurvey.ie Analysis and Impact Group to ensure data outputs are fit for purpose
and address questions of institutional or national policy concern.

Governance and management structures for StudentSurvey.ie have been designed to ensure wide
representation of participating higher education institutions and other partners. Representative bodies
periodically refresh steering group and working group membership; not all HEls are members of the
groups at any one time.

A full-time Project Manager and Impact and Analysis Manager are assigned to the StudentSurvey.ie
Team within the HEA to ensure coherence and consistency between the various elements of the
project.

How was the survey originally developed?
In 2012, when the project began, the US National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) was
identified as an appropriate initial reference point for an Irish national survey. At the time, NSSE

operated in the US and Canada with derivative surveys in use in multiple other countries, including
Australia and New Zealand.
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Given the potential for coherence with an established instrument deemed relevant to the national
context, plus significant validity and reliability testing, a national pilot survey was implemented in 2013
for first year undergraduates, final year undergraduates and postgraduate students on taught
programmes. The pilot was followed by national surveys annually thereafter.

What was included in the survey questionnaire (2013-2023)?

The original StudentSurvey.ie questionnaire was extensive and included approximately 60 questions’.
Groups of similar questions were aggregated to form “indicator scores” which aimed to capture
student engagement under various headings. Indicator scores were not percentages but rather
represented relative performance; and were calculated scores to enable interpretation of the data at a
higher level than individual questions, i.e. to act as signposts to help the reader to navigate the larger
data set.

The indicator score headings included:

o Higher order thinking

e Reflective and integrative learning
e Quantitative reasoning

e Learning strategies

e Collaborative learning

e Student faculty interaction

o Effective teaching practices

e Quality of interactions

e Supportive environment

e Learning, creative and social skills

Responses to questions were converted to a 60-point scale, with the lowest response placed at 0 and
the highest response placed at 60.

When and why was StudentSurvey.ie reviewed?

In 2022, the survey entered a period of Strategic Reflection and Review. The review process aimed
to deepen understanding of student engagement within the context of a rapidly evolving higher
education landscape.

Further, the survey was beginning to experience an increasing level of disengagement from students.
Student criticisms® of StudentSurvey.ie included concerns that the survey lacked context, reducing
diverse courses at different institutions to simple metrics; and in turn this could imply that these
metrics can be used to compare and rank courses and institutions. Students’ unions also argued that
such surveys could be used to justify tuition fee increases and treat students as consumers rather
than community members.

7 This was a minor revision to the survey in 2015/16, reflecting revisions carried out by NSSE.
8 https://students4change.eu/2022/10/16/whats-wrong-with-studentsurvey-ie/,
https://trinitynews.ie/2023/11/tcdsu-council-passes-motion-to-boycott-studentsurvey-ie/,
https://congress.usi.ie/new-proposed-motions-comhdhail-2024/

E QA I: http://bit.ly/EQAFLinkedin

European Quality Assurance Forum



https://students4change.eu/2022/10/16/whats-wrong-with-studentsurvey-ie/
https://trinitynews.ie/2023/11/tcdsu-council-passes-motion-to-boycott-studentsurvey-ie/
https://congress.usi.ie/new-proposed-motions-comhdhail-2024/

Page |8

As a first step, the Review commissioned two external reviews® to provide actionable insights and
inform the redesign of StudentSurvey.ie.

e The Mi:Lab report examined the day-to-day operations of the survey within institutions,
identifying key challenges faced during implementation.

o The Crowe report engaged senior management and recognized StudentSurvey.ie as a well-
established tool for capturing the student experience in teaching and learning within the Irish
higher education sector. However, it also highlighted challenges related to the survey
instrument, governance, strategic objectives, and the impact of survey outcomes.

Informed by these reports and extensive feedback from stakeholders, the Steering Group decided to
pause fieldwork in 2024, opting instead to conduct a comprehensive review of the survey instrument.
This review sought to reaffirm the pivotal role of the student voice in enhancing higher education
experiences.

How was the review carried out?

A Review Working Group, consisting of representatives from HEIls, students’ unions, QQI and the
HEA, was established to guide the redesign of the survey instrument, and began its work in late 2023.
The terms of reference of the Group included responding to the identified areas of concerns regarding
the survey instrument such as its perceived length, complexity and relevance to the contemporary
student body, and ensuring the survey data analysis and dissemination responds to the needs of the
cross-section of higher education stakeholders, including the HEA (as the state agency for higher
education), Quality and Qualifications Ireland (the quality assurance agency) and AMLE (the Union of
Students in Ireland).

Throughout 2024 and 2025, the questionnaire underwent multiple revisions through a collaborative
process. This involved meetings of the Review Working Group, where feedback was actively
gathered, documented, and used to update and distribute revised drafts for further review. A draft
questionnaire was evaluated via student focus groups over a six-week period in February and March
2026. Subsequently, experts in plain language and survey accessibility were engaged to give a final
assessment of the questionnaire (see below).

The survey instrument was signed off by the Steering Group in late June 2025, allowing time for
arrangements to be made for its implementation in HEIs in February and March 2026.

9 Both reports are available at https://studentsurvey.ie/list-studentsurveyie-resources.
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llll StudentSurvey.ie Process for Survey Review

Review Working Group
Established Student Focus Groups Steering Group Approval

l-T.l.T

IGerative process Accessibility Implementation 2026
of survey drafting Analysis

How did the review process adequately capture the concerns and inputs of all stakeholders?

Not only did the Review Working Group consist of representatives of all the co-sponsoring agencies,
but sectoral progress updates were also provided more broadly to the higher education system,
including HEI registrars.

As noted above, focus groups were conducted to gather feedback on the revised survey instrument
from a diverse cross-section of higher education students. Focus group interviews, conducted across
a broadly representative range of higher education campuses, were identified as the most effective
method to collect data from the sample. A focus group protocol was developed and implemented to
guide the focus group interviews. Subsequent drafts of the survey questionnaire took account of the
feedback received from students.

Overall, the Focus Group discussions produced substantial engagement with participants, and the
process produced valuable feedback that contributed to the improvement of the survey instrument
from the participant perspective.

How was accessibility ensured?

It is crucial that the language of StudentSurvey.ie is understood by participants. A criticism of the
original version of the survey was that language was obfuscatory, and some students would have had
difficulty with understanding the lengthier or more complex questions.

Further, the National Adult Literacy Agency was invited to assess a final draft of the survey and
offered helpful feedback for the accessibility of the language of the questions, while Red C Marketing
Agency provided desktop feedback on the survey overall and provided a number of suggestions that
have been incorporated into the final draft.
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Accessibility considerations (e.g. colours, contrasts and typefaces) are currently being incorporated
into the design and user experience of the online survey tool.

How does the revised survey differ from the original survey?
The revised survey was underpinned by a revised definition of student engagement:

Student engagement incorporates behavioural, cognitive, affective and social engagement on the part
of the student, in partnership with their institutional ecosystem, to support learning, academic
performance and belonging.

There are significant differences between the original and revised surveys.

In terms of the questionnaire, the revised survey has been significantly shortened, when compared
with the original survey, from over 60 questions to just over 30. This should help to mitigate threats of
the response rate decreasing.

The student has been re-centred within the instrument, and more accessible language is used (note
the contracting of the National Adulty Literacy Agency above).

Questions that explore specific and current topics of interest of multiple stakeholders - student
representatives, institutions, and national policy actors have been added. These include:

e Student accommodation

e Finances

¢ Commuting

e Other student responsibilities, such as employment and caring
e Online education

e Feedback

e Belonging

There has not been any removal of any particular overarching theme or topic of question (e.g. student
staff interaction, or higher order thinking), but the revised questionnaire has seen a non-continuation
of a substantial number of questions from the outgoing survey, and ess priority on the inclusion of
questions that statistically contributed to calculated indicator scores due to the reduced number of
questions and, resulting, less demanding analysis of data. This means there is less repetition of
similar questions but also less of a “deep dive” into the themes of the original survey.

What opportunities does the new survey provide?

The revised survey provides an opportunity for a fresh impetus for student engagement with a
national survey, and the survey review structures have given primacy to student concerns and
interests. Given that the survey is shorter and more accessible, there is also an opportunity for the
survey to gather more robust response rates from students.

In tandem with the development of the new survey instrument, the transfer of the survey’s operation to
the HEA should allow for the survey to more readily contribute to national policy discussions and
frameworks.
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The steering group has also decided that the survey will now run every second year, allowing more
time in between for HEIs to analyse the survey data and share these with relevant internal and
external stakeholders, with a renewed focus on enhancing student engagement.

What challenges arise with the new survey?

There is a need to ensure strong buy-in to the new survey from all stakeholders. This particularly
includes students’ unions. Engagement and support for the revised survey may present challenges
after a lack of fieldwork between 2024 and 2025, so it is vital that communications for the new survey
are regular, clear and provide all parties with a strong sense of a well-run survey administration which
will collect robust data.

As always is the case with a new data collection, there is a loss of historical and trend data. There
are those stakeholders who were keen not to lose indicator scores, and efforts will need to focus on
ensuring that data from the new survey is seen as valuable and useful.

Have the strategic priorities of StudentSurvey.ie for the coming 10 years changed?

When StudentSurvey.ie was first introduced, there was no single national survey of student
engagement. The embedding of StudentSurvey.ie within the Irish higher education landscape puts
the revised survey in a different context to its predecessor.

Overall, the objectives of StudentSurvey.ie have not changed significantly, and are focussed on
providing transparency in relation to the student experience, enabling direct student input, ensuring
impact from the survey findings collaboratively between HEIls and students’ unions; and facilitating
HEIs’ efforts to reflect and enhance students’ experiences in their policy and practice.

The project also wished to learn from experience of other aspects of the project. One of these relates
to the frequency of the survey. A criticism of the annual cycle of data collection is that there is little
time to focus on the impact of the survey’s results, as energy and effort is continually focussed on the
data collection part of the cycle.

A possible future objective for the survey would be to understand how student engagement differs for
particular cohorts of students not yet captured in survey data, such as disadvantaged or disabled
students. There is an opportunity with the siting of survey management within the HEA to link in with
other national data sources. However, this must be seen in the context of the need to maintain
anonymity of student responses within their HEI.

What are the next steps for StudentSurvey.ie?

The new StudentSurvey.ie questionnaire will be implemented in 2026 across Irish higher education
institutions, and the project Team is putting in place promotional activities and incentives to encourage
student participation; and strong response rates will be a key indicator of the enthusiasm for the new
survey and commitment to its content. The survey’s contractor is developing reporting templates to
meet HEIs’ data requirements, in collaboration with HElIs.

Next, the Steering Group will consider whether the cohort of students to be included in the survey

should potentially be widened (currently the survey only addresses first year and final year
ndergraduates, and taught postgraduates).
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Taking account of the new topics included in the survey (such as student finances and
accommodation), there is an opportunity for greater linking of survey data to national policy
frameworks and discussions.

Conclusion

Over the last decade, StudentSurvey.ie has become an established part of higher education in Ireland
with participating institutions making significant efforts to promote participation, analyse and interpret
the resulting data, and act appropriately to enhance the quality of students’ experiences.

The results of StudentSurvey.ie demonstrate the value of student feedback in shaping, safeguarding
and promoting shared values. The findings also highlight the need for ongoing student participation,
not just in the initial years of the project, including through evidence-building mechanisms such as
national surveys, in governance and in both internal and external quality assurance processes (e.g.
programmatic review).

However, continued engagement with the survey and its data cannot be taken for granted. The

survey’s review has highlighted the need to keep the survey relevant for all stakeholders, particularly
given the rapid changes occurring in both higher education and society generally.
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