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Abstract
A significant body of research (Tinto, 1975; Rickinson and Rutherford, 1995; Ozga and
Sukhnandan, 1998; Yorke, 1999a, 1999b, 2000a, 2000b; Yorke and Longden, 2004; Cook,
2006) has examined difficulties experienced by students who withdraw from university.
However, less work has been undertaken around students who experience difficulties but
choose to remain in their studies. Similarly, limited work has addressed how tutors and
university support staff perceive difficulties associated with the student experience and
whether these are in line with student accounts. The lack of research around university
staff perceptions is surprising given that tutors must have a good knowledge of the student
experience in order to be able to understand and support learning. The purpose of this
study was twofold. Firstly, to examine what difficulties students reported experiencing
during university and, secondly, to ascertain if university staff’s knowledge of student
difficulties was in line with student accounts. Using semi-structured interviews and an
online questionnaire, staff and student perceptions of university difficulties were examined.
Results showed that all students experienced a range of difficulties whilst studying. It was
generally found that university staff had a good knowledge of the issues that students
encountered. However, amongst university staff apparent ‘knowledge gaps’ associated
with specific areas of student difficulty were identified (primarily linked to university
systems and use of support services). Possible explanations for findings are offered along
with recommendations as to how findings might be used by a learning developer.

Keywords: student experience; difficulties; life events; tutor awareness; university staff
awareness
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Introduction
Recent Higher Education (HE) policy has resulted in significant change in the university
sector in terms of student demographic and funding. The promotion of widening
participation has resulted in increasing numbers of non-traditional applicants attending
university (Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE), 1997; 2006:
Department for Education and Skills, 2003). Changes in demographic have meant that
growing numbers of students report coping with a range of commitments whilst studying.
These include family commitments (Sayer et al., 2002; Hughes, 2005), relationships
(Andrews and Wilding, 2004), academic work (Haggis and Pouget, 2002) and living
arrangements (Christie et al., 2002; Wilcox et al., 2005; Christie et al, 2006).

Similarly, over the last fifteen years, students’ financial circumstances have changed as
levels of debt have steadily increased since the introduction of student loans (Hutchings,
2003). This has resulted in growing numbers of students facing increased financial
hardships (Hutchings 2003; Cooke et al., 2004; Christie et al., 2005; Pollock, 2006) and
needing to undertake employment whilst studying (Curtis and Shani, 2002; Hunt et al.,
2004; Carney et al., 2005; Anonymous, 2006; Gibbs, 2006). Given the extent of these
changes, it is imperative that staff who work in a learning development context maintain a
current understanding of the modern student experience so that they are able successfully
to support and facilitate student learning.

Research has highlighted a number of factors associated with why students drop out from
university, such as doubts associated with course selection (Rickinson and Rutherford,
1995), motivation and expectations (Charlton et al., 2006), preparedness, choice
compatibility and external circumstance (Ozga and Sukhnandan, 1998). Such work
indicates that what a student experiences whilst studying and how they perceive university
influences withdrawal decisions. This assertion is supported by Roberts et al (2003) who
reported that a student’s course, financial and personal perceptions were associated with
intention to leave university during the first year of study rather than specific ‘at risk’
characteristics. Likewise, Mackie (2001) found that the problems that university drop outs
experience were no worse than those encountered by persisters. Rather a key difference
between leavers and doubters is their university commitment. Specifically, leavers’
commitment was eroded through university experiences or was initially too low to sustain
the student. Collectively, this signifies that students face a range of challenges during their
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time at university. It is therefore very important that academics and university support staff
are familiar with the range of issues that students might encounter to ensure that their
progression can be effectively supported.

However, one might question how well lecturers, pastoral support staff and learning
developers actually appreciate the range of events students experience whilst studying.
Storm (1973) outlined that behaviour is interpreted differently depending upon whether an
individual is a situation actor (actively participating within a situation) or a situation
observer (watching other people who are involved in a situation). An actor will ‘watch their
environment (which includes the behaviour of other people) more than they watch their
own behaviour’ (Storm, 1973: 166) whereas an observer will focus less upon a situation
and more upon an actor. Based on this premise, individuals will perceive the student
experience differently depending upon whether they are ‘acting’ or ‘observing’ the student
role. This would suggest there could be misunderstandings between students and staff
around aspects of the student experience. This is supported by Ozga and Sukhnandan
(1998) who found evidence that some academic staff employed stereotypical views to
explain typical reasons why students dropped out from university.

The likelihood of misperceptions is increased given that many university staff, be they
academic or support, will not possess first-hand situational experience of what it is like to
be a modern student because they graduated before HE reforms were introduced. To
compensate for this, they are likely to base their understanding of student needs and
behaviour on their own HE experiences, which are likely to be very different and possibly
outdated. Likewise, they might consult with colleagues, who themselves might have dated
HE perceptions and firmly grounded institutional perspectives of the student experience.

It is possible that university staff will consult published literature in order to conceptualise
the student experience. However, when one reviews previous literature, it is apparent that
there are limitations around research scope and content that could easily bias a reader’s
perception. One might suggest such perceptions could emerge because a disproportionate
amount of research has focused extensively upon the experience of university dropouts
(Yorke, 1999a, 1999b, 2000a, 2000b; Yorke and Longden, 2004) rather than those who
persist.
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Furthermore, a significant proportion of the work that has addressed the experience of
student ‘persisters’ has typically focused on predetermined events (Christie et al., 2002;
Curtis and Shani, 2002) rather than addressing the events that shape the student persister
experience in a grounded fashion. It is therefore suggested that potentially, individuals who
have relied heavily upon secondary observations might not realise that they hold
misperceptions around how students experience aspects of university.

Given this potential for discrepancy between staff and student perceptions of the student
experience, it is surprising that little work has attempted to ascertain whether perceptions
held by staff are in line with student accounts. Furthermore, the limited work that has been
undertaken around this area has typically focused on very specific aspects of the
university experience, such as employment (Metcalf, 2003; Curtis, 2005), rather than
adopting a more generalist approach. Consequently, there was a need for research to be
undertaken to establish how accurately university staff perceived aspects of the student
experience without placing emphasis on predetermined areas of interest. This provided the
rationale for this study.

Method and results
Phase I – scope
Work reported in this paper was a pilot study that formed part of a larger investigation into
how students changed whilst studying at university. This pilot study raised a number of
interesting findings associated with events students encountered during their academic
career which are discussed within this article. Furthermore, through this work questions
were also raised associated with group variations around, for example, what events are
experienced during university, when events occur whilst a student is studying and whether
there are variations in event perceptions between different student cohorts. Addressing
each of these issues is beyond the scope of this article but has formed the basis for an
ongoing PhD (currently being undertaken by the first author). Results that are presented
should therefore not be seen as conclusive but rather as a basis from which some key
questions associated with student support best practice have emerged.
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Phase I – participants
Data was collected from students and staff from a post-1992 UK university. The university
student population was broadly representative of post-1992 institutions. Each participant
participated in one semi-structured interview about the difficulties that students experience
whilst studying at university. Both students and university staff were interviewed. Student
participants were asked to discuss their own university experience whereas university staff
were asked to draw upon their experience of working with students. Interviews took place
between March and June 2007.

Students
Eighteen students participated in semi-structured interviews about the difficulties they had
experienced during university. All of students were studying during the 2006-2007
academic year. The majority of participants were women (n=12) and from the UK (n=14).
Participants represented a diverse range of ages (M = 33.56; SD = 11.485) and ethnic
backgrounds. Participants were recruited from first, second and third years of their degree
programme (6 students from each) and represented a range of faculties.

Staff
Seven university staff participated in semi-structured interviews that addressed what
difficulties they perceived students typically experienced. All staff worked at the same
university within either a support (n = 5) or academic capacity (n = 2). The majority of staff
were male (n = 4). Participants had a range of different experiences around working within
HE. Support staff worked in a variety of pastoral roles (including learning development).

Phase I – data collection and analysis
Semi-structured interviews were used to collect data. Prior to analysis, interviews were
transcribed and checked to ensure accuracy. A grounded theory approach (Glaser and
Strauss, 1967) was applied, in that findings from previous research were not used as a
basis for developing an interview-coding frame.

A coding frame emerged through the analysis of transcripts. In total, eleven types of
difficulty (themes) were identified. Once a parsimonious coding frame was established
Journal of Learning Development in Higher Education, Issue 2: February 2010
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theme definitions were written. This defined coding frame was then used to analyse
interview content. To ensure that the coding frame was applied reliably, two of the authors
independently coded an interview transcript using the coding frame. No pronounced
differences in coding frame application were identified.

Phase I – results
Eleven main themes emerged that represented types of difficulty that students
experienced. It should, however, be noted that many themes were reported by staff and
students as being interrelated and participants seldom reported that difficulties occurred in
isolation, as illustrated by the following metaphor used by a lecturer:

That ball I mentioned earlier where problems get tangled up with each other.

This quote highlights how students typically experience multiple problems (the ball) which
are usually interrelated (get tangled up). For example, a student might experience financial
issues whilst studying, so they get a part-time job. By undertaking employment they
reduce their financial pressure but experience new problems related to time availability.
Consequently, study time is reduced which leads to issues around academic performance.
This assertion is supported by Roberts et al. (2003) who reported that students with higher
doubt about remaining at university cited more reasons why they wanted to leave.
Similarly, Christie et al. (2004) found that students typically cite on average 2.9 reasons
why they withdraw from university.

Therefore, whilst it is acknowledged that difficulties seldom occur in isolation, themes are
presented in a segmented fashion to aid interpretation of findings. Table 1 provides theme
definitions and indicates the percentage of participants who discussed each theme:
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Table 1. Definition of difficulty themes and frequency of reporting.

Theme

Academic
skills/work

Definition

Reported Reported
by % of

by % of

students

staff

100%

100%

100%

100%

89%

100%

67%

28%

61%

71%

56%

86%

Difficulties around academic work and/or
in relation to developing the skills
associated with undertaking academic
work. For example, difficulty in relation
to writing, maths or assessments.
Difficulties linked to interactions with

Relationships
/interactions

other people. For example, difficulty
when interacting with academic staff,
students, non-academic staff or people
outside university.
Difficulties related to competing

Time

demands on student time. For example,

conflicts

time pressure associated with studying
or activities external to university.
Difficulties experienced because of

Course
related

issues specific to a programme of study.
For example, receiving limited
information, teaching content/style or
issues around attending a placement.
Difficulties linked to financial

Finances

discrepancies that students incur. For
example, financial outgoings, level of
income or budgeting.
Difficulties around university transitions.

Transitions

For example, starting university, moving
between levels of study or the prospect
of leaving university.
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Definition

Difficulties experienced due to how a

Reported Reported
by % of

by % of

students

staff

56%

71%

50%

100%

50%

14%

28%

57%

22%

57%

student perceives himself/herself and/or
how they feel. For example, anxiety, low
confidence or negative self-belief.
Difficulties around mental or physical
condition that impact on a student. For
example, difficulty because of personal
health or the health of a significant other.
Difficulties experienced in relation to

Access

utilising facilities/services that should be

university

available to all students. For example,

services/

online learning materials, study support,

facilities

career advice, workshops, learning
resources.

Place of

Difficulty associated with where students

residence

are living.
Difficulties because of religious belief

Culture/

and/or linked to their cultural background.

religion

For example, religious belief conflict or
integrating into a new culture.

In addition to establishing that difficulties seldom occur in isolation, it was found that
generally, university staff have a sound awareness of most issues associated with the
student experience. As shown, variations were, however, found in the level of agreement
around the salience of certain themes. Specifically, three distinct levels regarding the
alignment of staff and student perceptions were identified (presented in Table 2).
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Table 2. Levels of agreement between students and staff.

Type of

Themes

Description

agreement
Academic skills/
work

Close

Relationships/

agreement

interactions

Close consensus between staff and
student reporting.

Finances

Time conflicts
Transitions

Themes were proportionally perceived by
university staff to be more typical than

Mental physical

students’ accounts suggested.

condition
A number of staff referred to examples of

Proportionally
over-reported

Student’s state of

specific students or small cohorts when

by staff

mind

discussing these themes (however,
reference to specific students was not

Place of

restricted solely to areas that were over

residence

reported). Possible explanations for staff
over reporting are considered in the

Culture/religion

discussion.

Course related
Proportionally
under-reported
by staff

Accessing
university
services and

Themes associated with areas where
staff appeared to under appreciate the
difficulties that students experienced.

facilities

Further analysis was undertaken around the proportionally under-reported themes to
establish if limited staff awareness was specific to certain aspects of themes. Findings
indicated the main reasons why students reported course-related difficulties was linked to
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quality of information, organisation of teaching and issues linked to placement attendance.
In terms of accessing university services/facilities, it was found that the main types of issue
stemmed from service availability and accessibility. Collectively, findings suggested
university staff generally had a limited knowledge of these areas. Further, those staff who
did report student difficulties around these areas had typically discussed recent
experiences.

Phase II – overview
As noted, phase 1 comprised an early stage of ongoing student experience research.
Interview data was used (in conjunction with other project data that is not reported) as the
basis for developing an online questionnaire that incorporated 81 ‘typical’ life events
related to university study (this included positive events as well as difficulties). This
questionnaire was emailed to university staff to ascertain what events they perceived to be
most typically experienced by students at some point during their time at university (based
on their own experiences of working with students). Participants were asked to indicate on
a five point scale the extent to which they thought each event was typical of the student
experience. If respondents were unsure about event occurrence they were asked to select
an ‘unsure’ option.

Using online life event questionnaire results, the researchers attempted to establish
whether the proportional underreporting of difficulties linked to course and accessing
university services and facilities was evident amongst staff per se. Consequently, the
authors considered the types of events to which university staff responded ‘unsure’ and so
indicating with which they were less familiar.

Phase II – participants
An invitation to complete the online questionnaire was sent to 281 university staff at a post
1992-university (between October and November 2008). In total, 94 staff (34%) completed
the questionnaire. Participants represented a range of support areas (n = 27) such as
learning development, finance advice, librarians and disability support, and lecturers (n =
67) across academic faculties.
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Phase II – data collection and analysis
Data presented in this section indicates which aspects of the university experience staff
appeared least and most familiar. These areas were identified based on the proportion of
participants who selected the ‘unsure’ option when completing the online questionnaire.

Phase II – results
The average ‘unsure’ rating was 17.9% which indicated that generally the majority of the
sample was able to indicate how typical each event was in terms of the student
experience. Broadly online questionnaire results supported interview findings. These
results are highlighted in table 3 and table 4

Table 3. Online questionnaire items that received the highest number of participant
unsure responses.

% of unsure
University Events

responses (all
respondents)

Accessed university language centre services
(Provides support to international students around the

46%

development of linguistic skills)
Accessed university chaplaincy services

45%

Change in where they study

40%

Change in who a student studies with

36%

Change in when they study

33%

Participated in university sports team

32%

Accessed Centre for Personal and Career Development

31%

Accessed university counselling service

30%

Accessed university financial support services
Accessed student union services
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Table 4. Online questionnaire items that received the lowest number of participant
unsure responses.

% of unsure
University Events

responses
(all
respondents)

Attended seminar/tutorial

4%

Received academic advice from lecturers
Gave a presentation

2%

Communicated with lecturers
Sat an exam

1%

Received grades
Attended lecture(s)
Assignment writing

0%

Group work
Dissertation writing

As can be seen, university staff appeared to have limited awareness of events that
occurred beyond their own direct experience of working with students. This is evident in
the fact that staff were least aware of student usage of particular university services and
facilities and the nature of typical student study behaviours. In contrast, staff appeared
most familiar about events associated with their own direct student contact (such as the
occurrence of academic and relationship based events) in line with interview findings.

Summary
When considered collectively, results suggested that university staff broadly had a good
awareness of most events related to university study and were familiar with many of the
issues that students faced. However, certain staff appeared less familiar about the
typicality of particular types of events linked to academic study (associated with facility and
service usage). This conclusion is supported by both interview and online questionnaire
data. Explanations for these findings are presented in the discussion.
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Discussion
Unsurprisingly the range of events that students and staff reported were generally found to
be broadly in line with those that have been previously documented (Yorke, 1999a, 1999b,
2000a, 2000b; Haggis and Pouget, 2002; Curtis and Shani, 2002; Hutchings, 2003; Cooke
et al, 2004; Carney et al., 2005). However, unlike previous research, this study begins to
provide a valuable insight into the salience and frequency of event occurrence that is
reported by students and how this is perceived by university staff. This in turn has
generated some interesting findings and raised some important questions. Nonetheless,
as stated, this article is based on a limited sample of participants, therefore these early
conclusions must be treated with some caution. It is intended that this work will be
expanded through an ongoing body of research which will permit more robust conclusions
to be drawn.

Generally, results indicated that university staff have a good awareness of the range of
issues that affect students (broadly in line with Metcalf, 2003). There do, however, appear
to be certain areas where staff awareness of the student experience is not in line with
student accounts (offering partial support for Curtis, 2005). Overall, results highlighted
areas of under-reporting which suggested that within a university, certain staff (both
academic and learning support) may suffer from a ‘knowledge gap’ associated with
aspects of the student experience that fall outside of their own job remit. In this instance,
knowledge gaps were primarily found to be associated with how students utilised
university facilities and services. However, it is possible that had other staff been
interviewed other knowledge gaps might have been identified, peculiar to other aspects of
the university.

Within a university, this type of awareness deficit could affect staff promotion of service
availability, which could easily undermine aspects of the student experience. Support for
this conclusion can be found in the National Student Satisfaction Survey (NSSS) results
(HEFCE, 2007). NSSS results appeared to confirm a large number of students experience
problems around university-based services and facilities in that, nationally, 20% of
students were not satisfied with university learning resources and 29% were unsatisfied
with the provision of academic support from their university.
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It might be that discrepancies in reporting relate to differences in how staff and students
perceive the university. Specifically, experienced university staff will have become
acquainted with the university systems and staff that they need to know about in order to
do their job. It is therefore suggested that most staff form a segmented perception of
university which means departments with which they have little or no contact do not form
part of their general university related thinking. This is in stark contrast to how students will
experience university, in that students need to perceive university in a holistic fashion,
knowing about a range of services that cross over university departments, in order to get
the most from their studies. This assertion would appear to be in line with online
questionnaire results which highlighted that areas synonymous with under-reporting were
also those that staff knew less about in terms of student usage.

As noted, there were certain areas (such as, religion or accommodation) that university
staff over reported. Potentially, this finding could also be a cause for concern for those who
work with university students. An individual with inaccurate perceptions about event
frequency could reach incorrect conclusions about how best to support their students. As
identified, the issues that students reported seldom occurred in isolation. It could therefore
be argued that when issues associated with university facilities occur in conjunction with
more common or ‘well-defined’ issues (such as, finances or academic work) staff who are
trying to support the student automatically focus on the well-defined difficulty and fail to
fully appreciate the influence of other factors. They may well adopt a hierarchical
framework of conceptual/perceptual categories which differs both from those of students
and colleagues in other parts of the university. However, given the limited sample size,
further work would be necessary to confirm this assertion.

There are a number of explanations as to why certain events were viewed to be most
salient. When discussing the student experience, staff might have focused on students
who stood out during their career but were not typical of the student population. One might
propose that such students represented complex cases, which consumed large amounts
of time and effort and had a disproportionate influence upon perceptions of ‘typical’
students. During interviews a number of staff referred to a specific student or cohort when
discussing over reported areas, which would appear to offer tentative support for this
assertion. Likewise, during interviews it was found that staff who worked within a specific
area disproportionately focused on factors related to their own department. For example,
unsurprisingly the university chaplain focused on religious difficulties. It might therefore be
Journal of Learning Development in Higher Education, Issue 2: February 2010
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proposed that staff knowledge of the ‘typical’ student experience will be biased by where
they work within a university and their own background. Equally, it is possible that staff will
attempt to provide excessive support in certain areas so as to meet institutional priorities
or reduce the possibility of receiving criticism.

It is also possible that students might only be more willing to discuss specific types of
difficulties with university staff. Should this be the case, edited accounts of the university
experience reported by students could easily distort an individual’s perspective of modern
day academic study. This notion was not explicitly addressed during interviews but could
form the basis for insightful future research.

However, some more specific issues should be borne in mind in interpreting findings.
Firstly, the study design can only provide a snapshot of students’ experience taken from
one point in time. This design relies upon students accurately remembering previous
experiences. It is recognised that students will change during university, which in turn
could have influenced how they report previous events. Currently, further work is being
undertaken that aims to track events that students experience whilst studying over an
extended period using a longitudinal methodology. This methodological approach will
enable a very accurate identification of specific periods of the student career that are
associated with certain types of experience and whether specific university events are
ongoing. Furthermore, this work will establish how students perceive different types of
events that they encounter. It is hoped that this approach will be of significant use in terms
of informing university policy around student development and retention.

As noted, results from this study will have limited generalisability and cannot be easily
generalised due to sample size. Likewise, the sample was recruited from one UK post1992 university and is not therefore representative of HE institutions per se. To help learn
general lessons, improved generalisability work might establish if findings are applicable to
a larger sample of students. Similarly, a larger sample would make it possible to establish
if there are between group differences amongst student perceptions of the student
experience. Again, research is currently being undertaken around these areas.
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Therefore, to the extent that the findings reported above are representative, the following
recommendations might be tentatively adduced:

Learning developers should actively consider what factors could bias their understanding
of university students’ experience and look for ways in which a better appreciation of what
students encounter and experience can be developed. This might involve making use of
existing resources such as, the Student Transition And Retention (STAR) project (Cook,
2006). Staff might consider setting up working groups that allow colleagues from different
university departments to share experiences of working with students. Similarly, student
focus groups could be used to identify what issues affect students as they move through
their studies; results could then be disseminated to university staff.

Periodic updating of staff knowledge of student difficulties through staff development
activities might be employed. Such activities could involve representatives from less wellknown areas of the university (in some cases this could include a learning development
unit) formally meeting with colleagues to discuss what service they provide. The focus of
such training could be based on results from ‘in-house’ student satisfaction questionnaires
or findings from national student surveys. Undertaking this type of staff development
activity will help to eliminate out-of-date stereotypes associated with the university
experience that might influence how student learning is promoted and supported.

Conclusion
Although only a pilot study, this research has raised a number of important issues
associated with what students experience during university and how this is perceived by
university staff. Findings clearly indicate that students experience a wide range of
difficulties during their time at university. Reassuringly, university staff generally have an
accurate and broad understanding of many events that comprise the student experience.
However, there would appear to be areas where staff do not accurately perceive students’
university experience. It is argued that knowledge gaps of this nature could potentially
affect how effectively students are supported in certain aspects of their studies. It is
planned that through subsequent work a greater and more detailed understanding of many
of the issues raised by this article will emerge.
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