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Engaging students at all levels of Higher Education (HE) study with the different aspects of uni-
versity life is vital to ensure they can get the most out of their time at university. One crucial area
that underpins success at university is mastery of academic skills, such as assignment planning
and critical thinking, and engaging students with this throughout their time at university must
be considered a priority. This study puts into context engagement from Foundation Year (FY)
students with taught skills sessions, and draws upon the views of both FY students and staff in
order to make pragmatic suggestions for ways that practice may be improved to become more
inclusive and promote student engagement with academic skills sessions and resources. Online
questionnaires were sent to all FY students and teaching staff at the university in order to gather
both quantitative and qualitative data in relation to student engagement with academic skills
support. Results highlighted the need for greater visibility of the Skills Centre for students to be
more aware of the sessions and resources on offer. The research contributes to the wider under-
standing about how to further engage FY students and makes recommendations about how
engagement may be improved.

Introduction

The United Kingdom’s Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) have experienced dramatic changes
over recent years. In the wake of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, staff and students are exper-
iencing different pressures than before, such as rapid shifts to online delivery or adapting to
becoming part of a student community that now exists both physically and virtually. Add to this
an increased cost of living and political upheaval both at home and abroad and it is clear that
there are many demands upon students that must be considered when engaging in any research
or discussion regarding approaches to study.

There is much to be said for the benefits of HE, in terms of wellbeing, job prospects and
potential earnings (McCoy et al., 2010; Sanders, Daly and Fitzgerald, 2016). In addition, there
are less tangible benefits that many students enjoy while studying, such as involvement in extra-
curricular activities and exposure to diverse points of view that help to broaden horizons (Cun-
ningham and Pitman, 2020). Increasingly, student engagement relies upon links between what

© Copyright 2023. The author, Samuel Dougherty, assigns to the Journal of the Foundation Year Network
the right of first publication and educational and non-profit institutions a non-exclusive license to use this
document for personal use and in courses of instruction provided that the article is used in full and this
copyright statement is reproduced. Any other usage is prohibited without the express permission of the
author.



126 Journal of the Foundation Year Network

is being taught and how students perceive this will be of benefit to them — where active teaching
can inspire students through participating in the application of skills (Andres, 2017). The HEI
featured in this research project has a focus of applying knowledge and this should be apparent
in all aspects of university life, including academic skills support (SHU, 2021); as such, ensuring
engagement with academic skills sessions, which will help equip students with skills they can
apply to both university life and their careers beyond, is crucial.

This article reviews the wider literature on what is known about some of the potential
barriers to students engaging with academic support, where possible with specific focus on
Foundation Year (FY) students. It then briefly maps out the thought process behind the primary
research conducted for this project, before discussing findings and recommendations in relation
to existing literature.

Literature review

FYs have long been a feature of HE in the United Kingdom, introduced to enable students with-
out the usual subject specific knowledge to access a university course through standard path-
ways, such as A Levels. Over time, and with an increase in subjects utilising FYs, their function
has adapted to suit needs within the HE sector. As tuition fees rose in 2010, the UK Government
sought to attract more young people to university, and one approach was to promote FYs, in
part, to attract “young people with high potential but lower grades” (Hansard, 3 November
2010, col 924). Within the last 25 years, a move to encourage more young people into HE has
taken place, as begun by the Labour Party’s aims in 2001 to ensure 50% of 18-30 year olds were
in HE by 2010 (Whitty, 2015). This has continued and recent figures show that 53% of 17-30 year
olds went onto HEls in 2020-21 (DfES, 2021).

FYs are under scrutiny following the release of the Augar Review (2019) which assessed
their value for money, suggesting that funding be removed from universities for FYs and that
alternatives be offered, such as Access Courses run by Further Education providers. Given this
pressure, it is vital that FYs provide students with engaging courses that offer opportunities to
be a part of the wider university community, and to thrive both academically and in the world
of work.

The diverse nature of FY students means that their journeys to HE are varied. As a rule,
students apply for a place on a FY course through UCAS and questions have been raised about
the inclusivity of this application process, indicating that it disadvantages those from lower
socio-economic backgrounds (Dunn and Faulkner, 2020). One of the key groups that make up
FY cohorts are students who did not achieve the necessary grades to immediately access their
chosen course, so complete a foundation year in order to gain the skills and knowledge needed
to succeed at undergraduate level (Sanders, Daly and Fitzgerald, 2016). The way in which FY
delivery has changed has meant that through the clearing process, many students who did not
achieve their target grades to gain a place on a course are automatically transferred onto a FY
course which will give them access to their preferred course a year later (O’Sullivan et al., 2019).
Some students may agree to this when offered the option at clearing as they are pleased to
accept a place at university, without really knowing what they have agreed to. This may then
impact upon their engagement with their course and, in turn, study skills sessions due to feelings
of uncertainty about the FY course they are on.

There is a lack of research in this area, although O’Sullivan et al. (2019) conducted an
empirical study of two selective establishments in England and Ireland. Findings suggested that
at the HEls in England and Ireland, admissions staff were aware of the diverse, and often
disadvantaged, backgrounds of applicants to their FY course. However, the extent to which this
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affects offers of university places requires further research. It must also be noted that the
application process at the English establishment studied by O’Sullivan et al. (2019) requires
students to reapply through the UCAS admission system to progress to the degree course of
their choice upon completion of the FY, whereas at the HEI where this research is based, stud-
ents automatically progress upon passing their FY.

The make-up of students on FY courses may also influence their likelihood of accessing
academic skills support or not. FY courses represent students from different age ranges, many
of whom are classed as mature students. Dunn, Rakes and Rakes (2014) suggest that younger
students are more likely to engage with support online when compared to mature students — a
trait that may have been exacerbated with an increased reliance upon online materials, either
due to a proactive move to use new technology or in response to changes necessitated by the
COVID-19 pandemic. This requires consideration when looking at engagement with academic
skills sessions as the majority of academic skills sessions at this HEl are online, which could cause
a lack of engagement from older students. The individual experiences of students are important
because talking generally of student cohorts risks homogenising all students, and this could be
particularly true when considering students’ backgrounds and the multiple identities they ex-
hibit (Reay et al., 2010; O’Sullivan et al., 2019).

The Sutton Trust (2021) believes that HE plays a major role in enhancing social mobility.
The role that FYs can play in enhancing those from disadvantaged backgrounds is also advocated
in Day, Husbands and Kerslake’s recent report investigating ways that HE can help create a fairer
society in Britain (2020). Social mobility is a complex topic in HE, with consecutive governments
promising to ensure greater access to education and potential opportunities for fulfilling and
financially rewarding jobs for all. Reay (2013) discusses many of these complexities, highlighting,
for example, inequalities within the rates of social mobility between men and women.

Gender is a factor of interest when considering student engagement in the wider context
of HE and more specifically when considering FY students. Studies from the United States and
Germany have highlighted the disparity in achievement between male and female students in
HE (Kessels and Steinmayr, 2013; Marrs, Sigler, and Brammer, 2012; Stoet, 2015; Wimer and
Levant, 2011) and subsequently higher rates of ‘dropping out’ seen in male students. Male and
female engagement with academic support is also shown to differ and the motivating factors
behind this should be given consideration. Following a recent study of students at UK universit-
ies, Brown, Barry and Todd (2021) suggest that it is not simply gender that must be considered
when investigating student engagement, but adherence of individuals to ‘gendered behaviours’
(p. 413). Although challenging, it may therefore be advisable for HE institutions to establish the
behaviours of all students and make tailored suggestions, based upon students’ own attitudes
to learning and gender. Research involving all students will allow for guidance to be produced
that individual students can engage with, based on how they identify and what they feel is most
relevant.

Many FY students may have financial concerns that draw them away from giving total
focus to their studies or mean they do not have time to access additional support sessions due
to work commitments (Hale, 2020). Reid, Jessop and Miles (2019) have highlighted the import-
ance of acknowledging finances as a stress factor among students. Thompson, Bosman and
Sharp (2020) also suggest that students may be more anxious now due to recent increases in
tuition fees — a factor that staff must take into consideration when determining how to effect-
ively engage students. With this in mind, it needs to be made clear that attending academic skills
sessions is likely to have a positive impact upon student outcomes on their courses and also
develop skills that will be beneficial in their careers.

The move to university represents a challenge to students, regardless of their prior exper-
ience and age. A sense of belonging in order to feel part of a community must be fostered at
university to maximise students’ chances of success (Yorke, 2016; Pedler, Willis and Nieuwoudt,
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2022). In their qualitative study of students transitioning to their first year of university, Greg-
ersen, Holmegaard and Ulrikson (2021) stress the importance of ensuring students have a sense
of belonging at university as early as possible. This sense of belonging is often particularly
difficult for FY students who may be insecure in their abilities (Sanders, Daly and Fitzgerald,
2016). Hale (2020) highlights the important role that FYs can play in supporting transition to uni-
versity, particularly for students from working class backgrounds. With this in mind, it is vital
that FY students are aware of support that is on offer as part of their course induction.

Young, Thompson, Sharp and Bosman (2019) emphasise the link between successful
transition to university and wellbeing and this is perhaps even more important when considering
FY students, whose experiences outside of education may set them at a disadvantage. This must
also be considered in relation to the added pressures upon students’ mental health as a result
of the COVID-19 pandemic (Chen and Lucock, 2022). Staff have a responsibility to ensure that
students are supported and acknowledge the challenges faced by students in an uncertain clim-
ate.

Ensuring FY students remain on course for the duration is of great importance to the host
establishment and especially to the individual. Based on their qualitative study of FY students,
measuring expectations and achievement, Sanders, Daly and Fitzgerald (2016) point out that FY
students may be more vulnerable to self-doubt and therefore considering removing themselves
from their course. Conversely, in their comparative longitudinal study of universities in the UK
and Ireland, O’Sullivan et al. (2019) found that students on FY courses gained confidence in their
academic abilities as the year progressed. It is, therefore, in everyone’s interests to ensure that
students feel confident in their abilities and know where to seek additional support should it be
required.

An underpinning aim of Higher Education must be to ensure that students are equipped
and inspired to continue learning once they have graduated; Anderson and Normand (2017) dis-
cuss the need to equip students with skills that will enable them to return to learning in the
future and have the confidence to use whatever new technologies may be in use at that time.
This is increasingly important with the rapid shift towards hybrid modes of teaching in recent
years. Engaging students with a desire to look beyond their current stage of study must underpin
thoughts of how to engage students, at FY or beyond.

A combination of students’ intrinsic and extrinsic motivators will affect individuals differ-
ently and HEls must ensure that they cater for the needs of different students (Mohammed,
Gheith and Papaluca, 2021, p. 501). Based on this, the means of delivery must be carefully
considered. In a rapidly changing world, technology must be embraced as a means of ensuring
students can access support. There have been numerous studies with various mediums such as
WhatsApp and Padlet (Jones, 2021; Coleman and O’Connor, 2019). Utilising resources with
which many students are familiar could be a means of helping to increase engagement.

However, considering the complex make up of FY student cohorts, and bearing in mind
students’ financial situations, access to technology must not be taken for granted. La Velle et al.
(2020) highlight the inequity of digital access among students; given the high proportion of FY
students from disadvantaged backgrounds, it cannot be assumed that all students have access
at home to the resources being used to deliver academic support sessions and this could be a
contributing factor for low engagement. Indeed, overreliance upon virtual, internet-based deliv-
ery may lead students to a point where they feel unable to switch off from work, thus leading
to further disengagement (Kresjler, 2007).

At the HEI where the research was conducted, FY students accounted for 5% of enrol-
ments in the 2021-22 academic year. Across the University, there are 97 FY courses and 93 of
these are integrated into degree courses. 41% of FY students are from non-professional back-
grounds (SHU, 2021) and 17% are from disadvantaged backgrounds, categorised as IMD Decile
1 (SHU, 2021). In addition, 62% of FY students at the University are male. This is an interesting
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consideration when investigating engagement as male students have also been highlighted
within the department as a group which does not engage well with support sessions. In the
2020-21 academic year, 71% of FY students progressed onto their first degree course, 8% pro-
gressed elsewhere, 8% repeated the year and 13% withdrew.

53% of students are from POLAR 4 groups. This is also significant as, drawing upon Bour-
dieu’s theory of habitus and capital (1986), Reay (2009) suggests that universities are primarily
designed to accommodate those from middle to higher socio-economic backgrounds. This
causes a problem for students from less affluent backgrounds as not only are they having to
transition to a new learning environment, but they are also having to adapt to ways of learning
that have not been developed with them in mind. The Office for Students (OfS) classifies stud-
ents based on the number of individuals participating in HE in a local area (POLAR) and there are
a high number of students on FY courses from POLAR Quintile 1 backgrounds. The university in
which the research has been conducted is located in an area where 10 of 14 constituencies have
low or very low social mobility (Sutton Trust/SHU, 2021). The University has a commitment to
widening participation, as demonstrated by the entrance figures of 2017-18 where 21% of stud-
ents were from POLAR 1. This has large implications when considering how students engage
with their courses.

From September 2020-November 2021, of 2892 individual students voluntarily attending
academic skills webinars, only 7 were FY students, representing just 0.24% of attendees in com-
parison to making up 5% of enrolments in 2020-21 (SHU, 2021). The Skills Centre also offers one-
to-one appointments and the figures here are similarly eye-opening, with only one session
attended by an FY student out of 710 total sessions held. More needs to be done to engage FY
students with the services on offer, and greater understanding is required about why these stud-
ents do not attend.

It is evident that there are a number of diverse, intersecting factors that may affect stud-
ents’ engagement with their studies yet it is unclear if any of these are directly responsible for
low engagement from FY students with academic skills sessions. It is therefore important that
further research into this is conducted in order to address the needs of FY students and provide
a service that allows them to succeed on their FY course and develop the skills needed to thrive
on the courses to which they progress.

Methodology

This study drew on the University’s demographic data and tracked attendance at skills sessions
in order to build an accurate picture of the number of FY students attending skills sessions. The
needs of FY students were evaluated with the aim of developing more appropriate sessions for
them, resulting in the following research question and aims being decided upon:

Question: What barriers prevent FY students from attending academic sup-

port sessions and how might these be overcome?

Aims:

e Establish why FY engagement with skills sessions is low.

e Develop an understanding of specific FY needs in relation to academic
skills sessions.

e Draw on information gathered to develop new academic skills sessions
appropriate for FY students.



130  Journal of the Foundation Year Network

It was important to consider the practical significance of the research being conducted
(Check and Schutt, 2012) and whether the outcomes would have a tangible benefit for those
participating (Mfutso-Bengo, Masiye and Muula, 2008). Decisions about what research methods
to employ were taken after careful consideration and discussion with teaching staff; methods
were chosen that would interfere least with students but would also do most to ensure positive
engagement with, and outcomes from, the research. This ties into an action research approach,
and research was undertaken with a view to looking into a problem within my place of work,
seeking to enhance my own practice and that of others (Griffiths and Davies, 1995; Carr and
Kemmis, 2005).

Recent studies seeking to understand students and learn from student experience have
successfully employed qualitative methods (Thompson, Pawson and Evans, 2021). As the focus
of the study was to develop an understanding of barriers to learning from students, a qualitative
element was included in the research approach (Hammarberg, Kirkman and de Lacey 2016). This
was in addition to questions that sought to gather quantitative data on the number and type of
skills resources students had engaged with and staff had used with students (see Appendix A).

Ethics

Consideration of the wellbeing of research participants and mitigating any risk of harm to them
was central to the research approach (Sikes, 2010; British Education Research Association,
2018). Students, and staff, have undergone a huge upheaval over the last two years and inter-
ference with study has been unavoidable. | have therefore been mindful to minimise interfer-
ence with any teaching and avoid putting additional pressure on students. The research was
approved by the University’s ethics committee and participants were provided with an inform-
ation sheet explaining the aims of the research. It was made clear that participants could with-
draw their input in the study up to a given date. All participant data has been anonymised.

Questionnaires were selected as the means of initial data collection. While effective, there
is still an intrusive element to questionnaires, as participants are being asked to reveal inform-
ation about themselves (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2000). The questions included were care-
fully considered in order to focus on only what was relevant for the aims of this project. A short-
coming of some questionnaires is they often do not allow for more developed answers which
express more complex thoughts (Burton, 2005). Therefore, open-ended questions were also
included in the questionnaire to enable the collection of richer data.

Consideration was given to participant population size and, in order to maximise engage-
ment, all FY students were contacted via FY teaching staff and the consent forms and link to the
questionnaire were shared. It was decided that an online questionnaire would be accessible for
students and would provide more immediate data than a paper-based questionnaire. Similarly,
all FY teaching staff were contacted via email, having been told about the research project in an
operations group meeting.

Analysis

Thematic analysis was undertaken to make links between the responses from students and staff,
and to tie this back to the literature. Braun and Clarke (2022) advocate thematic analysis as an
accessible approach for less experienced researchers. Furthermore, the opportunity to discern
links and draw out themes between the quantitative and qualitative data was also an advantage
of using this approach. The main themes identified were around awareness of academic skills
provision, and factors affecting attendance.
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Limitations

It must be acknowledged that the initial plan for this particular research had to be adapted and
limitations exist within the process and results achieved. A much smaller group of students and
staff completed the questionnaire than planned (five FY students and two members of FY
teaching staff) and it had been raised in meetings with FY teaching staff that students already
felt ‘over surveyed’. The results of the research are still valid, although they may be less trans-
ferrable than if a larger sample size had been achieved and more in-depth qualitative data cap-
tured for analysis. Results will still be used to inform practice and serve as a foundation for
further research, particularly as the low level of engagement with the research reflects the low
engagement with skill provisions overall.

Results

The following results display quantitative data gathered.
Student responses

Have you voluntarily accessed any resources/sessions from the Skills Centre? (Select all that apply)
Sresponses

Webinar[—0 (0%)

1-1 1 (20%)
Drop-in 1(20%)

Assignment Bootcamp|—0 (0%)

Online resources (Libguides) 2 (40%)

| have not voluntarily accessed
any Skills Centre resources/se...

0 1 2

2 (40%)

Figure 1: Responses to a multiple choice question. Results show student engagement with academic
skills resources and taught sessions.

How confident do you feel in your academic skills? (1 Very low confidence - 5 Very high

confidence)
5 responses

2

2 (40%) 2 (40%)

1 (20%)

0 (?%) 0 (?%)

1 2 3 4 5

Figure 2: Student responses to a Likert scale question. Responses show how students rate their own
confidence in relation to their academic skills.
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Do you feel a sense of belonging with the Sheffield Hallam University community? (11 do not feel

part of the university community - 5 | feel part of the university community)
5 responses

4 (80%)
3
2
! 1 (20%)
0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
0 | | |

1 2 3 4 5

Figure 3: Student responses to a Likert scale question. Results show the level of belonging that students
feel about a sense of belonging with the University community.

Do you feel welcome in the library? (11 do not teel welcome- 5 | feel very welcome)

5 responses

4 4 (80%)
3

2

1

1 (20%)
0 (0%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%)
o l l l
1 2 3 4 5

Figure 4: Student responses to a Likert scale question. Results show how students rate how welcome
they feel in the University library. (The Skills Centre is based within the library hence this
question being asked).

Staff responses

Which Skills Centre resources have you used? (Select all that apply)
2 responses

Online study guides(Libguides) 1(50%)

Recorded webinars

Taught session by a Skills

0,
Advisor 2 (100%)

0 1 2

Figure 5: Staff responses to a multiple choice question about which academic skills resources and
sessions they may have used with their students.
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In addition to the quantitative data displayed above, the following themes were identified from
the qualitative data that was also gathered through the questionnaire. While responses were
brief, the main themes identified were:

e Lack of awareness of academic skills provision/resources

e Difficulty attending sessions due to other commitments

e Academic Skills sessions embedded within courses (suggested by staff)

e Poor attendance to taught sessions (highlighted by staff)

Discussion

The research uncovered a number of interesting insights from both FY students and teaching
staff. It was interesting from a researcher’s point of view that low engagement with the research
reflects low level FY student engagement with skills resources. Despite the small numbers
involved in the study, the insights have provided an interesting platform from which to consider
how FY students engage with academic skills provision.

The research corroborated certain key themes that were highlighted in wider academic
literature, in particular those of community in HE and student engagement with academic
support. While a sense of community with the wider student body was felt by most participants,
student C was less positive, rating their sense of belonging within the university community at
only 2 out of 5. It was interesting that this participant also ranked their confidence in academic
ability lower than others, at 3 out of 5. This ties in with Gregersen, Holmegaard and Ulrikson’s
(2021) assertion that a lack of a sense of belonging could prove to be a significant barrier to
learning. This may also be an example of the student’s habitus being misaligned with the Univer-
sity’s general feel, based on their experiences to this point, which suggests more work needs to
be done to ensure students feel included (Bourdieu, 1986).

Student C also made clear that they had “no idea what the Skills Centre is”, a concerning
response given that staff respondents had both engaged with Skills Centre resources, and mater-
ials had been sent to staff at the beginning of semesters 1 and 2 to encourage students to access
academic skills support. In light of this, more attention needs to be paid to the recommendations
made by Young, Thompson, Sharp and Bosman (2019), who suggest that induction programmes
are crucial to wellbeing and success. Furthermore, staff A suggested that “more engagement is
needed at the start of the year in induction”, and academic skills “needs to be viewed as part of
the university experience and not something extra they can do”. Combined, the views of staff
and students in relation to the literature suggest that a more prominent presence in FY induction
events would be beneficial in terms of supporting students and encourage greater engagement
with support sessions and resources.

An important point was raised in one student response in relation to the additional pres-
sures students may experience. Student E commented that “l am a student parent therefore |
only access when not doing childcare”. This is an example of the large responsibilities that FY
students may have and highlights the need for academic skills support to be flexible in order to
cater for the needs of students who have busy lives outside of the learning environment.

It was encouraging to discover that four out of five student participants felt that skills
resources were relevant to them, and that both staff participants had used resources provided
by the Skills Centre. In addition to this, staff A commented that “having staff come into time-
tabled sessions has been excellent and really valuable for the students”. This provides a firm
grounding from which to develop stronger links with both staff and students as the team is not
having to ‘sell’ the idea that developing academic skills is important.
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The results raised points that contradict certain elements highlighted in the literature
review. Sanders, Daley and Fitzgerald (2016) discuss the prevalence of self-doubt among FY
students; however, the results demonstrate a different point of view. Four out of five partic-
ipants rated their confidence in academic skills at either 4 or 5 out of 5 (with 5 being ‘very
confident’). This finding corroborates findings from O’Sullivan et al. (2019), where confidence in
academic ability increased in FY students during the academic year. It would be interesting to
expand this particular study by gathering data at the start, middle and end of the year. As data
were collected in semester 2, this may have had an impact upon how students see themselves,
having grown in confidence through the course of the year. With this in mind, the participants
may not feel the need to access academic support sessions, due to feeling comfortable in the
skills they already possess. Interestingly, staff A suggested that ‘confidence’ may be a barrier to
learning. This poses the question of why staff and students may feel differently about how stud-
ents feel about their own abilities in relation to academic skills.

An important consideration is how to sustain student confidence over time. Sanders,
Daley and Fitzgerald (2016) suggest that individuals’ confidence may be negatively affected if
students do not receive the results they are expecting, which, in turn, may lead to decreased
engagement or, in extreme cases, withdrawal from the course. It would therefore be advisable
for FY students to have more interactions with skills sessions, in order to support success on
assignments and also to increase knowledge of what is expected at various marking levels. It
would be interesting to investigate this further and future research should give this discourse
more serious consideration.

There were unexpected outcomes, some of which highlight encouraging perceptions of
belonging amongst FY students. While there is literature to suggest that FY students may feel on
the periphery of traditional student communities (Bourdieu, 1986; Reay, 2009), student
responses, in the main, contradict this. Four out of five student participants felt ‘part of the uni-
versity community’, which is encouraging as this sense of belonging can help to underpin aca-
demic success (Yorke, 2016). This positive sense of belonging echoes O’Sullivan et al.’s (2019)
study of FY students at selective HEls in the UK and Ireland. Coupled with the outcome that 100%
of student participants put themselves at either 4 or 5 out of 5 in terms of feeling ‘welcome in
the library’, it seems that risk of alienation on grounds of being out of place is unfounded. This
is a positive outcome and one that can be built upon to engage students with more of the aca-
demic support offered.

Another interesting outcome of the research was teaching staff highlighting the issue of
engagement in their subject specific sessions. Staff B shared that “There has been poor engage-
ment generally with on-campus activity so this is a general problem.” While this may start to
explain why FY students have not engaged as much with on campus support, it does not address
the causes of low attendance in general, as the majority (80%) of academic skills sessions are
delivered online. Additionally, throughout various periods of the study being conducted, all aca-
demic skills sessions were delivered online due to lockdown restrictions being in place. It will
therefore be important to work more closely with FY course leaders and academics to establish
a root cause of low attendance.

The effective use of modern technology is widely held as a practical means of engaging
students, in conjunction with other more traditional methods. Jones (2021) and Coleman and
O’Connor (2019) advocated using up-to-date technology to ensure engagement and this mirrors
the results from student respondents, as those who had engaged with resources had predom-
inantly done so online in the form of drop-ins and online resources such as Lib guides. It would
seem, though, that even more could be done here. If we were to take more innovative
approaches, such as using social media channels that students use themselves, such as Whats-
App, we may be able to advertise upcoming sessions more effectively, rather than relying upon
email announcements that rarely get looked at. A recent scoping review has demonstrated that
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WhatsApp can be used as a constructive tool for medical students and adopting this as a means
to engage FY students may be an interesting and convenient method to trial in this setting (Cole-
man and O’Connor, 2019).

While limited in terms of participant numbers and depth of responses given, the data
gathered has provided insight into the thoughts of staff and students, and has demonstrated
that further steps must be taken in order to further engage FY students and staff with the aca-
demic support that is on offer.

Consideration was given to the method of data collection, not least to put minimal stress
on students and staff who already have numerous conflicting pressures and have had inter-
rupted academic years; this includes events beyond their control, such as the pandemic and,
more recently, industrial action, which may have impacted upon voluntary uptake of involve-
ment. The assertion that “there has been poor engagement generally with on-campus activity”
goes some way to explain low engagement with the research, especially when considered in the
context of students highlighting in discussions with staff that they feel ‘over surveyed’. It is useful
to know that student engagement has been a challenge recently in timetabled teaching sessions
and suggests that, as staff, we need to work more closely to find out why students are not
attending timetabled and voluntary sessions and what more we can do to improve the student
experience.

Recommendations

Summary of recommendations:
e Taster sessions during university induction weeks
e Greater embedding of academic skills sessions within courses
e Academic skills resources to be provided in multiple formats
e Accreditation for attending academic skills sessions
e Co-design and creation of resources with students

In response to staff recommendations and student suggestions, greater integration into
induction programmes is required. Online skills inductions could be held, and delivered to sever-
al courses at once, in order to fit in with staff commitments across other student cohorts. Skills
staff could also offer a taster session for students (in response to a suggestion made by staff A)
to showcase the support on offer and make it clear that development of academic skills is part
of integrating with the wider university community.

Embedding academic skills sessions within courses may help to secure higher attendance
figures to taught skills sessions. This involvement at a course level may then lead to greater
voluntary student engagement with academic skills resources and taught sessions.

Producing relevant support resources in different formats, including videos and audio
resources is vital to engage FY students. Further to this, developing stronger ties with academic
teaching staff would create opportunities to share up-to-date and innovative resources and raise
awareness of skills provision — this could encourage FY students to engage with sessions, such
as 1-1 assignment support.

A potential longer-term solution to engaging students could be to set up accreditation for
attending skills sessions. This could take several forms, but potential options could be to est-
ablish a ‘Skills Award’, which students could add to their CVs (AGCAS, 2021; Clarke, 2013);
incorporate attendance to skills sessions in a university-wide award celebrating dedication to
study; or have skills sessions linked with courses, where attendance at sessions would be directly
related to a percentage of marks on a given module. The benefit here would be that students
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would develop skills during their FY which they could then apply as they progress to their full
degree courses, and in their future careers.

Co-designing resources with students would foster a strong working relationship between
staff and students, and may lead to the development of more relevant resources for FY students.
Furthermore, it would help to address a potential power imbalance between staff and students,
providing more agency for learners (Friere, 1970). This approach would allow for the creation of
resources for specific student cohorts, which would enhance engagement.

Conclusion

This research was conducted at a time when both staff and students are experiencing a great
deal of upheaval as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic and other pressures at home and inter-
nationally. It is important that the results of (and engagement with) the research are seen in this
context, and that recommendations are acted on in a flexible way to accommodate student and
staff needs in a rapidly changing social and political environment.

FY student cohorts are diverse, and research conducted with groups who are experiencing
conflicting demands, academically and otherwise, needs to be flexible. This research project has
emphasised this and, in response, was adapted to minimise interference and intrusion on stud-
ent and staff time. Recommendations to conduct further research to broaden the scope of data
gathered are suggested, mindful of the fact that different approaches need to be employed.
Possibilities may include using a wider variety of channels for participants to engage with the
research and considering incentivising participation in the research.

A ‘one size fits all’ approach does not work for students when looking at mitigating bar-
riers to learning, and this is particularly true of the diverse makeup of FY courses. It is vital that
we look at individual cohorts and adapt resources to their needs. Greater collaboration with
students would be advisable, to produce and deliver content that students are aware of and
want to engage with. Embedding skills sessions within courses will also help to broaden the
reach of the Skills Centre and support students in developing their skills. This will also have the
added benefit of developing closer links between different teams within the University.

In order to meet the needs of students, we need to listen to them carefully to ensure that
practice keeps up with rapidly changing needs, while ensuring rigorous approaches are still taken
to ensure a firm grasp of academic skills that will support students in an educational context,
and importantly, in their lives and careers.
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Appendix A:

Questions asked to students:

e  What course are you studying?

e How did you hear about the Skills Centre?

e  What services and support do you feel would be more relevant to you?

e  What prevents you from accessing Skills Centre sessions or resources?

e If you have any suggestions for ways the Skills Centre could support your academic skills
development, please share them here.

e  Have you voluntarily accessed any resources/sessions from the Skills Centre?

e How confident do you feel in your academic skills?

e Do you feel a sense of belonging with the University community?

e Do you feel welcome in the library?

Questions asked to staff:
e Title of Foundation Year course taught
e Which Skills Centre resources have you used?
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¢ When and how have you told foundation year students about skills centre resources/taught
sessions? (e.g. Induction sessions, as part of assignment feedback, academic advisor
meetings)

e Which academic skills do you think foundation year students need to develop most? (e.g.
critical thinking, planning assignments, etc.)

e Considering your previous answer, what support or resources do you think would best help
students to develop the academic skills you mentioned?

e What barriers, if any, do you think prevent foundation year students from accessing
academic support sessions and resources?

e Please explain what you think the Skills Centre could do to increase engagement from
Foundation Year students with its offer.

e If you have any thoughts, reflections or ideas you would like to share in relation to the Skills
Centre and its engagement with Foundation Year students, please share them here.
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