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ABSTRACT

The term ‘student success’ has increasingly been used as the catch-all term for 
focusing on the student outcomes measures in higher education. In the English 
Higher Education context, the term is used as part of regulatory pressures by the 
Office for Students, to assess student retention rates across providers through 
Access and Participation Plans and annual reporting (B3). Student success has 
become an amalgamation (in strategies, job titles and now regulation) to address 
outcomes relating to retention, employability, access, widening participation and 
student satisfaction, prioritised by political direction and senior management 
teams. Although the definition and application of this key term differ in use at 
individual providers. With great pressure and dissonance surrounding this 
prominent term, this paper looks at the literature regarding what the term student 
success means in practice for students, academic programmes or professional 
services depending on the context.

Keywords: student engagement, student success, higher education, student 
experience

INTRODUCTION

In 2023, English universities once again received their guidance on completing 
their upcoming Access and Participation Plans (APP). As with almost every 
Office for Students document relating to the APP since its foundation, there was 
a great focus on student success. Since the first Office for Students publication in 
2018 outlined “all students, from all backgrounds, and with the ability and desire 
to undertake HE… are supported to access, succeed in, and progress from, 
Higher Education” (Office for Students, 2018, 14), the English University sector 
is now filled with student success strategies, initiatives and even staffing roles to 
support the agenda. This paper looks at the literature regarding what the term 
student success means in practice for students, academic programmes or 
professional services depending on the context.
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Student success is a term which, as with ‘student engagement’ and 
‘student experience’, is easy to get behind, although perhaps less interrogated. 
Student success is an amalgamation (in strategies, job titles and now 
regulation) of outcomes relating to retention, employability, access, widening 
participation and student satisfaction – as well as strategy, visions and actions 
prioritised by political direction and senior management teams. In the 2017 
Higher Education Act, student success is defined simply as completing each 
year of study, and subsequently, a degree (Department for Education, 2017). 
However, the 2023 guidance for English providers for the Access and 
Participation Plans asks institutions to detail “how they can address the risk 
posed to fair access and successful participation by knowledge, skill and 
attainment gaps emerging across childhood by making meaningful and 
effective contributions to supporting schools to raise pre-16 attainment” 
(Office for Students, 2023, 4) – asking far more than just completing a year of 
study. Additionally, the document refers to “successful higher education 
participation” (Office for Students, 2023, 6) which could be interpreted in 
multiple ways.

With discussion set to continue in this space, this paper aims to explore 
the literature regarding what the term student success means in practice for 
students, academic programmes or professional services depending on the 
context.

LOOKING BACK OVER THE POND

The term student success has increasingly been used as the catch-all brand for 
focusing on the above outcomes and measures of higher education in the UK. 
The trends have already occurred in US HE, where student success has been a 
focus for more than 30 years, yet there is still a lack of agreed definition or area 
of focus, as well as a lack of student research regarding students’ definitions and 
indicators of the term. As English higher education begins a new era of focus on 
student success, the English sector, too, faces the same dissonance, with success’ 
is an amorphous term that means distinctive things to various stakeholders in 
any educational undertaking (O’Shea and Delahunty, 2018).

Higher education takes a lot of time (at least three years of an undergraduate 
student’s life), and if it goes wrong, students lose a lot – so lack of “success” is 
a risk for students and institutions. Students cannot simply repeat and reinvest 
the time/fee (Seidman, 2012), therefore a focus on meaningful student 
engagement as part of the success agenda to benefit students and institutions 
mutually. Student engagement is widely recognised as critical to student 
success in higher education – simply put, students who are engaged with their 
studies are more likely to be successful (Kahu and Nelson, 2018, 2).

As with student engagement, the nations that experienced a marketised 
and massified HE sector much sooner than the UK, for example the USA, 
have been discussing and focusing on student success far longer, with the 
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quandary of student success continuously noted as a challenge for all types 
US institutions (Kuh et al., 2011). However, it is clear that we must create the 
“conditions that foster student success in college has never been more 
important” (Kuh et al., 2011, 1), by focusing on student engagement and 
transition indicators, such as belonging, self-efficacy, well-being and positive 
emotion (Kahu and Nelson, 2018).

THE PROBLEM IN DEFINING STUDENT SUCCESS

There are papers that have attempted to conduct a literature review to possibly 
define the term for higher education. Most notable is Weatherton and Schussler’s 
(2021) paper, which highlights that the “majority of articles discussing student 
success did not explicitly define the term” with 52 articles, of which 21 (40%) 
gave explicit definitions of student success and 31 defined student success 
implicitly through the variables they measured, often equating student success 
with quantitative student outcomes, such as exam scores and GPA (Weatherton 
and Schussler, 2021, 3).

Weatherton and Schuyssler also highlight that “theories of student 
success have changed over time” with dominant areas of focus on self-
efficacy, identity, sense of belonging, social cognitive career theory and 
social interdependence theory (Weatherton and Schussler, 2021, 3). 
Importantly, in their study, they found that in the articles reviewed, only one 
article captured the students’ perspective of student success (Weatherton and 
Schussler, 2021).

Several definitions and factors are often cited, where in a UK context, 
Yorke and Longden’s paper (Yorke and Longden, 2004). Additionally and 
perhaps frustratingly, there is a great body of literature simply speaking 
widely about student success as a common goal, but with often no clear 
definition given (Wagner and Longanecker, 2016; Millea et al., 2018).

THEMES IN THE LITERATURE

RETENTION

One of the most prominent themes within the literature is a focus on retention 
and attrition (Yorke and Longden, 2004) as an indicator of student success 
(Curnock Cook, 2021). If a student does not graduate, most institutions do 
not see a student as succeeding with common definitions of “student success 
is that students earn grades sufficient to meet graduation requirements” 
(Kennedy and Upcraft, 2009, 31). This is highlighted today in the UK with 
the Westminster government in the Higher Education Act, success meaning 
simply completing the degree programme (Higher Education Act, 2017). In a 
marketised higher education sector, all parties (students, universities and 
government) support completing a degree, especially when dropout is 
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perceived as a failure (or wasted time/money by students) and a risk of 
income for universities. In the US literature, the retention theme is present, 
because retention has historically featured as a major area of enhancement in 
US HE – home of the phrase “College Drop Out” (Astin, 1984; Kuh, 2001; 
Finn and Zimmer, 2012), where the English sector now in 2023 finds itself in 
a similar marketised situation pre-empting a focus on student success and 
inspiring this study. However, it can be argued that retention is the most 
simplistic form of student success – simply passing or completing – rather 
than recognising the rich individualist lives, goals and motivations of students 
and the complex nature and variant of higher education provision.

ACADEMIC ACHIEVEMENT

Another theme is academic achievement, which focuses on increasing grades in 
low-performance areas, such as certain subjects (such as the sciences), or certain 
unsuccessful classes or degree programmes (Pitts and Johnson, 2017). These 
two themes relate to one another with papers stating that if a student has good 
retention, their grades will be higher (Astin, 1984; Tinto, 2003) which again is a 
trend in the literature that none of the areas of focus are separate – they are 
inter-related which may suggest why this topic has been too complex to simply 
define so far.

Achievement in UK higher education has been reported to be a major 
motivator and cause of stress in students, especially relating to graduating with a 
“good” degree – normally a higher second first, or first class honours. Again, 
Kuh speaks of prioritising student engagement for student academic achievements, 
where universities need to consider different learners’ priorities and needs (Kuh 
et al., 2011). Academic achievement again is reasonably simplistic as a measure 
of student success, as well as elitist, not recognising that getting “into” higher 
education in the first place can be the highest achievement of a student’s life, and 
that passing is enough success for many students, while only some, perhaps more 
traditional students, are focused on the top grades. In the English higher education 
sector, this agenda is further complexified as the government has called national 
investigations into persieved grade inflation of degrees (Hinds, 2019), putting 
into question “improving grade” outcome initiatives.

GRADUATE EMPLOYMENT

The third major theme relates to graduate employability, which continues to 
grow as a narrative in English higher education (Donelan, 2021). This is 
because “definitions of student success must be sensitive to economic realities 
and workforce development needs” (Kuh et al., 2011, 9) and higher education is 
often looked to by the government to resolve economic problems such as skills 
shortages. Students too are a key party focused on graduate outcomes of 
universities, with a recent polling company Youthsite researching over 100 
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full-time undergraduate students that more than three quarters (79%) of 
students feel confident they all get a graduate-level job once they finish 
university (HEPI & JobTeaser, 2020). Although the purpose of higher education 
is often debated and argued not to be about training the future graduate 
workforce, national studies cannot be ignored which repeatedly emphasise that 
students want to gain graduate employment success from their degrees 
(UUK, 2017; Unite, 2017).

STUDENT SUCCESS FOR WIDENING PARTICIPATION 
STUDENTS

Focusing on student success for disadvantaged students from non-traditional 
backgrounds (a.k.a. Widening Participation students) features in the literature 
internationally, within wider calls for greater inclusion and equity in higher 
education (Cook-Sather, 2018). These moves follow research over decades 
reviewing that non-traditional students feel alienated in higher education 
institutions (Mann, 2001), have a lower sense of belonging (Islam et al.,  
2018) and face barriers to full participation, and therefore success (Austen 
et al., 2017). A great deal of work has already been conducted, particularly in 
the USA, relating to developing institutions to support and encourage student 
success (relating to several indicators) of certain student groups such as 
Black Students (Harper and Kuykendall, 2012), Indigenous Students (Mills 
et al., 2019) and certain demographics or community groups (Abdul-Raheem, 
2016). The same developments are seen in English higher education with 
substantial activity led by national bodies and individual providers to focus 
on student success of Black Asian Minority Ethnic, mature, working-class 
male and disabled students to name only a few target groups (Office for 
Students, 2018). This is particularly critical to explore as many UK studies 
have noted that the above metrics of retention, academic achievement and 
graduate employability have evidenced national and local gaps between 
certain student groups (such as Black, Asian and Disabled Students) compared 
with white peers (Richardson, 2015).

BELONGING

Thomas (2012) highlights that a greater sense of belonging leads to greater 
retention and student success in higher education. “A need to belong – to 
connect deeply with other people and secure places, to align with one’s cultural 
and subcultural identities, and to feel like one is a part of the systems around 
them” (Allen et al 2021, 88). If belonging to the University or College has a 
substantial impact on student success, it is important to recognise that staff 
interactions that give students a sense of mattering (Tinto, 2012), processes 
along the entire student journey (Humphrey and Lowe, 2017) and barriers that 
prevent belonging and mattering for certain students (Islam et al., 2018) all 
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have an impact on student success. Wider student experience factors such as 
recreational sport and halls of residence and their impacts on student success 
(Sriram and McLevain, 2016) can also be considered.

THE DATA (ANALYTICS) HAS THE ANSWER

The theme of data or learner analytics programmes providing solutions for 
student success is prominent in the literature, as many universities (Calvert, 
2014; Wagner and Longanecker, 2016; Drake and Walz, 2018; Devlin and 
Bushey, 2019; Kernohan, 2020). These systems not only allow institutions to 
check on a student’s engagement, which often takes an initial focus on attendance 
or virtual learning environment interactions, but can also be used to look at 
student retention, impact evaluations and access to student services (Ada and 
Stansfield, 2017). Large-scale data systems offer staff the opportunity to gain a 
greater understanding of the student’s experience, which can be used in an effort 
to increase student success (Borden and Coates, 2017). More recently, this has 
been shown in the literature to have taken greater influence in the HE sector, as 
student numbers continue to grow, and subsequently, it becomes harder to 
physically observe individual student engagements and follow their achievement 
(Borden and Coates, 2017).

These data analytics systems offer one such potential opportunity to 
understand student behaviour, as the technology can analyse the data that 
correlates student engagement in particular areas with student success criteria 
(such as retention). Using this example narrative to understand student data 
can, therefore, be used to identify systems where if a student under-engages in 
these aforementioned areas for student success, warning systems can indicate 
that a student requires some form of supportive intervention (Brozina et al., 
2019). However, scholars have also argued that a weakness in these systems is 
that it presupposes that high engagement will be an indicator of student success 
(Atherton et al., 2017). These systems have also been critiqued as they do not 
offer ethical opportunities for students to withdraw from their data being 
analysed (Wintrup, 2017). The technology could also create biases based on 
these analytical “scores” of engagement, which could work both for or against 
students in the mindset of the tutor, which could potentially exacerbate 
demographic divides (Borden and Coates, 2017, p.100).

STUDENTS’ PERSPECTIVES ON STUDENT SUCCESS

As highlighted above, the majority of definitions of student success are from 
a staff perspective, with “many are managerially orientated … [where] … a 
managerial perspective trends to lose sight of the student perspective that 
can be seen in ‘persistence’, ‘completion’ and ‘success’” (Yorke and 
Longden, 2004). In Weatherton and Schussler’s literature review on student 
success, they suggest that majority groups defining the definitions and 
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measures of success may exert “soft power” over minoritised student success 
(Weatherton and Schussler, 2021, 1) and highlight the problems of inherently 
suggesting “everyone knows” its definition (Weatherton and Schussler, 
2021, 1).

The first of two studies have been found in the literature which ask 
students to define student success. One from the USA found themes that 
emerged across students’ responses included how participation in 
pedagogical partnership (1) fosters important affective experiences in 
relation to all faculty and to fellow students, (2) informs students’ academic 
engagement in their own classes and (3) contributes to students’ sense of 
their evolution as active agents in their own and others’ development (Cook 
Sather, 2018). Affirming and expanding established understandings of what 
contributes to student success presented in the literature on belonging, 
engagement and persistence, these themes have implications for how we 
might support the success of a diversity of students both within and beyond 
formal pedagogical partnership (Cook-Sather, 2018, 1). The affective 
experiences, academic engagement and sense of agency students describe 
are inextricably intertwined (indicators of success) (Cook-Sather, 2018, 5). 
Including the perspectives of students from equity-seeking groups in 
discussions of student success positions us to better support the “becoming” 
(Gale & Parker, 2014) of a diversity of students in higher education and to 
make progress towards realising equality in outcomes for all students (Cook-
Sather, 2018).

The second study, conducted in Australia, found that success took on an 
array of meanings ranging from contributing to a better world through to 
tangible (e.g., grades and career) and internal indicators (e.g., personal growth 
and confidence), at times with connotations that diverge from, and even disrupt, 
more traditional neoliberal individualistic discourse (O’Shea and Delahunty, 
2018). The article applied a Capabilities Approach to understand how individual 
learners reflected upon success and how understandings of this concept might 
be used to enrich and inform the HE environment (O’Shea and Delahunty, 
2018, 1062). Three key themes were highlighted in the responses from 163 
students, including success as a form of validation – achieving grades; 
“knowing what I am doing”; success as defying the odds – keeping going 
despite adversity; personal survival; embodied and emotional success – including 
terms such as “happiness”, “enjoyment”, “being passionate”, “gaining respect” 
and engendering “pride” and finally the definition of what is not a success, 
such as failure or dropping out (O’Shea and Delahunty, 2018). For example, 
O’Shea and Delahunty (2018) found three themes of success that emerged from 
interviews with first-generation undergraduates: success as a form of validation, 
success as defying the odds, and success as positive feelings about one’s 
trajectory. They conclude that students’ voices and particularly disadvantaged 
students’ views of success must be taken into account, rather than being 
excluded from the decisions (O’Shea and Delahunty, 2018). 
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CONCLUSION

However we define, there are four key stakeholders to consider, who are 
(1) students, (2) institutions and (3) government (Yorke and Longden, 2004), yet 
looking at literature that attempts to list the indicators of student success, there is 
great variation creating conflicts between multiple definitions and the increased 
demand for the focused resource (Kuh et al., 2011, 7). It is hoped this paper 
provides some context to the complexity of the term and the differing perspectives 
the above stakeholders may have, to support strategy and planning for universities 
as they prepare their Access and Participation Plans in 2024 and beyond.
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