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In Spencer Johnson's "Who Moved My Cheese?", two mice and two 

miniature humans navigate a maze, depending on a cheese supply for 

sustenance and happiness. When the cheese unexpectedly vanishes, the 

mice swiftly adapt, seeking new sources, while the humans, Hem and Haw, 

resist, clinging to the past and blaming others. Haw eventually realises the 

futility of this, embracing the need to adapt and venturing out to find new 

cheese.

Who moved 

my cheese? 

This tale serves as an apt analogy for the challenges 
in UK higher education, where the "cheese" 
represents the essential elements that foster 
student engagement and success: strong academic 
support, a sense of belonging, opportunities for 
personal growth, and resources that support 
wellbeing. The "maze" symbolises the increasingly 
complex environment of diverse student needs, 
rapid technological advancements, shifting socio-
economic realities and the significant financial 
pressures impacting the sector. Universities, like the 

characters in the story, must evolve to ensure students 
remain engaged and equipped for an uncertain future.

This need for adaptation is particularly crucial in the current 
landscape of UK higher education. The sector is grappling 
with a perfect storm of challenges. Evolving student 
expectations, technological disruptions and profound 
financial constraints, including the escalating cost of living 
crisis, necessitate a fundamental reimagining of student 
engagement strategies to equip graduates for a dynamic and 
uncertain future. 

Universities are contending with a funding shortfall, 
stemming from the freeze on tuition fees for domestic 
students since 2012, which has led to an over-reliance on 
international student fees. This dependence on 
international students creates vulnerability to fluctuations 
in recruitment and raises concerns about financial 
stability and diversity (Crawford & Joyce, 2023). The 
COVID-19 pandemic further exacerbated this situation by 
disrupting international student recruitment and creating 
financial uncertainty. 

In addition to these institutional financial challenges, the 
escalating cost of living crisis is also impacting students' 
ability to engage with their studies. A recent report by the 
Sutton Trust (2023) found that a significant proportion of 
students are struggling to afford basic necessities, with 
many cutting back on food and heating due to rising costs. 

Although tuition fees are set to rise in 2025, the increase 
is capped at inflation and may not compensate for the 
years of frozen fees and rising costs. Universities UK has 
expressed concerns that this modest increase will do little 
to alleviate the immense financial pressure facing 
universities, and the Office for Students (OfS) has warned 
that a significant proportion of universities in England are 
facing financial deficits and may struggle to maintain their 
operations in the coming years. These financial pressures 
have implications for student engagement, including the 
potential for reduced international student enrolment and 
even university closures (OfS, 2024). 

The 2024 Advance HE Student Academic Experience 
Survey (Advance HE, 2024) underscores the need for 
a holistic approach, revealing student engagement is 
significantly impacted by the rising cost of living and 
mental health concerns. Students seek not only 
academic support but also assistance with financial 
management and mental wellbeing. They desire high-
quality teaching, timely feedback, better academic 
and career support and a stronger sense of belonging 
within their university communities.

These overlapping pressures necessitate a 
fundamental reimagining of student engagement 
strategies. While student engagement has long been 
recognised as a cornerstone of effective learning (Kuh, 
2009; Trowler, 2010), traditional models centred on 
attendance and passive learning are increasingly 
insufficient. Like Hem and Haw, it's tempting to blame 
external factors, such as the pandemic or economic 
pressures and cling to outdated methods, even when 
faced with their ineffectiveness.

This financial strain has a direct impact on students' 
ability to engage with their studies and participate 
fully in university life. Amira Campbell (NUS-UK) 
observes that: We've seen through the continual 

underfunding from the government, universities are 

getting poorer and poorer. First students faced it, 

then staff faced it. Now, universities themselves are 

finally crumbling. 
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TU Dublin helps new students to 
settle in and thrive with evasys

This research draws upon two key theoretical 
frameworks to understand and address the 
complexities of student engagement. Kahu's (2013) 
socio-cultural framework emphasises the interplay 
between behavioural, psychological and socio-
cultural aspects of engagement, highlighting that true 
engagement goes beyond mere satisfaction and 
involves active participation, connection to the 
community and navigating the wider institutional 
context. 

Cook-Sather et al.'s (2014) work emphasises the need 
to move beyond simply consulting students towards 
actively collaborating with them and recognising them 
as partners in shaping their education. It advocates 
for amplifying student voice outside of mere 
consultation towards collaboration and partnership, 
as students who feel a sense of ownership and shared 
responsibility are more likely to be engaged. 

To explore these concepts in the context of UK higher 
education, this research employed a qualitative 
approach involving in-depth, semi-structured 
interviews and focus groups. Between February and 
December 2024, 15 interviews were conducted with 
university staff members, including academic and 
professional services staff, senior managers and 
leaders from across a range of institutions. 
Additionally, 16 students and two elected student 
officers from diverse disciplines and backgrounds 
participated in the interviews and focus groups. 

Within these frames of reference, this research aimed 
to provide a comprehensive understanding of student 
engagement and offer actionable recommendations 
for universities to create a more engaging and 
empowering learning environment.

Research overview

It is important to note that since this research 
commenced, the financial situation in UK higher 
education has deteriorated further. 

The interviews and focus groups provided valuable 
insights into the evolving definitions of student 
engagement, institutional challenges and strategies 
employed to enhance engagement. The findings of this 
research offer important lessons for universities seeking 
to enhance student engagement and create a more 
inclusive and supportive learning environment.

Participants were selected based on their 
availability and willingness to participate 
(opportunity sampling).

This underscores the urgency of the challenges facing 
the sector and the need for innovative solutions to 
maintain and enhance student engagement in this 
increasingly challenging environment.

The following chapters will explore the findings from the 
staff and student interviews in more detail, drawing out 
the key themes and challenges related to future-
proofing student engagement. The analysis will 
culminate in a set of actionable recommendations for 
institutions and policymakers, providing a roadmap for 
future-proofing student engagement and creating a 
more vibrant and supportive learning environment for all 
students. 

The OfS's November 2024 update on financial 
sustainability paints a concerning picture, with 
their modelling suggesting that nearly three-
quarters (72%) of higher education providers 
could be in deficit by 2025-26, with 40% having 
fewer than 30 days' liquidity (OfS, 2024). 

72%
could be in 
deficit by 
2025-26

HE PROVIDERS
40%
having fewer 
than 30 days' 
liquidity

HE PROVIDERS
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Participants emphasised that engagement is not just about 
what happens in lectures and seminars, but about the 
entire student journey. They stressed the need to embrace 
a broader understanding of engagement that extends 
beyond the classroom to include co-curricular activities, 
work experiences and community engagement. For 
example, Jackie Labbe (University of Gloucestershire) 
noted that the University aims to provide an educational 
experience for students that considers both academic and 
social aspects. This is tracked through various data points, 
including attendance, VLE engagement and participation in 
extracurricular activities. 

Abigail Moriarty (University of Lincoln) emphasised the 
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on student confidence 
and self-efficacy, highlighting the need for greater 
investment in pre-arrival support. She stressed the 
importance of honesty in marketing materials, advocating 
for a more transparent approach to managing student 
expectations and ensuring they are fully prepared for the 
demands of their chosen programme. 

While many interviewees highlighted a shift towards 
broader definitions of engagement, Abigail Moriarty 
(Lincoln) also emphasised the importance of data-
informed approaches to understanding and enhancing the 
student experience. She highlighted the need for a cultural 
shift towards evidence-informed decision-making at the 
institutional level, where data is actively used to drive 
quality enhancement and improvement. This suggests that 
future-proofing student engagement requires not only a 
broader understanding of what constitutes engagement 
but also a commitment to using data effectively to inform 
strategies and measure impact.

Staff perspectives
Evolving definitions of student engagement

It was also suggested that students are more likely to 
engage in feedback mechanisms like surveys if they can 
see that they are having a tangible impact on their 
educational experience. For instance, Sally Brooks 
(University of Birmingham) discussed how students were 
involved in shaping communications around attendance 
monitoring, demonstrating a commitment to incorporating 
student voice into decision-making processes. At Glasgow 
Caledonian University (GCU), this is exemplified in the 
revision of the Student Partnership Agreement (2020-
2023), which was co-created with students at every stage; 
from consultation to development and revision. This 
demonstrates a strategic commitment to student 
partnership and shared decision-making. 

Jonathan Neves (Advance HE) points to the description of 
student engagement on Indiana University's web page 
about the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE):  
"the amount of time and effort students put into their 

studies and other educationally purposeful activities". He 
emphasises how there is strong evidence from the UK 
Engagement Survey that engagement, and therefore 
student development, goes beyond simply collecting 
student feedback and involves active participation in a 
range of developmental activities. 

Participants also highlighted the importance of actively 
listening to and valuing student perspectives and the need 
to create diverse and accessible platforms for students to 
express their opinions and contribute to the ongoing 
dialogue about their educational journey. The goal is to 
move towards meaningful co-production with students, 
where they are valued as equal members.

Additionally, there is a growing emphasis on active 
learning and student agency, with students increasingly 
seen as co-creators of their learning experiences. The 
need for more interactive and engaging learning activities 
was highlighted, recognising that students are not merely 
passive recipients of knowledge but active agents in their 
own learning. This active role for students is echoed by 
Craig Mahoney (The Education Group), who states: “There 

are two parts to a student's learning journey... One is that 

they're coming to university to learn something about a 

subject area... However, they are also an expert learner... 

we need to enable them to have a chance to have their 

voice heard.” 

The traditional view of student engagement, 

often confined to classroom attendance and 

academic performance, is being challenged 

and expanded. Interviewees consistently 

highlighted a shift towards a broader 

understanding that encompasses the entirety of 

the student experience, recognising that it is not 

solely about academic achievement but also 

about wellbeing, belonging and participation in 

the broader university community. 
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At the University of Bath, there is a push for authentic 
assessment, particularly in response to the challenges 
posed by COVID-19 and employability concerns. This 
approach involves creating assessments grounded in 
real-world problems, often in collaboration with external 
partners. At GCU, this is seen in the use of gamification 

This shift towards active learning and student co-
creation is also evident in the increasing adoption of 
authentic assessment practices. For example, at the 
University of Westminster, the Law Capstone Project (My 
Graduate Journey) allows final-year law students to 
present their learning journey through an artistic 
installation, incorporating sculptures, paintings, poems, 
songs and more. This innovative approach not only 
fosters cognitive engagement but also allows for a 
deeper emotional connection to the learning process.

Authentic assessment

4

Managing expectations
Interviews also highlighted the importance of managing student expectations and the need for universities to clearly 
define and communicate their unique value proposition to students in consistent and transparent ways throughout the 
student journey. As Tom Lowe (University of Westminster) noted, the importance of “managing expectations from open 

day about what your university offer is, and standing by that long term... At the moment, it's an absolute 

smorgasbord at UK universities, people aren't sure what they stand for. They know university values are good, but 

they don't know what their engagement packages are.”

for formative assessments in criminology 
and psychology courses (for example, the 
Diagnosis Zombie project), where students 
engage in self-directed learning through 
interactive quizzes and simulations. 

In addition to these examples, GCU has also taken steps 
to showcase student partnership case studies from the 
academic community and student societies on its 
website. This initiative aims to inspire and inform others 
about the possibilities of student engagement and co-
creation, further highlighting the growing recognition of 
the importance of student voice and agency in shaping 
the educational landscape. 

Challenges to student engagement
The interviews revealed several key challenges to student engagement in UK higher education.

Declining attendance and shifting expectations

Additionally, the pandemic has led to a shift in student 
expectations, with some students preferring the 
convenience of online learning while others crave the 
social interaction and in-person experience of campus 
life. Striking the right balance and catering to these 
diverse expectations poses a significant challenge. For 
example, Sally Brooks (Birmingham) noted, “We knew 

anecdotally that attendance was down and once we 

had the means to properly access that data from record 

and then analyse it, it was clear that it was far lower 

than it should be.” The University of Birmingham is not 
alone in this; all interviewers mentioned that attendance 
is a significant issue at their universities and across the 
sector. 

their teaching and learning strategies to better cater to 
the evolving needs and priorities of students.

The COVID-19 pandemic has significantly 
impacted student attendance and engagement 
patterns. Many institutions are grappling with 
lower attendance rates in face-to-face sessions, 
as students have become accustomed to the 
flexibility of online learning and now question 
the value of traditional lectures. Abigail 
Moriarty (Lincoln) observed that students are 
making strategic choices about their 
engagement, sometimes prioritising part-time 
work over attending in-person events:  
“...students are empowering themselves to say, 

'I'm choosing not to engage with this... I've got 

my part-time job... and I'm making a strategic 

choice... I'm going to manage that.”  This 
highlights the need for universities to adapt 

STAFF INTERVIEWS

4

https://www.gcu.ac.uk/aboutgcu/universitynews/shls-diagnosis-zombie-project-wins-top-e-learning-excellence-award


We've seen through the continual underfunding from the government, 

universities are getting poorer and poorer. First students faced it, then staff 

faced it. Now, universities themselves are finally crumbling. 
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Financial pressures are further exacerbated by the 
rising cost of accommodation and other living 
expenses. Increases in the cost of living are a 
significant challenge, with students struggling to 
make ends meet and finding it difficult to focus on 

The rising cost of living has emerged as a major 
barrier to student engagement. Many students, 
particularly those from disadvantaged 
backgrounds, must work long hours to support 
themselves, leaving them with limited time and 
energy for academic pursuits. This financial strain 
can also negatively impact students' mental health 
and wellbeing, further hindering their engagement.

Financial pressures and competing priorities

These concerns are echoed in findings from the U-
Belong project at King's College London, which 
identified loneliness and isolation as significant 
factors contributing to poor mental health among 
university students. 

There is growing concern about the mental health 
and wellbeing of students. Increased levels of 
stress, anxiety and social isolation have been 
observed, particularly among those who 
experienced educational disruptions during the 
pandemic. Abigail Moriarty (Lincoln) highlighted a 
decline in confidence levels among 18-year-olds 
post-COVID, emphasising the need for increased 
support to address this. Universities are 
recognising the need to provide more 
comprehensive mental health support services 
and create a more supportive campus 
environment. 

Additionally, interviews highlighted that students may 
feel isolated and disengaged from learning, even when 
participating in social events or online classes. The 
pressure students face can significantly impact their 
engagement and overall wellbeing. For example, at the 
University of Birmingham, Sally Brooks noted that they 
were, “dealing with increasing numbers of students 

talking about loneliness, and struggling with their 

mental health.”

The U-Belong Project found that the persistence of 
alcohol culture in universities and the pressure it puts 
on students' social experiences was a key theme that 
emerged from the qualitative work. Michael Priestley 
(U-Belong Project, King's College London) highlighted 
that some students reported going to alcohol-free 
events but finding them awkward, suggesting a need for 
more structured support to facilitate meaningful 
connections. 

Mental health and wellbeing concerns

their studies and participate fully in university life. 
For instance,  (University of Westminster) Sal Jarvis
noted that, “lots of students need employment just 

to make the income gap work.” At London 
Metropolitan University, Marcia Wilson also 
acknowledged that many students work to support 
themselves and their families. In order to continue 
their degree, work must be prioritised. She stated, 
“Without work, without the finances, they would 

not be able to do their degree.” 
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Participants highlighted the importance of 
creating opportunities for students to connect 
with each other and with staff members. This 
could involve organising social events, creating 
student-led clubs and societies and providing 
spaces for informal interaction. It could also 
involve incorporating collaborative learning 
activities into the curriculum and encouraging 
students to participate in research projects and 
other initiatives that allow them to contribute to 
the university community.

The interviews also revealed that a sense of 
belonging is not just about feeling connected to a 
community; it is also about feeling valued, 
respected and empowered to have a voice in 
shaping one's educational experience. This aligns 
with the concept of student voice, which is a key 
focus of this research.

6

One innovative approach to fostering belonging from 
the outset is exemplified by the University of Lincoln. 
Lincoln has implemented an initiative using their VLE to 
introduce students to academic writing and feedback 
mechanisms before they arrive on campus. This creates 
a sense of programme identity and belonging even 
before they officially enrol. This proactive approach not 
only helps students develop essential academic skills 
but also forms a connection to their programme and 
the wider university community from the outset.

The traditional university model, with its emphasis on 
individual achievement and competition, can 
sometimes hinder the development of a strong sense of 
community. The rise of online and hybrid learning, 
while offering flexibility, can also make it more difficult 
for students to form meaningful connections with their 
peers and instructors. Financial pressures, as 
discussed earlier, can further exacerbate feelings of 
isolation and disconnection.

The interviews revealed that fostering a sense of belonging is crucial for student engagement. 
Students who feel connected to their university community are more likely to be engaged in their 
studies and have a positive university experience. However, creating a sense of belonging can be 
challenging, especially in large and diverse institutions.

Belonging and inclusion

Amplifying student voice

Participants shared examples of how their institutions are working to amplify student voice. These include:

The interviews highlighted the growing recognition of the importance of student voice in UK higher education. Students 
are increasingly seen as partners in their education, with a right to be involved in decision-making processes that affect 
their learning experiences. This is reflected in the Quality Assurance Agency's (QAA) Quality Code, which emphasises 
the importance of student engagement and partnership in quality assurance and enhancement.

Student representation on committees and boards: Students are being invited to sit on committees and boards 
that make decisions about academic programmes, student services and university policies. This gives students a 
direct say in how their university is run and ensures that their perspectives are considered.

Student surveys and feedback mechanisms: Universities are regularly collecting feedback from students through 
surveys, focus groups and other channels. This feedback is used to inform decision-making and improve the 
student experience.

Co-creation of learning experiences: Students are being involved in the design and delivery of their learning 
experiences. This could involve co-creating course content, developing assessment criteria or providing feedback 
on teaching practices.

These initiatives are helping to create a more inclusive and democratic learning environment where students feel 
empowered to shape their own education. However, there are also challenges to amplifying student voice. Some 
students may be hesitant to speak up or may not feel confident in their ability to contribute to decision-making 
processes. Others may face barriers to participation, such as time constraints or lack of information.

STAFF INTERVIEWS
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Technological disruptions and the rise of artificial intelligence

The interviews revealed that technology is having a 
profound impact on student engagement, both 
enhancing and complicating it. The rise of online 
learning, social media and other digital tools has 
transformed how students learn and interact. The 
COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the adoption of online 
and hybrid models, creating new opportunities to reach 
diverse learners but also presenting challenges in 
maintaining engagement and ensuring equitable access 
to technology and support. This rapid shift towards 
technology underscores a key concern raised by Paul 
Marshall (Pragmatix Advisory): “One of the main risks is 

you lose the sense of what a university is... there's a 

danger that if you focus too much on bringing lots of 

exciting technology into the student experience, you 

potentially lead to students becoming more isolated.”

This cautionary note highlights the importance of 
balancing technological innovation with the preservation 
of the university's core values and sense of community. 
While technology can be a powerful tool for engagement, 
it's crucial to ensure that it doesn't come at the expense 
of the in-person interactions and sense of belonging that 
are essential to the university experience. 

The rise of artificial intelligence (AI) is another 
technological disruption that is having a significant 
impact on student engagement. AI tools, such as 
ChatGPT or Gemini, have raised concerns about 
academic integrity and the need to adapt teaching and 
assessment practices. However, interviewees also 
recognised the potential of AI to enhance student 
engagement by creating adaptive learning experiences 
and automating administrative tasks.

The results have surprised staff, with students rating the 
feedback quality much more highly from the AI-
augmented study than the original feedback. They found 
it more encouraging, clearer and easier to understand, 
especially for those with English as an additional 
language (Curnock-Cook and Brennan, 2024). This 
innovative approach aligns with Paul Marshall's 
(Pragmatix Advisory) perspective on leveraging 
technology to enhance the student experience: 
“Technology in its broadest sense can enhance the 

student experience. Things like virtual reality 

simulation in many subjects have really helped 

increase the use of technology in bringing the subject to 

life.”

For example, Queen's University Belfast is exploring the 
use of an AI-augmented approach to providing 
personalised assessment feedback to students. Co-
designed and co-delivered with 100 psychology 
students, the study is trialling whether 'human in the 
loop' AI augmented feedback can ease staff workload 
and improve student experience and success.

 REPORT Future-Proofing Student Engagement in UK Higher Education
7



8

Student surveys and feedback mechanisms: Universities are regularly collecting feedback from students through 
surveys, focus groups and other channels. This feedback is used to inform decision-making and improve the student 
experience.

Co-creation of learning experiences: Students are being involved in the design and delivery of their learning 
experiences. This could involve co-creating course content, developing assessment criteria or providing feedback on 
teaching practices.

Student representation on committees and boards: Students are being invited to sit on committees and boards that 
make decisions about academic programmes, student services and university policies. This gives students a direct say 
in how their university is run and ensures that their perspectives are considered.

Motivation and engagement with learning

As Kieran Minto, President at Queen's Students' Union, Queen's University Belfast (QSU-QUB) points out, 
“Engagement, to me, is probably... getting the most out of university... taking and making the most of available 

opportunities.” This statement encapsulates the shift towards a broader understanding of engagement, encompassing 
not just academic performance but also participation in the wider university community, as well as personal 
development.

Students emphasised that engagement is a shared 
responsibility between the university and themselves. 
While personal factors like mental health, financial 
difficulties and family responsibilities can influence 
motivation, universities can significantly impact 
engagement through teaching quality, curriculum design 
and assessment practices: “Some lectures, they just 

read off one slide for the whole hour. And it's kind of 

like, why am I attending...?” (Level 3 student, 

Loughborough University) 

Engaging teaching methods, relevant and aligned 
curricula, and fair and constructive assessment 
practices are crucial for fostering student motivation and 
a sense of ownership over their learning. As Kieran 
Minto (QSU-QUB) notes, “Students engage with their 

studies with a focus on time commitment... in person, 

contact hours and then outputs.” This highlights the 
need for universities to consider how assessment design 
and workload can influence student motivation and 
engagement. By connecting academic activities to 
tangible skills and career development opportunities, as 
Kieran Minto suggests, universities can further enhance 
student motivation and make learning more relevant to 
their aspirations. 

Students consistently emphasised the value of face-to-
face interaction for learning, making friends and feeling 
connected to the university community. A recent 
graduate from Glasgow University, for example, 
highlighted the benefits of in-person lectures for asking 
questions and engaging with the lecturer: “In-person 

ones [classes] are always going to be better. And you 

can actually just ask questions or talk to the lecturer 

after the lecture.” 

Students valued lecturers who were approachable, 
engaging and genuinely interested in their learning, 
highlighting the positive impact of supportive lecturers 
on their motivation and wellbeing:  “I actually really 

enjoyed those kinds of lectures where the lecturer 

actually has a sense of humour.” (Level 2 student, 

University of Nottingham) 

Students also recognised the benefits of collaborative 
learning and peer support. They appreciated 
opportunities to work with their peers, share ideas and 
learn from each other.  “Doing group projects actually 

does allow you to talk to people.” (Recent graduate, 

Loughborough)

Student Perspectives
Student interviews and focus groups revealed a range of perspectives on engagement in UK 

higher education, highlighting both the multifaceted nature of the student experience and the 

evolving challenges and opportunities in a post-pandemic world.
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We've seen through the continual underfunding from the government, 

universities are getting poorer and poorer. First students faced it, then staff 

faced it. Now, universities themselves are finally crumbling. 

Online learning and technology

While acknowledging the challenges of online interaction, 
some students shared positive experiences with online 
forums, group projects and virtual study groups, which 
allowed them to connect with peers, share ideas and 
learn collaboratively. “It's all according to what the 

group's like. Sometimes you'll get somebody go on the 

mic, and I'll go on the mic... but I have been in the 

tutorial when nobody wanted to say anything, and then I 

stopped because I was on the mic.” (Level 2 student, OU)   

While students consistently highlighted the value of face-
to-face interaction and the challenges of maintaining 
engagement in online settings, they also shared positive 
experiences with e-learning and technology. Students 
appreciated the flexibility and convenience of online 
learning, which allowed them to access resources 
remotely, learn at their own pace and fit their studies 
around other commitments: “It's good that you can do it 

in bits if you need to... I think [the University] done well 

with that.”    (Level 2 student, OU)

Students also valued the ability to access a wide range of 
resources and support online, including recorded 
lectures, online tutorials and digital libraries: “I think the 

module materials are really good, but online, where you 

can ask questions, is easier than sending an email to a 

tutor and having to wait for a reply”. (Level 3 student, OU)

Community and belonging

However, large class sizes, limited opportunities for interaction and the rise of online learning can create barriers to 
forming meaningful connections. “Going into a lecture hall of a lot of people was not something I was accustomed to at 

all.” (Level 2 student, Nottingham) 

Students consistently emphasised the critical role of community and belonging in their engagement and overall 
university experience. Feeling connected to peers, faculty and the wider university community fosters a supportive 
environment where students feel comfortable participating and seeking help. Highlighting the importance of peer 
interaction and support, a Level 2 OU student said, “I cannot complete this journey without being able to talk to other 

people who are doing my module.” 

“When talking about student engagement, 

there is no debate at the core of this, because 

you have to do hybrid learning. You have to 

offer it. Hybrid learning is essential for student 

engagement. It must be available to everyone. 

Otherwise, we are denying a portion of 

students access to education. The question 

isn't whether to offer hybrid learning, but how 

to make it engaging. It's here to stay.” 

Amira Campbell (NUS-UK) highlighted the crucial role of 
hybrid learning in achieving equity and inclusivity in 
education, for instance, for students who may face 
additional challenges, such as those with disabilities or 
those who cannot attend classes in person:

Students recognised the potential of technology to 
enhance the learning experience through interactive 
simulations, virtual reality and AI-powered tools that 
provide personalised feedback and support: “I think 

they [the University] have to really promote what they're 

good at, and that then starts to build a bit of confidence 

within the student.” (Level 2 student, OU) 
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Student representation on committees and boards: Students are being invited to sit on committees and boards that 
make decisions about academic programmes, student services and university policies. This gives students a direct say 
in how their university is run and ensures that their perspectives are considered.

Student surveys and feedback mechanisms: Universities are regularly collecting feedback from students through 
surveys, focus groups and other channels. This feedback is used to inform decision-making and improve the student 
experience.

Co-creation of learning experiences: Students are being involved in the design and delivery of their learning 
experiences. This could involve co-creating course content, developing assessment criteria or providing feedback on 
teaching practices.

Financial pressures and 
work-life balance

Students highlighted the interconnected challenges of 
managing their finances, workload and overall 
wellbeing, revealing a complex balancing act that 
significantly impacts their engagement. Financial 
concerns emerged as a major source of stress and 
anxiety for many students. The rising cost of living 
creates significant hardship, impacting not only their 
academic engagement but also their mental health and 
overall wellbeing.

The combined pressures of financial concerns and the 
need to balance work and study can take a toll on 
students' mental health and wellbeing. Increased 
stress, anxiety, and even depression can further hinder 
their engagement and overall university experience. 
Students emphasised the need for flexibility, 
understanding and support from their institutions in 
managing their workload and more holistic institutional 
support that addresses both financial and wellbeing 
concerns.

The need to work part-time or even full-time jobs to 
support themselves while studying adds another layer of 
complexity to students' lives. Balancing work 
commitments with academic demands can be a 
significant challenge, affecting their ability to attend 
classes, complete assignments and engage fully with 
their studies.  “University can no longer be sort of 

treated like a full-time job. Students have to engage 

with their studies and their time at university... more 

broadly.” (Kieran Minto, QSU- QUB)

Kieran Minto at QSU-QUB suggested that universities 
could explore more proactive and personalised 
approaches to supporting student mental health, such 
as social prescribing, which connects students with 
relevant support and activities within the wider 
community. Other students suggested that universities 
could integrate wellbeing and mental health 
considerations into the curriculum. This might involve 
incorporating relevant topics into course content, 
providing resources and workshops on stress 
management and resilience and promoting a holistic 
approach to student development.

Students spoke about the various pressures they face, 
including academic expectations, financial concerns 
and social anxieties, which can contribute to stress, 
anxiety and isolation. They stressed the importance of a 
supportive campus environment that promotes mental 
wellbeing and the need for safe spaces, peer support 
networks and initiatives that foster a sense of belonging 
and reduce feelings of isolation.  

Communication STUDENT INTERVIEWS

Students also highlighted instances where communication practices were not inclusive or respectful of diverse 
perspectives. A Level 3 student shared their experience of being repeatedly "told off" by tutors for requesting extra time 
for assignments, which was a reasonable adjustment for her disabilities, indicating a lack of understanding and 
inclusivity in communication.

Clear, consistent and student-centred communication is fundamental to student engagement. Students 
valued transparency regarding expectations, responsiveness to their queries and inclusivity in 
communication practices. However, students also expressed frustration with unclear or inconsistent 
communication, lack of transparency in decision-making and instances where their feedback was not valued or 
acted upon. A Level 3 student discussed what they described as a “sudden change” about attendance monitoring at 
their university which caused confusion and anxiety among students due to a lack of clear communication about the 
expectations and consequences of non-attendance.

Mental health and wellbeing

Students candidly shared their experiences with mental 
health and wellbeing, emphasising the need for 
universities to prioritise student support and foster an 
environment where seeking help is normalised. “A lot of 

people... had a lot of mental health issues and we all 

just tend to struggle to go into lectures.” (Level 2 

student, Nottingham) 

Mental health and wellbeing
Students spoke about the various pressures they face, 
including academic expectations, financial concerns and 
social anxieties, which can contribute to stress, anxiety 
and isolation. They stressed the importance of a 
supportive campus environment that promotes mental 
wellbeing and the need for safe spaces, peer support 
networks and initiatives that foster a sense of belonging 
and reduce feelings of isolation.  

Kieran Minto at QSU-QUB suggested that universities 
could explore more proactive and personalised 
approaches to supporting student mental health, such as 
social prescribing, which connects students with relevant 
support and activities within the wider community. Other 
students suggested that universities could integrate 
wellbeing and mental health considerations into the 
curriculum. This might involve incorporating relevant 
topics into course content, providing resources and 
workshops on stress management and resilience and 
promoting a holistic approach to student development.
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Student voice and partnership

Student engagement is, in part, being 

democratically active. So whether that's being 

involved in societies, extracurricular activities, 

whether that's being student governor, being a 

student sabbatical officer, being a student rep, 

a lot of it is that journey of being a student is 

also a journey of becoming a citizen and 

learning how to be involved democratically 

and, I guess, politically, and how to politicise 

your identity within an institution or within a 

workplace or within anywhere that you are, 

any environment that you end up being within. 

So a massive part is that citizenship and 

democratic beliefs, student engagement is 

connecting with the people that are teaching 

you. 

While some students shared positive experiences of co-
creating initiatives and seeing their feedback lead to 
tangible changes, others expressed frustration with the 
lack of action or responsiveness from their institutions. 
Universities must actively cultivate a culture of 
partnership, where students are empowered to 
contribute their perspectives and co-create solutions 
alongside staff: “If you're going to encourage more 

students to open up and participate, you have to build a 

safer community around them where they feel 

comfortable.” (Level 2 student, OU) 

Amira Campbell (NUS-UK) emphasised the importance 
of student leadership in enhancing engagement. She 
highlighted that students who take on leadership roles 
become more invested in the institution and are more 
likely to be academically and socially engaged: “If you 

become a student leader or sabbatical officer, if you 

become an SU lead on campus campaigns, you are 

automatically more invested in the institution and the 

work you're doing, by the fact that you are involved in 

part of this family or community, trying to make things 

better for everyone.” 

Another Level 2 OU student shared their experience of 
co-creating initiatives like the Big Blether (The Open 
University in Scotland) which provided platforms for 
students to engage with senior staff and have their 
voices heard. A Level 3 student from Loughborough 
University reported that their course had been modified 
based on student feedback, and they felt that the 
university listened to the students and made changes to 
improve the course. However, this was not always the 
case. A recent graduate expressed frustration with the 
lack of action taken by the University despite numerous 
complaints about certain lecturers. They felt that the 
student voice was not valued and that feedback was 
often ignored.

Students emphasised the importance of having their 
voices heard and valued by their institutions. They 
expressed a desire to be actively involved in shaping 
their educational journey, contributing to decision-
making processes and providing feedback on their 
learning experiences.

However, she also recognised the barriers to 
engagement for students who do not take on leadership 
roles, primarily due to financial pressures and the need 
for part-time employment. Amira Campbell's emphasis 
on student leadership extends to her view on the 
importance of creating active citizenship among 
students:

Universities encouraging student voice activities, such 
as participating in student government, providing 
feedback on courses, or contributing to university 
policies, provides students with practical experience in 
democratic participation and active citizenship. These 
activities empower students to shape their educational 
environment and contribute to the wider university 
community, fostering a sense of ownership and 
responsibility.

11
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Towards a shared journey of engagement

Legacy of the pandemic and the road ahead

STUDENT INTERVIEWS

Another consistent theme from the student interviews 
and focus groups was the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic, which profoundly impacted students' lives and 
education. Lockdowns, online learning and social 
distancing disrupted face-to-face interaction, limited 
access to campus resources and curtailed social 
activities. Reflecting on the lack of social interaction 
during their first two years at Edinburgh University, a 
recent graduate said: “I think a lot of it was because of 

the pandemic... I think when I did my year abroad that 

was like a real freshers' experience... I feel that kind of 

showed me what it could have been like in my first year.”

The pandemic also exacerbated inequalities, with some 
students more vulnerable due to pre-existing mental 
health conditions, financial difficulties, or lack of access 
to technology and support. The uncertainty, isolation and 
stress associated with the pandemic led to increased 
anxiety, depression and loneliness among students. 

“I think I'm quite okay online, because I know I 

can switch it off. But my biggest mental health 

problem is anxiety, and I get too panicky, I go into 

a big stutter.” (Level 2 student, OU) “I think it's 

because I'm older... But I find I can't read on 

screen. I can read for five minutes, and then after 

that, my eyes are going over the script. I've been 

there for half an hour, and I think I've just read, 

but my mind's been wandering all over the place.” 

(Level 2, OU student)

This financial crisis adds another layer of complexity to student engagement in UK higher education. Amira Campbell 
(NUS-UK) suggests seeking solutions and prioritising student needs during these challenging times: “What we can also 

do is try to provide useful, short-term solutions... and then we can start to have potentially helpful conversations 

about what's most important and how we prioritise during times of financial challenge.”

The long-term effects of the pandemic on students' learning, wellbeing and overall university experience are still 
unfolding. Beyond the pandemic, the higher education sector is facing a financial crisis, further impacting student 
engagement. Universities are wrestling with funding cuts, leading to job losses and reduced resources. This impacts 
student support services, teaching quality and the overall student experience.

Financial constraints affect students directly, forcing many to take on extensive part-time work, hindering their 
academic engagement and overall wellbeing, as discussed in an earlier section. 

To navigate this changing landscape, we must harness the key themes emerging from the interviews to 
"future-proof" student engagement. These themes highlight the multifaceted nature of engagement 
and the need for a holistic, student-centric approach.

The interviews with both staff and students have illuminated a complex and evolving landscape of 
student engagement in UK higher education. The very definition of engagement is in flux, moving 
beyond traditional measures like attendance and academic performance to encompass a broader 
understanding of student success. This shift highlights the evolving expectations of students and the 
need for universities to adapt to provide a positive and engaging student experience to support student 
success. 

The shift to online learning presented 
further challenges, particularly for those 
less comfortable with digital platforms or 
who struggled with motivation and 
engagement in remote settings:

12



However, while staff often focused on institutional 
strategies for gathering feedback, students emphasised 
the need for genuine partnership and co-creation, aligning 
with Cook-Sather et al.'s (2014) work. This suggests that 
future-proofing engagement requires empowering 
students to shape their education through collaborative 
projects, student-led initiatives and shared decision-
making processes, exemplified by the co-creation of the 
Student Partnership Agreement at GCU. 

Both staff and students recognise that engagement goes 
beyond passive learning. Students crave active 
participation in their learning, co-creating their 
educational journey alongside staff. This resonates with 
Kahu's emphasis on behavioural engagement, highlighting 
the importance of student effort and participation in the 
learning process.

How can UK universities proactively 
'move the cheese'?

Active participation 
and partnership

Belonging and community

Future-proofing engagement necessitates fostering a 
sense of community through both physical and virtual 
spaces, facilitating peer support networks and promoting 
inclusive practices that celebrate diversity.

University staff often honed in on  institution-wide 
strategies for cultivating belonging, while students 
stressed the importance of genuine connection and peer 
support, highlighting a potential gap between 
institutional intentions and student experiences.

A strong sense of belonging to the university community 
emerged as crucial for engagement, aligning with Kahu's 
emphasis on the psychological dimension of 
engagement, which includes a sense of belonging and 
connection to the community.

Students who feel connected to their peers, faculty, and 
the wider university community are more likely to be 
engaged in their studies and have a positive university 
experience.

Future-proofing engagement requires prioritising 
student wellbeing, offering comprehensive mental 
health services, addressing financial anxieties and 
fostering a compassionate campus environment where 
seeking help is normalised. However, while staff often 
concentrated on the provision of support services, 
students highlighted the need for a more holistic and 
proactive approach to wellbeing, including embedding 
wellbeing considerations into the curriculum and 
nurturing a supportive campus culture. 

The pandemic has exacerbated mental health concerns 
and financial pressures, aligning with Kahu's framework, 
which recognises the interconnectedness of 
psychological and socio-cultural factors in shaping 
student engagement. This highlights the need for 
universities to provide more holistic support.

Some institutions are recognising the need for increased 
support even before students arrive on campus, 
acknowledging the impact of the pandemic on their 
confidence and preparedness for university. For 
instance, Middlesex University is utilising pre-arrival 
surveys to gather information about student needs and 
expectations, which is then used to provide tailored 
support and resources.

Financial pressures 
and engagement

Students shared how financial pressures affected their 
ability to fully engage with their studies. Many students 
reported working part-time or even full-time jobs to 
support themselves, which often led to time constraints, 
stress and difficulty balancing work and academic 
commitments. Some students expressed concerns about 
the rising cost of tuition, accommodation and living 
expenses, which impacted their ability to focus on their 
studies and participate fully in university life. 

Financial pressures emerged as a significant concern in 
both staff and student interviews. Students highlighted the 
challenges of balancing work commitments with academic 
demands, while staff expressed concerns about the 
impact of financial hardship on student wellbeing and 
engagement. This theme aligns with Kahu's socio-cultural 
framework, which recognises the influence of external 
factors, such as financial pressures, on student 
engagement. 

Both staff and students offered insights into how 

universities can proactively adapt to the evolving 

needs and expectations of students.

Wellbeing and holistic support

INTERVIEW HIGHLIGHTS
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Staff acknowledged the financial challenges 
faced by students and expressed a desire to 
provide support.  However, they also 
highlighted the financial constraints faced by 
institutions, which can limit their ability to 
offer extensive financial aid or other 
resources. Some staff members discussed the 
need for creative solutions and partnerships 
to address the financial needs of students.

To bridge the gap between student needs and 
institutional capacity, universities need to 
adopt a multi-faceted approach to addressing 
financial pressures. 

Research overview

Advocating for policy changes that address the underlying 
causes of student financial hardship.

Providing clear and accessible information about 
financial aid options and support services.

Offering workshops and resources on budgeting, 
financial planning and debt management.

Creating flexible learning options and support structures for 
students who need to work while studying.

Partnering with external organisations to provide additional 
financial assistance and resources.

Empowering students to navigate the maze
The interviews highlighted several strategies that align with Kahu's framework and can help students develop the 
resilience and adaptability needed to navigate the changing landscape of higher education and the future workplace.

Active learning: Engaging students in active learning 
strategies, such as collaborative projects, problem-
solving activities and real-world applications of 
knowledge, can help them develop critical thinking 
skills, adaptability and a sense of ownership over 
their learning, contributing to their behavioural and 
psychological engagement. 

Student voice: Empowering students to have a voice 
in their education, through feedback mechanisms, 
co-creation opportunities and participation in 
decision-making processes, can foster a sense of 
agency and responsibility, equipping them to 
advocate for their needs and adapt to changing 
circumstances.  

This could involve:

Support networks: Creating a strong sense of 
community and belonging, through peer support 
networks, mentoring programs and social events, 
can provide students with the emotional and social 
support they need to navigate challenges and build 
resilience, contributing to their psychological and 
socio-cultural engagement. 

Digital literacy: Equipping students with the skills 
and knowledge to navigate the digital landscape 
effectively, including critical evaluation of 
information, responsible use of AI tools and online 
collaboration, can prepare them for the demands of 
the future workplace and a technology-driven world, 
enhancing their adaptability and resilience.

The interviews also emphasised the importance of amplifying student voice and creating opportunities for co-creation, 
aligning with the views of Cook-Sather et al. (2014) who advocate for moving beyond mere consultation towards 
collaboration and partnership.

Leveraging the student voice

Shared decision-making: Involve students in decision-making processes at all levels of the institution, from course 
design and assessment to university policies and strategic planning.

Feedback mechanisms: Universities should establish diverse and accessible feedback mechanisms, such as 
surveys, focus groups and student-staff committees, to gather student perspectives on their educational 
experiences.

Collaborative projects: Incorporate collaborative projects and student-led initiatives into the curriculum, 
empowering students to co-create knowledge, apply their skills and contribute to the university community.

By actively involving students in shaping their education, universities can cultivate a sense of ownership, enhance 
engagement and ensure that their offerings remain relevant and responsive to student needs.
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We've seen through the continual underfunding from the government, 

universities are getting poorer and poorer. First students faced it, then staff 

faced it. Now, universities themselves are finally crumbling. 

Recommendations
The findings from this research point to a need for action 
at both the institutional and sector-wide levels to future-
proof student engagement in UK higher education.

This chapter has explored the interconnecting themes 
that emerged from the staff and student interviews, 
connecting them to the work of Kahu (2013) and Cook-
Sather et al. (2014).

The findings provide valuable insights into the research 
questions posed in the introductory chapter, highlighting 
the need for proactive adaptation, fostering student 
resilience, promoting co-creation and overcoming 
resistance to change.

The synthesis of staff and student perspectives 
underscores the multifaceted and evolving nature of 
student engagement in UK higher education. 

Addressing the research questions

Institution-level recommendations
Universities can take proactive steps to enhance student 
engagement by focusing on the following key areas:

Develop a shared vision:  » Articulate a clear and 
inspiring vision for holistic student engagement, 
encompassing academic, social and personal 
aspects.  Prioritise student wellbeing, a sense of  »
belonging and opportunities for personal 
development alongside academic achievement.  
» Embody and promote this vision through 
consistent communication, resource allocation and 
the creation of a culture that values student 
engagement. 

Leadership and culture

Student partnership

The findings highlight the need for institutions to adopt a 
holistic and student-centred approach, actively involving 
students in shaping their educational journey and 
fostering a sense of belonging and partnership.

By embracing innovation, leveraging technology 
responsibly and addressing the financial challenges 
facing the sector, universities can create more engaging 
and empowering learning environments. The following 
chapter will make specific recommendations for 
institutions and policymakers for future-proofing 
student engagement.

Create inclusive platforms:   » Establish accessible 
and inclusive platforms for students to share their 
opinions, feedback and ideas. These could include 
student-led societies, focus groups, surveys, town 
hall meetings and regular consultations with student 
representatives.   Actively listen to student »
feedback, demonstrate responsiveness by 
addressing concerns, and implement their 
suggestions wherever feasible. 

Empower student voice:    » Involve students in 
decision-making processes at all levels of the 
institution.  Encourage student representation on  »
boards, faculty senates, curriculum committees and 
other relevant governance structures.   Seek student »
input on curriculum design, assessment methods, 
policies and resource allocation. 

Curriculum, pedagogy and support

Prioritise student wellbeing:  » Invest in mental 
health services and create a supportive campus 
environment where students feel comfortable 
seeking help.   Train staff to identify signs of distress »
and provide appropriate referrals to mental health 
professionals. 

Address financial pressures:   » Offer financial aid 
and guidance services. Explore partnerships with  » 
local organisations to provide essential resources like 
subsidised meals and transportation. 

Design engaging learning environments:    » Develop 
curricula and pedagogy that incorporate active 
learning, collaboration and opportunities for 
reflection. Integrate wellbeing and mental health    »
considerations into the curriculum, addressing topics 
such as stress management, resilience, mindfulness 
and self-care. Embrace innovative and student-  » 
centred pedagogies, particularly considering the rise 
of online and blended learning. 

 REPORT Future-Proofing Student Engagement in UK Higher Education
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Research overview

Ÿ Leverage technology responsibly:   » Utilise 
technology to facilitate communication, collaboration 
and access to resources for students. mplement    I»
robust learning management systems, online 
discussion forums, virtual office hours and 
collaborative tools. Use digital platforms to create    »
interactive and engaging learning experiences.  
» Prioritise Educator AI Literacy and equip educators 
with the knowledge and skills to navigate the AI 
landscape effectively. 

Technology and partnerships

Ÿ Partner with external organisations:    » Collaborate 
with businesses, community organisations and 
charities to offer students internships, work 
placements, volunteering opportunities and research 
projects that align with their academic interests and 
career aspirations. 

Sector-level recommendations
To support universities in their efforts to enhance 
student engagement, the following sector-wide actions 
are recommended:

Ÿ Close the feedback loop:   » Regularly 
collect and analyse student feedback to 
inform improvements to courses, services 
and the overall student experience. 
» Transparently communicate the results of feedback 
and the actions taken in response to it, 
demonstrating that student voices are valued. 

Feedback and communication

Data-driven decision-making

Ÿ Use data to enhance the student experience:  
» Promote a culture of data-driven decision-making, 
using data to drive quality enhancement and 
improvement initiatives. Develop comprehensive    »
data strategies that outline how data will be 
collected, analysed and used to understand and 
enhance student engagement. Invest in staff   »
development to build data literacy and empower 
staff to use data effectively to inform their decision-
making. 

Ÿ  Prioritise research on student engagement: 
» Allocate funding for research projects that 
investigate the complex factors influencing student 
engagement, including social, emotional and 
financial wellbeing.   Explore the impact of different »
pedagogical approaches, technologies and support 
services on student outcomes, both in the short and 
long term. 

Ÿ Promote a holistic view of student engagement: 
» Advocate for a shift in understanding student 
engagement, moving beyond traditional metrics like 
attendance and grades to encompass the entire 
student experience, including academic 
performance, wellbeing, sense of belonging and 
participation in the wider university community. 

Research and innovation

Ÿ  Develop and disseminate evidence-based 
strategies:    » Utilise research insights to develop and 
implement effective, evidence-based strategies for 
enhancing student engagement across the sector. 

Sector-wide collaboration

Ÿ Foster collaboration and knowledge sharing: 
» Facilitate the creation of networks and platforms 
where institutions can openly share their successful 
student engagement strategies, challenges and 
lessons learned. Encourage collaboration on    »
research projects, the development of shared 
resources and the exchange of best practices. 

Ÿ  Strengthen partnerships:  » Work with government 
bodies and relevant agencies to ensure that policies 
and funding align with the goal of enhancing student 
engagement. Encourage partnerships between   »
universities and external organisations, such as 
mental health charities, counselling services and 
financial advisors, to provide students with 
comprehensive support and resources. 

» Share these strategies with institutions, provide 
guidance on their implementation and evaluate their 
impact through a national repository of case studies 
or an annual conference on student engagement. 
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Standards and guidelines

Ÿ   Establish national standards:  » Develop clear, 
evidence-based standards and guidelines for student 
engagement that institutions can adopt and adapt to 
their specific contexts. These standards should outline 
best practices for cultivating belonging, promoting 
active learning, supporting student wellbeing and 
utilising technology effectively. The QAA Quality Code 
and Advance HE's framework can serve as foundations 
for these standards. 

Ÿ   Encourage participation in surveys:  » Promote 
widespread participation in national surveys like the 
Advance HE/HEPI student academic experience 
survey. This data can help identify trends, monitor 
progress and inform policy decisions at the sector 
level. 

Ÿ  Advocate for sustainable funding:  » Lobby for 
increased and sustained government investment in 
higher education to support a wide range of student 
engagement initiatives. This includes funding for 
mental health services, financial aid, pedagogical 
innovation, technology adoption, faculty 
development and student-led projects. 

Resources and funding

Ÿ  Share best practices:  » Create platforms and 
opportunities for institutions to showcase and 
disseminate their successful student engagement 
strategies and initiatives. Celebrate and recognise   »
institutions that have demonstrated a strong 
commitment to student engagement and share their 
learnings with others in the sector through case 
studies, conferences, workshops and online 
resources. 

Conclusion

The evolving landscape of student engagement 
necessitates a proactive and adaptive response from 
universities. The challenges posed by declining 
attendance, financial pressures, mental health concerns 
and the evolving role of technology require innovative 
solutions and a commitment to student-centred 
approaches. By championing academic excellence, 
inclusivity and amplifying student voice, institutions can 
cultivate a vibrant and supportive learning environment 
where every student thrives. This transformation is 
essential for the success and wellbeing of individual 
students and for future-proofing institutions, ensuring 

In the spirit of Spencer Johnson's "Who Moved My 
Cheese?", UK higher education institutions must embrace 
change and adapt to the evolving needs and expectations 
of students. The 'cheese' of student engagement has 
indeed moved, and clinging to outdated methods will only 
lead to frustration, disengagement and, possibly, 
irrelevance. This report has highlighted the multifaceted 
nature of student engagement and the imperative for a 
broad, student-centric approach that embraces 
innovation, fosters a sense of belonging, prioritises 
student wellbeing and leverages technology responsibly.

they remain relevant and well-equipped to meet the 
challenges and opportunities that lie ahead.

This report highlights the significant implications of 
these findings for the future of higher education, 
particularly in how universities can empower students 
and create more enriching and fulfilling experiences 
within a rapidly changing world. By proactively adapting 
and innovating, universities can translate the "Who 
Moved My Cheese?" analogy into actionable insights, 
advocating for a shift towards active learning, amplified 
student voice and adaptable strategies that equip 
students for the future. Now is not the time to be like 
Hem and retreat from these challenges, but to be like 
Haw and take bold steps to not just find, but define the 
new 'cheese' for student engagement.

The financial uncertainties facing the sector add another 
layer of complexity. Universities need to find creative 
and cost-effective ways to implement the 
recommendations outlined in this report. This could 
involve prioritising impactful actions, reframing existing 
resources, collaborating for efficiency and using data to 
inform decisions. 

 REPORT Future-Proofing Student Engagement in UK Higher Education
17



evasys.co.uk

Research overview

Future research directions

Ÿ The role of technology in encouraging student 
belonging: As technology continues to transform 
higher education, it is important to understand how it 
can be used to foster a sense of belonging among 

Ÿ The long-term impact of student engagement 
initiatives: More research is needed to understand 
the long-term impact of student engagement 
initiatives on student outcomes, such as academic 
achievement, graduate employability and wellbeing. 
How can we measure the long-term impact of 
different student engagement initiatives on student 
outcomes? What are the factors that contribute to 
the sustained impact of student engagement 
initiatives? How can universities ensure that student 
engagement initiatives are equitable and inclusive in 
their long-term impact?

This research has provided valuable insights into the 
current state of student engagement in UK higher 
education, but the journey towards future-proofing 
student engagement is ongoing. Areas where further 
research is needed include:

students, particularly those who are 
studying online or in hybrid 
environments.  How can technology be 
used to create inclusive and accessible 
online learning communities that cultivate a 
sense of belonging for all students? How can 
universities balance the use of technology with the 
need for face-to-face interaction and in-person 
community building?

Ÿ The impact of AI on student learning and 
engagement: The rise of AI presents both challenges 
and opportunities for student engagement. More 
research is needed to understand how AI can be 
used to personalise and enhance the student 
learning experience. What are the potential risks and 
challenges associated with the use of AI in 
education, and how can these be mitigated? How can 
universities ensure that the use of AI in education is 
ethical and equitable?
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