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Re-Conceptualising Student Support: Roles, Identities And Diversity

In this paper we explore concepts of student support within the higher education (HE) context.  We draw on current empirical and theoretical work in the literature on ‘student support’, as well as on findings from a research project which investigated existing and developing networks of support within the context of one Higher Education Institution (HEI).  A significant issue was the nature of support as a factor in enabling the student to lay claim to a ‘student identity’.
The UK government’s agenda for widening participation has brought an increased diversification of the HE student population.  The role of ‘student’ now tends to be combined with a range of other roles, such as work-roles, carer-roles and leisure-roles (Moscati, 2004). What this means in practice is that the relationship between the HEI and the student has also changed, with implications for ways in which we conceptualise support for students. As McInnis (2004: 384) argues, many assumptions about student life that have underpinned earlier studies are now no longer sustainable, an argument which assumes particular pertinence in the light of the increasing commodification of higher education (Morley, 2003).
Within the changing context of HE, and in response to perceived changing student needs, support structures within HEIs have continued to develop. In this paper we explore patterns of both academic and welfare support and from the student perspective, what makes that support effective.  Methodologically located within a qualitative framework, the research project drew on the perspectives of four different cohorts of postgraduate and undergraduate students, based in three departments of one HEI in the UK. Our concern was to seek the views of all students within these cohorts (i.e. not just those who had accessed support as defined by the HEI).  A key issue to emerge was how support needs to be understood in terms of a number of dimensions (notably types, targets and contexts of support) as well as in terms of its interactional and relational aspects.  Looking more closely at support from family and friendship networks based within and outside the HEI, raised further questions about the nature of support.
In this paper we engage with the complexities of supporting students, as well as more critically examine concepts of student support both in policy documentation and in practice. Through the challenge of understanding ‘support’ for diverse student groups, we aim to contribute to theoretical understandings of ‘support’ which are more relevant to the currently changing HE context.
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