
Abstract

It is widely agreed that most higher education institutions internationally have moved, or are in the process of moving, from being “elite” to “mass” systems (Schuetze and Slowey, 2002) although in many cases, an increase in participation has not necessarily led to a widening of participation. In response to this and a changing demography (McGuire, Collins and Garavan, 2003), Irish higher education institutions are increasingly focusing on the recruitment of so-called “non-traditional” students
. The undergraduate student population has, thus, started to become more heterogeneous in nature. 

The implications of this changed undergraduate student population in higher education have been under-explored in the Irish context, particularly in relation to the views of academic staff and teaching & learning issues. Internationally, there is evidence to suggest that academics believe that the “calibre” of students at undergraduate level has declined (McInnis, 1999; Casey, 1999) and that their perceptions of increased workloads are related to the provision of academic support to under-prepared students (McInnis, 1999). Research also suggests that academics feel that non-traditional students should be integrated and assimilated into existing academic structures and culture, as opposed to institutional or tutor adaptation occurring (Macdonald and Stratta, 2001; Merrill, 2001; Postle et al., 1996).

Research was undertaken to explore academics’ views and experiences in this context. The overall research design is qualitative in nature and a grounded theory-type methodology is being adopted. 25 individual, in-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted with a random sample of academic staff in one Irish university. As the view is taken that objective reality cannot be ‘captured’ (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005, p. 5), a constructivist grounded theory methodology (Charmaz, 2006, 2000) is being adhered to and analysis, which is ongoing, has included both initial and focused coding.

This paper will present the emerging findings in relation to the analysis conducted to date. Following a reflection on the methodology employed, respondents’ perceptions of the undergraduate student population generally will be outlined, along with their views about increasing student diversity and their views of and experiences with former access students.
Introduction

This research was conducted as one part of a wider (and ongoing) doctoral
 research project. Overall, I am focusing on the issue of student diversity in higher education in Ireland. Specifically, I am exploring and comparing the academic experiences of two groups of undergraduate university students; a) former school-leaver access students
 and b) ‘traditional-entry’
 students, in the wider context of academic staff views of increasing student diversity. 

The number of ‘non-traditional’ students
 in Irish higher education institutions
 has increased in recent years, although they remain under-represented in relation to the wider population (ESRI, 2005; AHEAD, 2004; CAO, 2000). The increased participation of such groups in higher education has led to a changing student population. Increased student heterogeneity is evident, in relation to students’ previous education, their social and family background, gender, age, life situation, motivation to study, and current and future occupational profiles (Schuetze & Slowey, 2002) as well as in terms of their nationality, their membership of minority groups (e.g. Travellers) and disability (both physical and learning). The views and experiences of academic staff about the changing nature of the student body in higher education have been under-explored, particularly in the Irish context. 

This paper is a work-in-progress account of my research to date with academic staff in one Irish university. 25 interviews have been conducted with a random sample of academic staff and analysis is currently ongoing. Following a brief overview of the relevant literature, this paper considers the methodology employed. Section three presents the emerging and preliminary findings, focusing on three main issues; respondents’ perceptions of the undergraduate student population generally, their views about increasing student diversity, and, finally, their views of and experiences with former access students. Section four selects the major theme emerging from the data and briefly explores it in relation to the relevant literature and the research findings. 
1. The Literature
1.1 The “calibre” of students generally

Coinciding with the move from elite to ‘mass’ systems of higher education throughout the developed world (Schuetze and Slowey, 2002), there is evidence to suggest that academics believe that the “calibre” or “quality” of students at undergraduate level has declined, particularly over the past decade (McInnis, 1999; Casey, 1999). In the Australian context, McInnis (1999) explored the responses of 2,609 academics across 15 Australian universities to a survey focusing on workloads, their levels of satisfaction, teaching and research activities and work preferences
. Respondents perceived that teaching was adversely affected as a result of students being increasingly less equipped for higher education. The proportion of academics claiming that having too wide a range of students’ abilities greatly hindered their teaching increased from 37% in 1993 to 50% in 1999. In 1993, 36% claimed that having too many students negatively impacted upon their teaching, while in 1999, 46% of respondents claimed that this was the case. In terms of the quality or calibre of students, 32% of respondents claimed that undergraduates were worse in 1999 than they were five years previously, 45% reported that students were the same and 11% claimed that students were better. In the UK, Oshagbemi (1996) found that 47% of respondents
 believed their undergraduate students to be worse than five years previously. Casey (1999), in a report for the National Committee of Inquiry into Higher Education (UK), reports on the experiences and expectations of academic staff in higher education. It was found that 40% of respondents believed that there were insufficient suitably qualified applicants for the number of available places at undergraduate level. Of those academic staff members who had been teaching at their institution for at least five years, half reported that the quality of undergraduate students had fallen, with one in four claiming to be compensating for prior subject knowledge often or all of the time.

At the same time, both anecdotal and research evidence suggests that academics perceive their workloads to have increased significantly. Court (1996) reports that the average hours worked per week by academic staff increased from 40.5 in 1962, to 50.5 in 1970 and to 54.8 in 1994. McInnis (1999) found that academics believed a key contributory factor (stated by 69% of respondents) to be the provision of academic support to under-prepared students, although the apparent doubling of the staff-student ratio from 1:8 in 1970 to 1:17 in 1994 (Baron, 2000) undoubtedly also plays a part. 
1.2 Academics’ experiences with former access students
Without broaching the subject of academics’ views of the implications of increasing student diversity, research on academics’ general views of student diversity is not easily identified
. A significant body of literature exists on academics’ views of and experiences with mature students, students with a disability, and international students
 but very little research can be identified in relation to academics’ views of and experiences with former access students and/or socio-economically disadvantaged students, particularly of school-leaver age. As far as the researcher is aware, no studies have been conducted that explore academics’ perceptions of and/or experiences with such students. In terms of experiences between academics and students from the latter’s perspective, in the UK context, students in Haggis and Pouget’s (2002) research initially reported feeling alienated and commented that, having progressed to university via an access course, they felt they were perceived as “inferior” or as “failures” by academic staff in relation to other students. Of the 13 students, however, eight students no longer felt this way at the end of their first semester at university. Bowl (2003) also notes that some of the (mature) students in her study were “… negatively labelled as ‘Access students’, an indication that they were not in higher education by right but because of their disadvantaged status, which made them less likely to be able to meet its requirements” (Bowl, 2003, p. 140).

In the Australian context, Postle et al. (1996) report research with both administrative and academic staff in three Australian higher education institutions to ascertain the knowledge and understanding of staff of “alternative-entry”
 students and their needs and to assess staff attitudes towards these students. In this study, there was some evidence to suggest that academic staff at the three institutions believed that alternative-entry students tended to lower standards.

2. Research Design 

2.1 Research questions

Following the literature review
 a number of research questions were formulated that related to academics’

· views of undergraduate students generally, 
· perceptions and opinions about the undergraduate student population becoming more diverse, 
· views and experiences with the various non-traditional student groups,  

· views about the implications, if any, of increasing student diversity, particularly in relation to learning, teaching and assessment; and
· suggestions regarding responses required in the context of increasing student diversity.
As previously noted, this paper will focus on the preliminary findings in relation to academics’ views of undergraduates generally and their opinions about increasing student diversity, along with a brief exploration of their experiences with former access students.

2.2 Methodology

The research stance is interpretivist, subjectivist, constructivist and essentially anti-positivist and a qualitative approach was, thus, deemed most appropriate, particularly given that the research questions require an elucidation of respondents’ subjective views and experiences. Such an approach also fits well with the researcher’s (and hence, the study’s) philosophical assumptions. Epistemologically, I am working on the assumption of the existence of multiple truths and multiple valid ‘knowledges’. In terms of ontological considerations, ‘reality’ is viewed as being subjective and, thus, multiple. In qualitative inquiry, it is generally agreed that objective reality cannot be “captured” (Denzin and Lincoln, 2005, p. 5). Axiologically, the stance is taken that all research is value-laden and that biases are always present. Finally, from a methodological perspective, research processes are viewed as being necessarily inductive and emergent in nature. (Creswell, 1998; Gall, Borg and Gall, 1996; Cohen and Mannion, 1994). 
The overall methodology employed is a form of grounded theory as the main purpose of the overall study is to develop a theory relating to students’ (former access students and ‘traditional-entry’ students) academic experiences at university in the wider context of academic staff views of increasing student diversity. In the context of the researcher’s philosophical assumptions, it is argued that a traditional grounded theory approach would be quite limiting, as a result of its rather positivistic assumptions (Charmaz, 2006; 2000; Bryant, 2003) generally, and due to its objectivist stance specifically. A traditional grounded theory approach adopts the ontological stance that an external reality exists and can be captured, with the researcher being a neutral party. Charmaz (2006, 2003), however, proposes a constructivist grounded theory which ‘…recognises that the viewer creates the data and ensuing analysis through interaction with the viewed’ (Charmaz, 2000, p. 523). Charmaz explains:
In the classic grounded theory works, Glaser and Strauss talk about discovering theory as emerging from data separate from the scientific observer. Unlike their position, I assume that neither data nor theories are discovered. Rather, we are part of the world we study and the data we collect. We construct our grounded theories through our past and present involvements and interactions with people, perspectives, and research practices.






Charmaz, 2006, p. 10

Methodologically then, this research aligns itself with a constructivist version of grounded theory, in which the key role of the researcher as part of the research process is recognised. Further, while grounded theory procedures are being adopted throughout the research process, the processes and procedures used are determined at each juncture by a close listening to what the data are saying as opposed to following a highly systematised, rigid set of rules and requirements. In this way, it is argued that the emerging theory is truly grounded in the data. Further, it is an idiographic
 methodological approach (Burrell and Morgan, 1979) which is assumed in this research, in that the subjective experience of individuals is stressed and the emphasis is on the individual and the particular and the development of a theory in this context rather than on an attempt to discover a general law or principle. 
2.3 (Data-Collection) Method

5 pilot interviews took place in January 2006. Following the pilot process, the interview schedule was refined, and the pilot interviews have been included in the overall data-set. 20 individual, in-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted with a random sample
 of academic staff
 across the university’s seven faculties
 over the period of March – May 2006. The random selection was made within each faculty, in order that a broad range of staff, in terms of their academic disciplines, would be represented
. A summary overview of respondents’ details
 is presented overleaf:
	No.
	Pseudonym
	Gender

	Position

	Faculty


	1
	John*
	M
	Lecturer
	Arts

	2
	Mary*
	F
	Lecturer
	Law

	3
	Louise*
	F
	Professor
	Science

	4
	Andrew*
	M
	Senior Lecturer
	Commerce

	5
	Pauline*
	F
	Lecturer
	Arts

	6
	Mark
	M
	Senior Lecturer and 

Head of Department
	Arts

	7
	Harry
	M
	Professor
	Arts

	8
	Paul
	M
	Lecturer
	Arts

	9
	Miranda
	F
	Lecturer
	Arts

	10
	James
	M
	Professor
	Arts

	11
	Henry
	M
	Lecturer
	Science

	12
	Peter
	M
	Lecturer
	Science

	13
	Natasha
	F
	Lecturer (Fixed-term)
	Science

	14
	Edward
	M
	Professor 
	Commerce

	15
	Anthony
	M
	Lecturer
	Commerce

	16
	Cathy
	F
	Senior Lecturer
	Commerce

	17
	Michael
	M
	Lecturer
	Engineering

	18
	Malachy
	M
	Lecturer
	Engineering

	19
	Julie
	F
	Lecturer (Fixed-term)
	Engineering

	20
	Petra
	F
	Lecturer
	Engineering

	21
	Mabel
	F
	Lecturer
	Law

	22
	Angela
	F
	Clinical Lecturer
	Medical & Health Sciences

	23
	Bernard
	M
	Professor
	Medical & Health Sciences

	24
	David
	M
	Senior Lecturer
	Medical & Health Sciences

	25
	Muriel
	F
	Lecturer (Fixed-term)
	Medical & Health Sciences


* Pilot study respondent 
M = 
Male

F = 
Female
Table I: Respondents’ details
As can be seen in the table above, of the 25 respondents, 14 were male and 11 female. 7 were from the Arts faculty, 4 were from Science, 4 from Commerce, 4 from Engineering, 4 from Medicine and Health Sciences, and 2 were from the Law faculty. 3 respondents were fixed-term (temporary) Lecturers, 12 were (permanent) Lecturers, 1 was a Clinical Lecturer, 4 were Senior Lecturers (one of whom was a Head of Department), and 5 were Professors. Such a spread in terms of key characteristics reflects the wider population of academic staff well.
In advance of each interview, having explained the purpose of the study and the potential uses of the data, respondents signed a ‘consent to participate’ form and answered a number of demographic-related questions. In addition, all respondents were asked to report if they currently had, or had in the past, experience of teaching a number of identified non-traditional student groups. Their responses were noted on a pre-prepared sheet and are presented in section 3.2. The emphasis in the interviews was on allowing the respondents to describe and reflect on their experiences. Consistent with a grounded theory approach, the interview questions were exploratory, few in number and broad and open-ended in nature. A grounded theory interview is inherently flexible and so the researcher has scope to follow interesting leads as they may arise. All interviews were transcribed verbatim and returned to the respondents for verification
. It was felt that the presence of the dictaphone very slightly inhibited discussion in 2 of the 25 cases, in spite of assurances regarding anonymity in terms of both respondent names and departments. 

2.4 Analysis

In a grounded theory approach, the research process is relatively non-linear in that, to a certain extent, data collection and analysis occur simultaneously in order that subsequent data collection stages focus on gathering that which is required to explicate the emerging theoretical framework. Such an approach was adhered to during this research, in that after each interview, the tape was listened to and brief notes were made regarding the key issues addressed by respondents. These in turn were fed into the interview schedule for successive interviews, and so the interview schedule, rather than being fixed and unchangeable was a rather flexible and ‘living’ entity.
Grounded theory analysis consists of a number of stages. The traditional approach has relied upon the use of open, axial and selective coding mechanisms (Glaser and Strauss; 1967; Strauss and Corbin, 1990). It is argued that blindly adhering to highly systematized procedures with regard to analysis does not lie easily with a constructivist stance. Charmaz (2006) outlines a number of analytic stages; including initial and focused coding and provides an overview of axial and theoretical coding to be considered by the researcher for potential use in the context of his/her data. Essentially, one’s data and emerging analysis determines one’s next analytic step as opposed to blindly following a set of pre-determined steps. 
At the post-verification stage, line-by-line initial coding was conducted. This involves a close reading of the data and coding takes the form of naming a segment or line of data, using, where possible, words reflecting action (Glaser, 1978) (i.e. gerunds
). This is done in order to focus on the processes inherent in the data instead of regular nouns, the use of which may lead to the researcher making too-early “conceptual leaps” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 48). This initial stage of coding was found to be extremely lengthy, taking four hours to conduct the initial coding on one transcript (of an interview of 80 minutes in duration). In addition, coding with gerunds was not always found to be the most helpful. While it did force the researcher to attend to every word in the transcripts and to consider the processes inherent in each line, where respondents are talking about their views of the feelings, thoughts, expectations and actions etc. of other individuals (as opposed to their own feelings, thoughts, expectations and actions etc.), a sense of who is being talked about is lost if one codes only with gerunds. Hence, it was found to be necessary to insert nouns before gerunds, for example, ‘(international students) performing better’
.
When initial coding had been completed on the 25 transcripts, a list was compiled consisting of all initial codes which ran to some 66 pages. At this point, in order to make the process manageable, all initial codes (from all respondents) pertaining to one particular interview question (e.g. How would you describe the undergraduate student population?) were put together (including all repetition) for further analysis. Focused coding then commenced (and is ongoing) on separate segments of the data. This is a process in which those initial codes which appear to be the most useful, significant and/or frequent are selected and tested against the data as a whole. This process draws heavily on the ‘constant comparative’ method and involves the comparison of data with data and then data with codes. When this coding stage has ended in relation to all segments of the data, the analytic process will be reviewed in order to decide if formal axial and theoretical coding are appropriate and useful in terms of the emerging analysis. The remaining sections of this paper present emerging and preliminary findings within the relevant segments.
3. Emerging Findings
This section presents a brief overview of emerging findings in relation to four segments of the data; respondents’ views of undergraduates generally, their perceptions of levels of diversity among the undergraduate student population, their views regarding increasing student diversity, and their experiences with former access students. 
3.1 Declining quality of undergraduates
Ill-prepared and instrumental

Five interconnected issues emerged in relation to the respondents’ views of undergraduate students generally and their levels of preparedness for university. A large minority of respondents felt that students’ level of preparedness for academic work was poor and/or was decreasing, that academic standards were declining, that students were becoming increasingly instrumental in their approach to their studies, and that students were either not engaged with their academic work or that levels of engagement were declining.

In terms of students’ level of preparedness, respondents identified the Leaving Certificate examination and its impact on teaching and learning processes in second-level education as a key factor. Students were described as being ‘grilled and drilled in a particular way of doing things’ (James, Arts, ln. 58), as believing ‘that there’s a right and wrong answer’ (John, Arts, ln. 50), as having closed minds and as wanting to be provided with sample questions and answers (Mary, Law). A number of respondents referred to students being reluctant to give and have faith in their own opinions, as they were unused to doing so at second-level. It was reported by many respondents that while students were adept at cramming for examinations and rote-learning methods, second-level did not adequately prepare them for a higher education intellectual experience. 

Am, I think the second-level education doesn’t, doesn’t really prepare them for that, what I spoke about earlier that kind of desire for an intellectual experience in a sense or to see, to see beyond a learning … by rote or learning by, by, by memory. (Edward, Professor, Commerce, ln. 88-94)

Edward claimed that this sort of mindset often meant that students often feel outside the learning process: 
They feel outside, they feel in some sense, ‘he or she gives notes, I take down notes, I give notes back’. … their Leaving Cert experience tells them that this is the way to get on. (Edward, Professor, Commerce, ln. 978-987)

Having to ‘clean out the cupboard’ (James, Arts, ln. 78 ) in terms of students’ prior beliefs and assumptions about subjects, learning and the nature of knowledge, was viewed by a number of respondents as a necessary but time-consuming activity in first year. 
Not only did respondents feel that students tend to be unprepared for university academic work, there was also a perception that there had been a decline in academic standards as a result of increasing numbers of weaker students coming in over a 10-20 year period. Respondents from the faculty of Science were especially concerned about what they perceived as students’ declining mathematical and analytical skills while Arts faculty respondents reported that students’ writing ability was declining, with one respondent claiming that literacy was becoming a major issue. It was also claimed that students no longer appeared to know how to go about taking notes in lectures. Declining points levels for Engineering courses were viewed as resulting in having a negative impact on the capabilities of students in the faculty. Respondents reported that students wanted more ‘hand-holding’ and ‘spoon-feeding’ and were less able (or willing) to work things out for themselves. Michael explained: 

… we’ll say a few years ago, am, you could tell a student something and they could kind of make all the links that were necessary to, to kind of put something into context. Really now we have to repeat, repeat and try and draw, draw the complete picture all the time of absolutely everything. … they’re less inclined to go and, and help themselves, am, through the course. I’ve found that I’ve had to, to stop and really go through things and, and repeat them and, and get them to try stuff out, come back, do it again and do it again and do it again… (Michael, Lecturer, Engineering, ln. 151-161)
Respondents also felt that students were becoming increasingly ‘instrumental in their approach’ (Andrew, Commerce Faculty) to their academic work. 13 of the 25 respondents referred in some way to students being highly assessment- and qualification-focused, as opposed, for example, to having ‘a learning agenda’ (Julie, Engineering, ln. 146). In fact, 7 respondents claimed that students’ main objective was to get the best possible result for the least possible amount of work and effort. Students were reported to be ‘rising to the lowest common denominator’ (Julie, ln. 84), ‘a lot cuter … a lot shrewder in, in the way they’re doing things’ (Mary, Law, ln. 593-600) and to be ‘working the system’ (Julie, Engineering, ln. 78-79) particularly in the sense that they felt that working very little in the early years of their degree would not negatively impact on their end result. In this context, Mark also referred to students’ strategic deferral of examinations and use of the ‘sick room’ at examination time. Students were described as being heavily reliant upon rote learning strategies, learned at second-level, and in some cases on ‘grinds’
, in order to maximise their examination success. 5 respondents claimed that students were becoming increasingly ‘demanding’, particularly with regard to asking lecturers for their notes, questioning and challenging things more, requiring lecturers to be explicit with regard to assessment criteria, and ‘trying to wear you down to get tips’ (Mary, ln, 333-334) for examinations. As a result of their approach to their studies, students were regarded as ‘underperforming’ in many cases by a number of respondents.
Less engaged

7 respondents were of the opinion that students were either not engaged with their academic work or that levels of engagement were declining. Five respondents claimed that first years were particularly unfocused, uncommitted and unsure. It was reported that academic work comes a poor second in many students’ priorities in relation to their social lives. Academics reported that many students were engaging in the minimum possible amount of work and that many were unwilling to do any additional reading or academic work-related activities

… I find they do a minimum amount of work, most of them.  … If any of them read more than one item on the reading list I’d be surprised really and even then they might not read that. (James, Professor, Arts, ln. 148-159)
The issue of student attendance was raised by 9 respondents. It was generally agreed that student attendance levels had fallen, and two academics highlighted Fridays as being a particular problem in this regard. In relation to tutorials and seminars, non-attendance was linked by two respondents to a lack of an assessment component and, hence, a lack of interest on the students’ part, which again raises the issue of increasing student instrumentalism. The issue of students working externally much more than before or too much was raised by 10 respondents and in many cases was seen to impact negatively on students’ opportunities to engage – both in terms of attendance and in relation to the completion of course-work and study activities. Three respondents claimed that some students worked externally to support their lifestyle and social life, while others reported that many did so out of necessity in order to support themselves. Henry expressed concern about the negative impact on students’ academic work: 

… there’s a problem that a lot of students work and need to work … some okay want work for extra money and that really makes a significant impact on the time they can study. And I had students, they said to me yeah, they couldn’t finish, or they couldn’t do for example an essay because they had to work, or they delivered it late and I really had to push them … also significant number of students … can often not attend lectures or courses …. So that working makes big, it really create a problem. (Henry, Lecturer, Science, ln. 48-61)
Julie’s comment noted in the previous section regarding students ‘working the system’ in terms of being able to do less work in earlier years of one’s degree without any significant negative impact was echoed to a certain extent by 5 other respondents. It was agreed that many students tend to become much more committed in the later years of their degree, particularly in their final year. Five respondents reported that students tend not to participate in class (lectures or tutorials etc.), with some students being quite unwilling to do so. Louise (ln. 97-98) reported that students ‘just come in and fold their arms for the lecture and don’t really engage with the lecturer’. She attributed this to the fact that students had access in advance, via Blackboard
 to notes and other materials. They appeared to think, therefore, that they didn’t need to participate in class but Louise explained that having the relevant class notes did not equal learning: 
… an awful lot of them are not engaging so they just say, ‘Oh sure, I have the notes, I don’t need to stay awake’ you know and it’s not learning, it’s not learning. (Louise, Professor, Science, ln. 101-104)
Two other respondents also identified the issue of notes as being significant, claiming that students viewed ‘the notes’ and other material as being the central part of the learning process, as opposed to being just one element. Andrew explained:


Students … begin to think that that material is what is central rather than the overall process of lectures, tutorials and so on. … So I think there is, there is a problem in terms of students thinking ‘That’s it, that’s the material’ … the process of going through this course is much more complicated than that.  You have to integrate the material …that is delivered to you in lectures with what is there and with the textbook and with your own process of learning by going through problems and thinking about what you’re doing.’  (Andrew, Senior Lecturer, Commerce, ln. 1299-1342)

Four respondents reported that they made notes available to all students. Andrew felt that doing so was ‘controversial’ as it was said that students do not attend lectures where they have access to the material outside the lecture. Andrew had not found this to be the case. Mabel made detailed notes available to her students in Law as she felt that they couldn’t listen and write at the same time. 
… they would have a full text. I don’t expect students to write in class at all because they can’t listen if they’re writing and if they’re worrying about forgetting something they can’t listen to me so I give them my full lecture notes … then I feel that provides them with a very good base for going off to learn … It’s when the information is made mysterious for students then they run into difficulty. (Mabel, Lecturer, Law, ln. 267-275, 359-360)
Students’ mental health

7 respondents expressed concern about the state of students’ mental health, claiming that stress, depression and other mental health illnesses were increasingly evident on campus among the student population and that more awareness of such issues was required. Pauline questioned her role as a lecturer in this context:
I would very much care about as them as humans but I’m not a social worker, I’m not a psychologist but I do have a role to play and what is that role? (Pauline, Lecturer, Arts, ln. 536-538)
Whereas Pauline commented that some level of pastoral/counselling training for academics was required and that she personally wanted to access such training, Petra stated that although such training was needed, she did not want it. She saw her role as Lecturer as not including the pastoral dimension. 

Well I don’t want training in counselling and there’s times when that’s what is needed. … Am, I’m talking about students who have difficulties and who break down crying or whatever in front of me and at that stage, I’m involved in your academic side of your studies and I really don’t want to get involved in your personal life and I don’t want to get dragged in to that. … And I would rather that someone else who is a professional … would deal with that in a professional way. (Petra, Lecturer, Engineering, ln. 531-544)
Students’ behaviour and attitudes

Six respondents perceived that a minority of students’ behaviour and attitudes had deteriorated over the years. Negative student behaviours included students chatting and/or texting or making calls on their mobile phones during class, exhibiting increasingly poor manners, and refusing outright to co-operate. As previously noted, students were also reported to be more challenging and questioning of processes and requirements and of lecturers in general. A number of respondents also claimed that students, on the whole, were more confident in their abilities, wealthier, and had more future job security than in previous years. 
3.2 Perceiving relative student homogeneity
Although 9 respondents reported that the undergraduate student population was becoming more diverse, a majority of respondents (14) reported that they didn’t really feel it was becoming diverse to any significant extent
. However, each recognised the presence of a small number of students from one or more ‘non-traditional’ groups. David, from the faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences, was the only respondent to report that he saw no evidence of increasing student diversity. 

A number of respondents commented specifically on what they perceived as an almost complete lack of diversity in terms of students’ (and lecturers’) socio-economic background. 

We still have the upper social and economic classes coming here. The lower classes really have not still got in … all the teachers here are of a certain class, all the students are, say about 90/95% of them are all drawn from the same echelon and, ah, to that extent there is no diversity (Harry, Professor, Arts, ln. 63-65 & 120-123)
… the diversity that’s lacking in medical school is the diversity, is socio-economic diversity. Am, medical schools are, the students are over-whelmingly from privileged backgrounds (Bernard, ln. 201-204)

Two academics noted that increasing numbers of females in their traditionally male-dominated disciplines (within the faculties of Engineering and Medicine and Health Sciences), to the extent that females now outnumbered males in some courses, was a relatively recent and very significant development. 4 claimed that diversity among students was much more evident at other Irish higher education institutions and Pauline pointed in particular to the Institutes of Technology
 in this regard. 

Table II, on page 18, presents a summary overview of the respondents’ awareness of teaching or having taught students from various non-traditional groups
, from data gathered via a short (researcher-completed) questionnaire administered to respondents immediately prior to the main interview. Although, as we have seen above, a majority of the respondents did not perceive the undergraduate student population to have diversified to any significant extent, all respondents had experience of teaching students from one or more non-traditional group. As can be seen in the table, most of the ‘unsure’ responses were given in relation to former access students. This is not particularly surprising as former access students are very often the least ‘visible’ non-traditional group. As former school-leaver access students are usually very close in age to traditional-entry students, unless they identify themselves to lecturers, it is highly unlikely that academic staff will be aware that they have come to university via the access route. A number of the respondents were also unsure if they had taught former mature access students. Again, this is unsurprising as faced with an older student a lecturer, again unless the student identifies him/herself, would likely assume the student was ‘just’ a mature student. 
	Respondent
	SLA
	Mat Ac
	Mat
	Disab.
	Int.
	PT
	Other


	Anthony
	Unsure
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Unsure
	

	James
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	

	Edward
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	Henry
	Unsure
	Unsure
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	Unsure

	Julie
	No
	No
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	

	John
	Unsure
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	

	Bernard
	No
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	Yes

	Mabel
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	

	Muriel
	Unsure
	Unsure
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	

	Natasha
	Unsure
	Unsure
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	

	Angela
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	

	Cathy
	Unsure
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	David
	No
	No
	Yes
	No
	Yes
	No
	No

	Mark
	Yes
	Yes
	Unsure
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	

	Harry
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	

	Angela
	No
	No
	Yes
	No
	Yes
	No
	

	Mary
	Yes
	Yes
	Unsure
	Yes
	No
	No
	

	Michael
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	No

	Malachy
	No
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	No

	Miranda
	Unsure
	Unsure
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	

	Pauline
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	

	Petra
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	

	Peter
	Unsure
	Unsure
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	No
	No

	Paul
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes

	Andrew
	Yes
	Unsure
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	Yes
	

	
	SLA

Unsure = 8

Yes = 12

No = 5
	Mat Ac

Unsure =5

Yes = 16

No = 3
	Mat

Unsure = 2

Yes = 23

No = 0
	Disab.

Unsure =0

Yes = 23

No = 2
	Int.

Unsure = 0

Yes = 24

No = 1
	PT.

Unsure =1

Yes = 9

No = 15
	


SLA:
Former school-leaver access students

Mat Ac:
Former mature access students

Mat:
Mature students

Disab.:
Students with a disability

Int.:
International students
PT.:
Part-time students

         Other:            Ethnic minorities, including Travellers. (This latter category was added mid-way through the conduct of the interviews and so not all respondents have answered this question. The researcher is currently awaiting a response from the remaining individuals.

Table II Respondents’ awareness of teaching/having taught diverse groups

3.3 Views of increasing student diversity 
University image and ethos

Anthony and John both perceived the university image and ethos as being about traditional students, from traditional areas in Ireland, as opposed to diversity:
… I guess the ethos of the university hasn’t really been, it’s almost been the opposite to diversity. I mean, it’s been one of consolidation of an indigenous culture, has been the kind of, the, the ideological basis of the university. (John, Arts, ln. 990-994)

… a lot of people think that NUI Galway is for sort of like traditional type of student from traditional areas in Ireland (Anthony, Commerce, ln.1213-1215)

Both respondents also referred to the role of the Irish language in the university in this context. John felt that the ‘Irish language ethos [needs to be] … a lot less insular and parochial than perhaps it has been and much more world open’ (John, ln. 1012-1014) and Anthony pointed to the need to get the Irish language community ‘to think that opening up is advantageous’ (Anthony, ln. 1216). 

Positive and negative
The majority of respondents expressed positive views about increasing student diversity at the university and identified a number of positive effects. Firstly, five respondents reported that student diversity was good for other students, in that students from diverse backgrounds may offer diverse opinions and challenge other students’ views and assumptions. Two respondents (both from Engineering) commented that increasing numbers of diverse students coming into the university was very welcome in the context of falling student applications and numbers more generally. Diversity was also reported as enhancing the learning and teaching environment by three academics, as being ‘an asset’ (Muriel, Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences), and as being ‘educationally better’ (Harry, Faculty of Arts). 

Three respondents expressed less positive views about diversity among the student population. Mary felt that diversity was ‘probably not a bad thing’ (ln. 141-142) but associated it with ‘… problems such as not being able to handle the work, or get the work done, or even just cleanly on attendance’ (ln. 147-149). For her, it was necessary to just ‘take it on board and, and learn and cope with it as best you can’ (ln. 177-178). Natasha claimed that there was both ‘for and against’ increasing student diversity. She reported that it was debateable if diversity was something of benefit to the universities, claiming that Irish students might perceive that international students, for example, were taking their places. She also reported that access programmes were abused in other Irish universities, with ineligible students getting places in university having attended access-linked school. David expressed quite negative views in relation to students from disadvantaged groups potentially accessing places in the Medical faculty. He claimed that the points system
 currently did not allow him to see any non-traditional students and expressed strong views when asked what he thought about former access students not being able to study medicine at undergraduate level
:

… of course I have views on it. How can you allow a disadvantaged group like you’re speaking have access to a faculty like that when our own top flyers can’t get access to it? I mean, have you an answer for that? I mean, what’s wrong with getting a, a person at 470 or 460 points in their Leaving Cert who, a very good Leaving Cert, and they can’t get access to it because the points system doesn’t allow the 570. … So they’re being disadvantaged … just like any Access group you’re talking about. (David, Senior Lecturer, Medicine and Health Sciences, ln. 208-221).

At a slightly later stage in his interview, he again questioned access to medicine by disadvantaged groups in a highly competitive context:

… how do you give these disadvantaged groups access to a faculty where they’ve massive competition from people who are totally motivated and geared up to getting into, I don’t have the answer for that. (ln. 237-241)

Bernard commented that while he wasn’t aware of any significant body of resistance to access students in the faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences, he felt that people generally would be more accepting of access students being allocated places in medicine were those places additional as opposed to substitution places due to ‘concerns that … any other route in that you open up kicks out … people who, who came through the points system’ (ln. 345-348).
Needing to maintain standards

The general positivity expressed in relation to increasing student diversity was, in a number of cases, tempered with calls for a need to ensure that academic standards were maintained. 5 respondents, either directly or indirectly, stressed that ‘the university isn’t for everybody’ (James, ln. 246-247) and they and others emphasised the necessity of all students having the requisite ability. Anthony and John stressed that while university should be open to all who wish to attend who also have the necessary ability, not everyone has to go to university. 
… getting the idea across that university is not just for the elite, am, that it’s there, for, for, for everybody who has, who has the ability to do it. And, and again, I mean it’s, it’s not there for everybody, you know. I mean, that’s, that’s one of the myths I think today, that everybody has to go to university, I mean, that’s not the case. (John, Lecturer, Arts, ln. 1102-1108)

… I sort of think that the universities want to promote access but at the same time there’s some notion of academic standard that might not be suitable for everyone in the population. And so, am, I think as long as people don’t feel that their circumstances prevent them from achieving a university education that’s fine … (Anthony, Lecturer, Commerce, ln. 204-210)
David reported that were students from non-traditional backgrounds ‘shown to be smart’ (ln. 251) and adequately motivated, then they should be allowed to access the various faculties but noted that the medical faculty was unique as a result of the intense competition for a limited number of places. 

So if you’re talking about sending people in here from diverse groups, unless they have the, am, the, the, the standards that are going to be necessary … to, to do the work, ah, I wouldn’t be interested. (David, Senior Lecturer, Medicine and Health Sciences, ln. 329-334)
Bernard too emphasised the necessity of students having achieved a certain level. When asked about his views about the undergraduate student population becoming more diverse, he replied:

It makes no difference in the world to me, am … if they, where they’re from or, it doesn’t bother me. I, I don’t know why it should be an issue really if, if, if academic ability is the test for access to … the medical school. As far as I’m concerned if you get your points I couldn’t care less what colour or gender you are. (Bernard, Professor, Medicine and Health Sciences, ln. 163-175)

He claimed, however, the faculty’s experience of students entering via alternative routes was that they often experienced difficulties coping with their courses.

Playing a political game with the government

Both James and Harry criticised the Irish government’s ‘free fees’
 policy in higher education, claiming that it had been ‘madness’ (James, Arts, ln. 183), ‘a vote-buying exercise’ (James, ln. 184) and ‘disastrous’ (Harry, Arts, ln. 158) as it deprived the universities of an important source of finance and ‘failed utterly miserably of getting the people whom it was aimed at into third-level’ (Harry, ln. 161-163). James claimed that a decent student grant for such students would have been much more useful. 
Harry felt that while access and mature-entry programmes had contributed somewhat to student diversity, it was, however, ‘… a fairly minimal part of what goes on … there has been these additions but the student population is still drawn from the same class as  before’ (ln. 67-73). Both Harry and Bernard felt that universities generally could only play a minimal role in addressing poverty in society and socio-economic disparities in higher education participation and that ‘revolutionary decisions’ (Harry, ln. 144) would be required to ameliorate the situation to any significant degree. Harry claimed that ‘… a national decision and philosophy of education’ (ln. 181-184) was required in order to make adequate grants available for young students from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds. 

Respondents were of the view that tackling socio-economic and educational disadvantage at the higher education level was far too late and that serious interventions had to be made at much earlier levels in the education system, such as at pre-school and primary levels. Bernard, for example, was highly critical about universities and the Government playing what he perceived as ‘a political game’ (ln. 247) with regard to access to higher education for those from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds ‘where the Government pretends they’re doing something and the universities pretend they’re part of it’ (ln, 247-249). He reported that while he wasn’t against the access initiative and programme and was, indeed, glad to see some students getting ‘a second chance’ (ln. 242) he claimed that access programmes were ‘neither here nor there’ (ln. 227) and that in relation to inequality in the broader society, it was merely ‘tinkering around the edges’ (ln. 244). He explained: 
If the Government is serious about dealing with poverty it needs to be looking at preschool am, primarily primary education. If the kids are looked after they’ll be well able to get into university on their own merits and they won’t feel that they have to be beholden to anyone for giving them a second chance or any of that kind of, the failure isn’t, isn’t the university’s failure.  The failure is, the kids that we’re failing as a society we’re failing them a lot, lot, a long time before university becomes an issue and if they had decent, ah, pre-school and early-school support for children from disadvantaged backgrounds, they wouldn’t need to worry about the universities. (Bernard, Professor, Medicine and Health Sciences, ln. 227-240)
3 respondents agreed that more intervention and support at school-level, particularly in disadvantaged schools, was required in order to encourage students from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds to consider university as an option for the future. John pointed to a ‘cultural problem’ (ln. 1083) for individuals with no family history of higher education participation: 
… one of the problems, and this is like before they ever come here, is that a, is a cultural problem. I mean, if you’re, if none of your family ever went to university … you don’t think of, of going to university and, and it’s this very kind of imposing place … I think it’s really important to get in and just sow the seed of the idea that, you know, you can, you can go to university, am, because it’s not a question of ability in many cases, it’s not a question of, it’s a question of seeing that this is a possibility (John, Lecturer, Arts, ln. 1082-1093)

Harry felt also that individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds had ‘no concept … [of] the ultimate ivory tower’ (ln. 198-199) (i.e. the university). He stressed the necessity of school-level intervention: 

… to do something in schools where these people could be convinced that they would achieve a great deal if they came to college. … They’re coming from backgrounds where nobody has ever been to college so you’re really talking about education in the, in the widest and best sense of the word. (ln. 188-195). 

3.4 Experiences with former access students
Two respondents noted that they were unaware of the access initiative at the university and 6 reported that they were generally unaware if they had access students in their classes. Harry claimed that access students feel ‘marginalised’ and ‘ghettoised’ (ln. 133-134) and Paul felt that students from non-traditional backgrounds generally felt quite ‘overwhelmed’ (ln. 16). Andrew and Harry felt it was important not to further stigmatise or ghettoise students by having lower expectations or by providing specific and special additional academic assistance. 

Struggling academically
It was reported by 8 respondents that access students, and particularly mature access students, tend to ‘struggle’ academically at undergraduate level. Access students were also reported as asking a lot more questions compared to non-access students and as requesting additional academic support. James reported that access was fine ‘in principle’ (ln. 207) but claimed that many of the former access students coming into the university were just ‘not up to it’ (ln. 244) and in many cases were ‘being allowed in almost as a charity’ (ln. 242). He felt that many former mature access students were unable to cope with the demands of academic work in higher education and commented that
… They simply do not have the wherewithal …they shouldn’t be here.  They’re a burden on us … They cannot cope with the reading, they cannot cope with the independence, they’re just not able to handle third-level education in its ordinary basic way.  Even, you know at the very bedrock they, they might scrape a pass, just about, again probably more by charity than anything else.  Am, and they’re certainly not up to the standard of the ordinary intake of student. … an inability to, to come to grips with the kind of learning, teaching, study methods that are required at university.  I mean, it used to be called IQ in the old days, I don’t know what the PC term is these days, but people who are just not up to third level.  (James, Professor, Arts, ln. 245-269)
Both Pauline and James questioned whether granting such students a place at university was of any benefit to them, such was the nature of their struggle. Pauline also reported that mature access students struggled with a lot of personal problems and both she and Cathy noted that they had demanding lives in terms of both family, external work and college life. Mark, however, stressed that although mature access students tended to struggle significantly in first year, ultimately they succeeded academically.  
Paul and Michael reported that former school-leaver access students ‘tend to find things … difficult’ (Paul, Lecturer, Arts, ln. 136-137) but there was general agreement that former school-leaver access students didn’t struggle to the same extent as the older access students. 
Invisibility/visibility and assumptions
Petra claimed that the fact that certain students were access students should be ‘invisible’ (ln. 269) to her as a lecturer but that it wasn’t, as a result of the academic struggle experienced by former access students. This idea of ‘invisibility’ was also raised by Paul, who felt that access students, particularly school-leaver access students, were ‘kind of an invisible minority in a way because they look exactly like the vast majority of other students’ (ln. 151-153). This, he felt, caused them problems because academics, in the teaching and learning context, continued to work on the assumption that all students in front of them were traditional, school-leaver entrants with a traditional Leaving Certificate qualification. 
… our tutors would take it for granted that the average student in First Year would be familiar with core texts and ideas that are covered in the Leaving Certificate syllabus. A lot of school leavers, am, coming from the access programme will not necessarily have had those experiences. So it’s just one way in which we can’t make assumptions. (Paul, Lecturer, Arts, 172-178)
Three other respondents also commented that the fact that access students might not share the same prior educational/academic experiences as traditional students could be problematic in the learning and teaching context.
Not feeling entitled
Paul claimed that many of the school-leaver access students with whom he had conversations had expressed a sense of insecurity with regard to their entitlement to be students at the university and were afraid of being ‘found out’:
I think again the issue of a sense of entitlement where they’re, they’re often, they’ve expressed, ah, in private conversations, they’ve expressed a fear of almost being ‘found out’ that they have come through an unconventional route … by their fellow students, by their peers … when they, ah, announce, that they’re, that they have come through the school Access programme, they often do so in private, and, and, almost with fear, d’you know. And they would express it as something that they want to keep quiet. (Paul, Lecturer, Arts, ln. 137-170)
Petra and Mary also wondered if former access students felt insecure about not having obtained the points level that other students had.
4. Discussion 
The major issue emerging thus far in the ongoing analysis relates to respondents’ concern about the quality of incoming students, both in terms of undergraduate students generally as well as former access students. Echoing research carried out in the UK (Oshagbemi, 1996; Casey, 1999) and Australia (McInnis, 1999), a large minority of respondents reported that the ‘quality’ of students at undergraduate level was declining. 
Specifically, a number of respondents in the current study reported and expressed concern about students’ mathematical and writing skills declining. They also spoke of undergraduates generally as being ill-prepared for learning in higher education and pointed in particular to the role of the Irish Leaving Certificate examination (and Points system) and its impact on learning, teaching and assessment processes in second-level education. They felt that students, as a result of this system, became very assessment- as opposed to learning-focused, were closed-minded, very teacher-dependent and had difficulty formulating and having faith in their own opinions in their academic work as a result of believing in a ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ answer. Such a view reminds us of the work of Perry (1970) who identified four main stages in terms of the intellectual and epistemological growth of students in higher education in the US. According to his model, students in the first stage
, namely dualism, believe in the existence of a correct and incorrect answer to all problems and questions. It could be argued that students coming into first year in university quite naturally exhibit dualistic thinking tendencies as a result of their developmental stage, although it is likely that the system at second-level exacerbates such tendencies. 
It was also reported that students were becoming increasingly instrumental in their approach to their studies, which again could be argued to be linked to their heavy assessment focus, learned at second-level. The Leaving Certificate and Points system were not the only factors seen to be involved in the declining quality of undergraduates. As we have seen, 7 respondents felt that students generally were less engaged with their academic work than in previous years, particularly in terms of attendance at lectures and other sessions, and this was linked by a number of academics to students’ rising levels of external part-time (and sometimes almost full-time) work. Part-time work on the part of students is not particular to the Irish context; increasing numbers of students in the UK are also engaged in externally-paid work (Ford et al., 1995; Callender and Kemp, 2000), with working-class students more likely than middle-class students to be working during term-time (Callender and Kemp, 2000) and, in the US context, a higher number of hours (Walpole, 2003). 
Respondents’ views of increasing student diversity were positive but the issue of standards and student quality remained at the forefront of their considerations and concerns. They stressed that all those who wished to attend university should be able to do so, irrespective of their background or circumstances, providing that they had the requisite academic ability
. While at first glance, this appears to be a perfectly reasonable statement, respondents generally tended to define ‘ability’ in terms of students’ prior academic attainments. This is problematic on two counts. Firstly, some measure of previous academic attainment is not necessarily the same thing as ability. Secondly, this view fails to recognise the key inhibiting role played by the life circumstances of many students from non-traditional backgrounds and/or groups. Challenging life circumstances likely act as a significant constraint in many cases, preventing students at second-level from obtaining the results of which they are capable. When David questioned how one could ‘… allow a disadvantaged group like you’re speaking have access to a faculty like that when our own top flyers can’t get access to it?’ and claimed that non-disadvantaged students who attain high but inadequate points are ‘being disadvantaged … just like any Access group you’re talking about’ (ln. 208-221), he too failed to appreciate that students from disadvantaged backgrounds may have achieved similarly high (but inadequate) points also were they not constrained by economic, cultural and social factors. 
There was no direct evidence to suggest that respondents believed former access students to be inferior relative to other students, as some access students perceived in Haggis and Pouget’s (2002) study. However, a key issue reported in terms of respondents’ experiences with former access students was that they tended to ‘struggle’ academically, implying, essentially, that they did not have the requisite academic ability for higher education study. James was quite explicit about this in relation, particularly, to former mature access students, claiming that many of them just didn’t have the ability to cope with higher education learning. Whereas Pauline and James questioned whether such students should be granted places, Mark felt that, with adequate support, mature access students were ultimately academically successful. This draws our attention to the issue of academic support for students and academics’ views of it in terms of it being something they feel should be provided or something that should not be part of the university enterprise. This issue will be further explored in the data collected on academics’ views regarding the implications of increasing student diversity. 
Conclusion 
This paper has provided a summary overview of the author’s research to date with academic staff regarding their views and experiences in the context of increasing student diversity.  As this is a work-in-progress and analysis is ongoing, the paper focused on the methodology employed and a number of key issues emerging from the segments of data thus far analysed. The main issue emerging, as we have seen, is that of respondents’ concerns about the declining quality of undergraduates and related concerns about the necessity of maintaining standards. This echoes research conducted internationally although the central role played by the Irish second-level terminal examination and the higher education entrance system was highlighted as a key contributor in this current research. 
It should be noted that the somewhat negative views reported here represent those of a minority of the research respondents and this paper has chosen to further explore and examine these particular views. Where respondents had more positive views about students generally and about students from non-traditional groups, they tended not to dwell on them or discuss them at any length. Further, an initial analysis of the remaining data has revealed respondents’ more positive views of and experiences with other non-traditional student groups and these will be reported in a later paper. 

The remaining analysis will focus on academics’ experiences with mature students, students with disabilities, international students and part-time students and respondents’ views of the implications of increasing student diversity, particularly for learning, teaching and assessment. 
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Thank you for taking the time to read this paper. If you have any questions, comments or suggestions, I would be delighted to hear from you.
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� Such as students from lower socio-economic groups, students with disabilities, and mature students, as well as international and part-time students.


� and institutional; the author is currently employed as a researcher on a project exploring issues relating to diversity in higher education. This research with academic staff represents an overlap between the institutional and doctoral research. 


� Former school-leaver access students are those of school-leaver age from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds with non-traditional academic qualifications. Following successful completion of a pre-entry ‘access’ course, they may progress to most courses at undergraduate level. 


� ‘Traditional-entry’ students are of school-leaver age and are those who obtained adequate ‘points’ in the Irish Leaving Certificate (terminal) examination to progress to the course of their choice at university. In Ireland, at the end of second-level, students sit the Leaving Certificate examination and their grades are subsequently converted into numerical points based on scores in their 6 best subjects and places in higher education are awarded on this basis.


� including students from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds and/or access students, mature students, students with disabilities, part-time students, international students and students from other minority groups, such as Travellers.


� The Irish higher education sector consists of Universities, Institutes of Technology, and Colleges of Education. 


� This study replicated a national survey conducted in 1993 by the Centre for the Study of Higher Education (CSHE) at the University of Melbourne, Australia. 


� Academics from 23 universities in England, Wales, Scotland, and Northern Ireland.


� Although it is acknowledged that there is some over-lap here. 


� See, for example, Macdonald and Stratta, 2001; Merrill, 2001; Postle et al., 1996; Lynch and Bishop-Clarke, 1998; Kelly, 2005 (in relation to mature students); Leyser et al. , 2000; O’Connor and Robinson, 1999; Burgstahler, 1994; Shevlin et al., 2004; Fuller et al. , 2004; Tinklin et al., 2004 (with regard to students with a disability); and Burnard, 2005; Robertson et al., 2000; Biggs, 1999; Ballard and Clanchy; 1997 (in relation to international students). 





� Generally over the age of 21 with non-formal academic qualifications.


� The literature has also been reviewed (and data gathered) on academics’ experiences with each of the other no-traditional student groups and on academics’ views of the implications of increasing student diversity, particularly with regard to learning, teaching, and assessment. However, as analysis of these data is ongoing, this literature is not presented in this paper. 





� As opposed to a nomothetic methodological approach. 


� Using the Random numbers function in ‘Excel’ and the (freely available) campus staff directory. 


� Including all types of academic staff, including lecturers (fixed-term), lecturers, senior lecturers, professors, and Deans.  All categories of research staff were also included as in some cases they conduct teaching activities as part of their post. 


� Namely; Arts, Science, Law, Engineering, Medicine and Health Sciences, Celtic Studies, and Commerce.


� Because within-faculty selections were made and some faculties are much larger, in terms of academic staff numbers, than others, different numbers from each faculty were selected.


� In order to ensure that respondents are anonymous, those respondents identified as being from the Arts faculty include those from Humanities, Social Science and Celtic Studies disciplines. 


� I use the word ‘verification’ carefully and in the recognition that it tends to conjure up an objectivist rather than constructivist stance. What I mean by it is that respondents were afforded the opportunity to verify the transcription process, essentially to ensure that I had not misheard/typed any utterances and to allow them to clarify what they had said, make additional statements and/or remove parts that they did not wish to be used. 


� ‘a word that ends in '-ing' which is made from a verb, and which is used like a noun: In the sentence 'Everyone enjoyed Tyler's singing', the word 'singing' is a gerund’ (from � HYPERLINK "http://dictionary.cambridge.org/cald/" �Cambridge Advanced Learner's Dictionary�) � HYPERLINK "http://dictionary.cambridge.org/define.asp?key=32640&dict=CALD" ��http://dictionary.cambridge.org/define.asp?key=32640&dict=CALD�


� It is expected that coding with gerunds will better suit the data when respondents are talking specifically and in-depth about themselves, and their own feelings, experiences, actions and so on. This will be the case with the student research. 





� Grinds consist of additional, individual or group, examination-focused lessons in a subject, for which the student must pay an hourly rate.


� Blackboard is an online learning management system used by the university and which increasing numbers of academics use to enable online discussion and to make various learning materials available to students. 


� This was particularly reported to be the case in relation to students from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds. This issue will be further explored in section 3.3


� Similar to the UK’s ‘post-1992’ universities.


� Respondents were offered the following response options: ‘Yes’, ‘No’, and ‘Unsure’


� Competition for places in medical schools in Ireland is fierce and places are relatively limited. The maximum points that can be obtained in the Leaving Certificate examination is 600 and the points required to study Medicine tend to be above 570 (1 A1 grade = 100 points).


� The university runs a pre-entry access course for individuals from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds (for both those of school-leaver age and mature age) who do not have the requisite academic qualifications to progress to higher education. On successful completion of the access course, students may progress to study most courses, but not Medicine, at undergraduate level. 


� Since 1997, most undergraduate students attending publicly funded full-time higher education courses do not have to pay tuition fees.


� Perry’s research identified four main stages of development (nine if one includes the sub-sections of these stages), ranging from, as termed by Perry (1970) dualism (the belief in the existence of only right or wrong answers and those in Authority know the correct answers) to multiplicity (the recognition of the existence of multiple conflicting answers and that each person is entitled to his/her view), to relativism (the realisation that knowledge is relative and that in order to maintain some form of continuity and to maintain a sense of identity the student needs to form a relatively stable point of view) to commitment (a student commits to certain viewpoints while recognising that even commitments may evolve).


� John (Arts) was the only respondent to claim that in many cases for students from disadvantaged backgrounds ‘it’s not a question of ability … it’s a question of seeing that this [progression to university] is a possibility (John, Lecturer, Arts, ln. 1082-1093).
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