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Response to the Discussion Paper: ‘Between Metrics: Rethinking 21st Century 
Student Success in Ireland’ (Rebecca Roper) 

A call for embedding critical and transformative education in higher 
education for student success 

About STAND  

Suas Educational Development T/A STAND is a charity registered in Ireland that works to mobilise 
third-level students to stand up for global justice, sustainability and equality. In 2025, we directly 
reached nearly 40,000 students across 14 higher education institutions in Ireland through flagship 
programmes, including the STAND Festival, Global Issues courses, the STAND Changemakers Academy 
and the Ideas Collective. 

As the strategic partner to Irish Aid for higher education in supporting the implementation of their 
Global Citizenship Education Strategy, STAND not only delivers transformative student programmes 
but also works to embed GCE structurally across higher education. This includes national advocacy 
work; engagement with and capacity building of student leadership structures, particularly through 
working with AMLE and BICS; and collaboration with lecturers, academic staff, programme leaders 
and professional services staff to support the integration of GCE across teaching, student 
engagement and institutional practice.  

This also includes offering coordination spaces such as a new national Higher Education GCE forum, 
capacity-building activities such as a national digital badge through the HEA National Forum titled 
‘Embedding GCE into Higher Education’, and grants for staff to support GCE integration activities. 

With input from our Student Advisory Panel, which represents students from diverse campuses, 
disciplines and backgrounds, we ensure that our programmes remain grounded, relevant and 
responsive to student realities. 

This response  

STAND welcomes the opportunity to contribute to this important discussion on student success 
in higher education. To inform our response, we consulted members of the STAND Student 
Advisory Panel during spring 2026 to share their thoughts on the discussion paper.  

We strongly welcome the discussion paper’s framing of student success beyond employability 
and towards a more holistic understanding of the student experience. Many of the structural 
barriers highlighted in the paper reflect the experiences and concerns raised by the students we 
consulted, and overall, the paper’s recognition that student success extends beyond 
employability is strongly welcomed. The following quote highlights this:  

“Student success should not only be based on employment outcomes but on developing 
well-rounded, adaptable individuals who can live fulfilling lives in an increasingly 
turbulent world.” (Student, 2026) 

https://stand.ie/what-we-do/festival
https://stand.ie/what-we-do/global-issues-courses
https://stand.ie/what-we-do/stand-changemakers-academy
https://stand.ie/what-we-do/ideas-collective
https://assets.ireland.ie/documents/IA-Global-Citizenship-Education-Strategy.pdf
https://stand.ie/whats/save-date-first-meeting-global-citizenship-education-higher-education-forum
https://opencourses.ie/opencourse/embedding-global-citizenship-education-gce-into-higher-education/
https://stand.ie/about-us/our-people
https://stand.ie/about-us/our-people
https://stand.ie/about-us/our-people
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The global context & role of higher education  

The challenges facing our world today are unprecedented in scale, speed and complexity. 
Environmental breakdown, widening inequality, and ongoing wars and conflicts are interconnected 
crises that reinforce one another. At the same time, we are witnessing the rise of nationalist 
populism and increasing political polarisation, which threaten the foundations of democratic 
institutions and multilateral cooperation. These developments risk stalling, or even reversing, hard-
won progress on social justice and environmental sustainability. 

Values such as sustainability, equality, justice and solidarity cannot be taken for granted; they must 
be actively cultivated through education and collective action. 

Within this context, higher education has a crucial role to play. Universities are not only sites of 
knowledge production but also spaces where values, critical thinking and civic responsibility are 
developed.  

Increasingly, the third-level students we work with report feelings of anxiety, apathy, frustration and 
despair in relation to global crises, while also expressing a strong desire for an education that equips 
them to respond meaningfully. 

Discussions with students highlighted their agreement with the paper’s observation that “student 
success is inseparable from global uncertainties” and that it must be situated within a “planetary and 
geopolitical context”. This is an important and welcome conclusion, as it emphasises the need to 
foster students’ resilience, adaptability and transversal skills to succeed in changing contexts, as 
outlined in the paper. 

The students we consulted, all expect learning experiences at higher education institutes that help 
them not only to navigate lives and careers within these uncertain contexts, but also to better 
understand and critically reflect on the complexity of global challenges and equip them with the 
capacities necessary to contribute to positive societal change. 

Observations to be considered  

Based on this global context, our conversations with students, and with the lens of our 
experiences in delivering Global Citizenship Education across higher education institutions in 
Ireland, we have developed the following observations to be considered when developing new 
strategies for student success.  

(1) Expand the definition of student success to include students’ ability to critically engage 
with complex global challenges and contribute to changing them (in addition to navigating 
them). The following quote from a student advisor highlights this perspective: 

“The ultimate purpose of higher education, in my view, is to develop informed, confident 
and socially responsible individuals — not just employable graduates. It should expand 
critical thinking, personal growth, and the ability to navigate complexity. Graduates 
should be prepared to contribute to society.” (Student, 2026) 

(2) Systemically embed transformative educational approaches such as Global Citizenship 
Education (GCE) and Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) across teaching and 
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curriculum, student engagement, research, institutional strategy and culture. These approaches 
support the development of many of the transversal skills outlined in the discussion paper, 
including critical thinking; the values, resilience and knowledge that help students navigate an 
uncertain world; and the civic responsibility and skills to actively contribute to a more 
sustainable, just and equitable future. 

(3) Fostering a higher education culture in which staff see themselves as transformative 
educators and are given the space to invest in this role beyond a narrow focus on performance 
and productivity. This will require the systemic integration of a new definition of student 
success across all aspects of higher education. Students noted that while some lecturers and 
initiatives are already implementing more holistic approaches to student success, these 
approaches often depend on individual commitment rather than being embedded or 
encouraged institutionally. One student described this vision as follows: 

“Academic development, mental health and wellbeing, financial and housing security, 
belonging and recognition, student voice and partnership, and preparation for global 
challenges. Achieving this would require coordination across teaching, support services, 
institutional policies and national funding structures. Student success should be 
embedded in everyday campus life, not treated as an additional initiative.” (Student, 
2026) 

We have seen some universities working on a holistic approach by clearly articulating 
graduate attributes or competencies within their university strategies. One example is the 
University of Limerick, which outlines clear ‘graduate attributes’ for students upon graduation in 
their teaching and learning strategy, with the aim to ‘develop active and globally engaged 
citizens’.  

(4) Addressing inequalities structurally on campuses: There was a strong call from the students 
we consulted to clearly move beyond interpersonal notions of kindness towards ensuring 
reliable structural inclusion. This includes secure accommodation, reduced financial barriers, 
accessible mental health services, and flexible, inclusive teaching approaches to ensure equity 
of outcomes that is not determined by socio-economic background, disability, ethnicity or 
financial status. 

“A holistic approach to student success should include support across all aspects of 
campus life, such as community engagement, mental wellbeing, and fostering a sense of 
belonging and inclusion. Students should feel connected and supported not only in their 
studies, but also in their personal and social development. Financial security is also a key 
factor, especially in the Irish context where many students work more than 20 hours a 
week simply to afford basic necessities. This can limit their ability to engage socially and 
fully experience campus life.” (Student, 2026) 

Importantly, students also highlighted that structural inclusion involves not only practical 
supports, but also embedding global citizenship education principles - including anti-racism 
and decolonial perspectives - across all aspects of higher education.  
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(5) Recognising the role of higher education in addressing inequalities and global issues 
beyond campuses - fostering civic responsibility and critical engagement: Students highlighted 
how deeply interconnected many of the challenges they experience are with broader societal 
and global dynamics, including the mental health crisis, cost-of-living pressures, the housing 
crisis, and issues relating to belonging and social cohesion, including the rise of anti-immigrant 
populism. They emphasised the need to recognise and address systemic inequalities at both 
national and global levels in order to ensure true equity. 

While the discussion paper refers to student participation in decision-making and highlights 
values such as empathy, flexibility and respect (all of which were recognised as very important) 
students emphasised the need to go further by explicitly including civic responsibility and 
critical engagement when talking about student success. This includes encouraging democratic 
and critical participation on campus and beyond, in local and global communities, to help shape 
and address systemic issues of unsustainability, global justice and inequality. Several student 
responses highlighted this. One student advisor reflected: 

“The ultimate purpose of higher education, in my view, is to develop informed, confident 
and socially responsible individuals — not just employable graduates. It should expand 
critical thinking, personal growth and the ability to navigate complexity. The discussion 
paper reflects this broader purpose well. It moves beyond grades and employment to 
include belonging, wellbeing, agency and equity. However, the civic and democratic role 
of education — preparing students to question and challenge systems — could be 
emphasised even more strongly.” (Student, 2026) 

It was also recommend that institutions consider measuring their broader social impact, rather 
than focusing solely on graduate outcomes. As one student summarised: 

“Student success should be understood as a holistic metric that includes individual 
achievement but also social awareness and broader societal participation, ensuring that 
students are active members of their communities.” (Student, 2026) 

(6) Better recognising student leadership spaces as part of student success: Students 
emphasised the importance of recognising the spaces they create themselves through student 
unions, societies and other forms of community engagement. These spaces play a key role in 
building belonging and developing transversal skills such as civic responsibility, leadership, 
collaboration and communication. Students suggested that student success should also include 
contributions to communities through volunteering, collaborative projects and initiatives that 
strengthen campus life. One student reflected: 

“More emphasis could be placed on the role that student unions, clubs and societies 
play in encouraging cultural awareness, democratic participation, personal 
development and in fostering welcoming, engaged campuses.” (Student, 2026) 

(7) Recognise collaboration and collective engagement as core components of student 
success, rather than maintaining an overly individualised understanding. Students emphasised 
the importance of collective impact. As one student noted: 

“Success should also include collective impact. Graduates should be prepared to 
contribute to society, not just compete in the labour market.” (Student, 2026) 
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Another reflected: 

“Student success is about fostering collaboration, teamwork and communication while 
leaving a positive impact on the community. The university experience should be about 
more than just academics.” 

(8) Strengthening a sense of belonging as a core dimension of student success: Students 
described belonging as feeling respected, represented and valued without needing to change 
who they are. This includes seeing diversity reflected in curricula, staff representation and 
campus culture, as well as being recognised as individuals rather than simply student numbers. 

For many students, belonging is both social and academic. It means feeling comfortable 
contributing in class, accessing support services without stigma, and trusting that institutions 
are designed to include people from diverse backgrounds. Universities play a key role in 
modelling inclusive dialogue, intercultural understanding and fairness. Through inclusive 
teaching practices, student partnership and accessible supports, institutions can create 
environments where diversity is genuinely welcomed rather than simply acknowledged. 

In this context, students also raised concerns regarding the precarious immigration-related 
issues faced by non-EU students: 

“The way institutions handle the precarious nature of immigration-related issues faced 
by non-EU students says a lot about their commitment to equity, diversity and inclusion. 
Universities should ideally work together to advocate for better immigration policies. 
Non-EU postgraduate researchers, in particular, play a vital role in representing Irish 
higher education institutions globally.” 

(9) Clearly differentiating between undergraduate and postgraduate (including early-career 
researcher) definitions of student success. Postgraduate students we consulted highlighted 
distinct challenges and suggested that the discussion around student success would benefit 
from a more specific focus on their experiences, including dedicated consultation processes. 

Conclusion  

Overall, STAND strongly welcomes the discussion paper’s shift towards a holistic understanding 
of student success. The perspectives shared by students we consulted with reinforced that 
success in higher education must extend beyond employability. 

To fully realise this vision, higher education must take a systemic approach: Embedding 
transformative educational frameworks such as Global Citizenship Education and Education for 
Sustainable Development, addressing structural inequalities that impact students, and fostering 
cultures that support critical engagement, civic responsibility and collective action on campus 
and beyond.  

Ultimately, student success should be understood not only in terms of individual outcomes, but 
in terms of graduates’ ability to contribute meaningfully to society. This means supporting 
students to become informed, confident and socially responsible individuals who are equipped 
not only to think critically, question dominant narratives and navigate complexity, but also to 
actively shape a more just, sustainable and equitable future.  


