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Background

This research builds upon existing literature regarding student engagement (Kember et al. 2001; Mann 2005 & 2010; Tinto 2006; Krause 2007; Currant 2009 & 2010; Currant & Keenan 2009; Bryson. et al. 2010 and Trowler & Trowler 2010) and in particular understandings of belonging at university.  Belonging has been readily associated with the term student engagement and indeed, Krause (2007) proposes building community and a sense of belonging within institutions as a strategy for enhancing student engagement.  In support of this, research undertaken at Bradford as part of the Higher Education Retention & Engagement (HERE) project has revealed various areas of the student experience that can influence both retention and engagement of students (Foster et. al 2011); one being ‘belonging’, which can be associated with several different, yet interrelated, aspects of the student experience:  

1. To other students – social belonging through groups or networks, interaction and identification with others

2. To the course/department, including developing a sense of cohort identity and positive interactions with staff 

3. To the wider campus/university – including the importance of spaces, both social and work related, physical and virtual.  

Belonging can be defined as “a sense of ease with oneself and one’s surroundings” (May 2011 p.368).  Alongside interaction with others, we construct a sense of belonging to places and objects, such that they feel familiar (ibid, p.371).  It is this engagement with surroundings and places – and the third area identified above – that is the focus of this research.    We stress that belonging (and indeed student engagement) is multi-dimensional and therefore this work examines only an aspect of belonging, but one that institutions can potentially impact upon in terms of how campus space is organised.

Using both university staff and student researchers it aims to expand upon the current literature by examining belonging on campus.  It considers the main spaces students use and why, and their attitudes and feelings towards these and the campus overall. It also attempts to build on student understandings of belonging and, in particular, how this is perceived and articulated at campus level.  Plus perceptions of inclusion, exclusion and the role the campus can play in these. What factors influence belonging and inclusion and the impact these could have on students’ experiences or engagement are explored.  As are potential improvements (led by suggestions from the students themselves) that could be made.    

Therefore, as well as attempting to ascertain how students themselves understand and voice belonging on campus, the work also strives to establish how best to organise and develop campus space and activity to help foster this and therefore potentially enhance engagement and the overall student experience.
Activity

Information concerning the key research questions was obtained through employing a variety of data collection methods, focusing on five key, but varied, spaces on the main campus: 

Online survey

Open to all students, comprised of a variety of open and closed questions.

Snapshot video clip interviews

7 short video clips were filmed by two Student Research Assistants over one day, across the key campus spaces identified in the project.  

Face-to-face interviews 

As part of the survey, respondents were asked if they would be interested in participating in a face-to-face interview.  From these, a process of strategic sampling was undertaken, resulting in 7 semi-structured interviews, lasting between 15 and 30 minutes.  

These approaches were selected in order to enable the student voice to be incorporated into understandings of engagement and belonging and what the campus offers.  Adding to this voice, student researchers also acted as collaborators over the project – by obtaining data as well as contributing to the research design, data analysis and reporting. 

Overall, the quantitative findings have been used to give a broad picture of students’ use/perceptions of key campus spaces and how common feelings of belonging and inclusion were.  The open qualitative comments from the survey, in conjunction with the interviews and video clip data, were analysed for themes, enabling a more detailed picture of student understandings and meanings.  The limitations of the survey sample size and the small scale nature of the video clips and interviews in terms of their representativeness and being able to allow wide, generalistic conclusions to be drawn are acknowledged.   However, the project predominantly aimed to explore students’ understandings of belonging on campus, using their own individual voices and articulations (via the qualitative methods of open survey responses and interviews).  This work, therefore, has enabled us to capture these as well as gain an appreciation of the similarities and indeed differences between student views, accounts and experiences.  

Findings and Conclusions
Overall, this work has addressed all the original key research areas and has further expanded upon understandings of student belonging.   It reveals how students engage with their main campus space, including what areas are preferred or avoided and why. Most significantly though, it offers an insight into how students perceive and understand belonging in terms of the campus around them – what influences this or what acts as a possible barrier. Incorporated within this are issues of inclusion and exclusion, and how not feeling included or that they belong can impact upon the student experience or even retention.  It also enables us to consider the role of the university in terms of what it offers or provides to students, and various ways to potentially improve campus space and levels of engagement or belonging.

Engagement with/use of campus space

Over the five spaces examined students were found to have differing levels of engagement.  Responses showed that different areas were being used for different purposes and, although the most common responses did centre on feeling comfortable and safe and the majority of students liked the campus overall, there were areas that some students avoided or indeed never visited.  This avoidance or disengagement related to the personal tastes of individual students or what needs they had in terms of space – so they avoided places where they couldn’t study, have quiet or relaxed time, but was also linked to negative experiences and perceptions, such as issues of behaviour on the campus.  These often reflected closely the reasons why students felt that they did not belong or were not always included (discussed further below).Where students were engaging positively with spaces, this again linked to personal taste in terms of whether places were busy or quiet but also the convenience of the location – if it was close to their classes or other resources for example. The most popular places, however, emerged as those which offered multiple resources or usage – so spaces where they could meet friends, socialise and eat, but also study and do group work.

Understandings of Belonging and Inclusion

63.0% of students felt that they did belong on the campus overall, with many of these rating this feeling as quite or very strong.  However, belonging did vary over different spaces and 10.3% felt that they did not belong.  

Although similar, the results for whether students felt included were a little different, perhaps suggesting that belonging and inclusion were not necessarily the same experience.  57.5% felt that they were included, 10.1% that they were not and 32.5% said that they were not sure or only felt included sometimes.  However, the reasons students gave for why they felt included or not largely resembled those relating to belonging.

Reasons for belonging/feeling included

Belonging can be considered as potentially operating on a variety of levels and as a changing or inconsistent experience (Foster et al. 2011).   This is further supported here, as student discussions of why or how they belonged could depend on which space they were in and could alter within the spaces themselves depending on when and who they were with. Some felt that they belonged in some places, contexts or groups but not others or that this sense could change over time or with circumstances.  Similarly, feelings of inclusion could be affected by location or others – so students may feel they belong or are included in certain areas (such as their subject based campus locations) or with their friends but not elsewhere, alone, or to the campus overall.

Students’ articulations of what belonging and inclusion meant or was to them emerged via a number of key themes:

Environment

A number of students understood belonging or inclusion in terms of the campus environment itself and what it offered.  This was both in terms of the campus having a good or vibrant ‘atmosphere’, being welcoming, comfortable, safe and friendly and with helpful staff; but also its location and the facilities and resources available; including having spaces for different people and needs.  Again, personal taste was apparent here with some feeling they belonged in bustling spaces with other students around; for others this sense was greater in quiet spaces. 

Student status or lifestyle

Others discussed notions of being “a student” and a sense of entitlement gained from this.  Belonging and inclusion were linked with being here on campus – so having lectures, being on the course, having studied for years, knowing people and staff,  and living a ‘normal’ student life and just being “used to” the place.  

Familiarity and community

Part of both of the above was the importance of familiarity, knowledge and feeling comfortable or “at home”.   At times this was more evident at a localised level, where students felt they belonged more in their own course or department space (such as a common room) rather than on the main campus.  However, for others, it appears that in terms of belonging specifically on campus, some felt that it was the campus space itself and what it provided that enabled contact between the student and the university and offered a sense of community:

“This is the place where I have the feeling of real contact with the university”

Feeling involved

Also included in student understandings of belonging were the events and activities taking place on campus, with a sense of feeling or being able to get involved as seemingly significant.  This included the activities on offer such as sports, arts, festivals, theatre, cinema, societies and clubs.  Importantly though, being well informed of these and what was going on campus was crucial to feeling included.  Interestingly, these reasons were more common in the discussions on inclusion rather than belonging.  It may, therefore, be possible to suggest that belonging was more about space, resources, familiarity and routine; and inclusion about events and opportunities to interact.

Many students felt that the university was supporting their inclusion and the amount and range of events were highlighted as reasons why this was the case.  As were the spaces and resources available, such as IT facilities, support services, the Student Union and multi-use spaces (which were consistently popular as discussed above).

Not belonging: What was a barrier/problem

However, not all students felt that they belonged or felt that there were barriers to this and to inclusion.  As Trowler and Trowler (2010) note, some experience engagement negatively or can feel alienated.  Mann (2010) also argues that students can feel estranged in an unfamiliar culture and, although this work focuses on the academic culture or discourse, our findings suggest that similar feelings of being an ‘outsider’ or not belonging also concerned aspects of the student experience related to the campus.  Not feeling that they ‘fit’ in their surroundings can lead to feelings of being out of place, estrangement or a sense of unease (May 2011) and this research did reveal such emotions.   A number raised feeling uncomfortable, unsafe, intimidated or not respected; some even alienated or marginalised through segregation.  Overall, the factors affecting belonging and inclusion were similar and could be seen as follows:

Safety/Security:
Matters regarding safety and security did affect the sense of belonging and inclusion and also where students visited/avoided or felt comfortable.  Experience or fear of crime caused reservations about staying on campus in the evening whilst others were concerned over large groups that made them feel uneasy or out of place. In addition, an interesting and recurring theme across the data was the notion of ‘non-students’ on campus spaces. May (2011) notes that being able to identify with a place also enables us to create a sense of who is out of that place and this research revealed a perception of ‘outsiders’ who were on campus and who affected experiences and feelings of belonging/inclusion.

“Too many people that don't belong to the university come”

“The university can easily be accessed by people who are not students...”

Behaviour:
This was linked to the above in some cases, but in general centred on what was seen as a lack of respect or regard by some students for spaces and others.  So those who left litter or were noisy or rude (which as we have seen above affected the spaces visited by students).

Segregated space:
Related to both safety and behaviour, but of particular interest in terms of belonging, was an awareness and articulation of apparent segregated groups on campus space, leading in some cases to a sense of segregated spaces/areas.  This could be linked to a perceived ‘other’, such as apparent ‘cliques’ or a lack of interaction between groups of students – including different cultural groups, genders or those studying different disciplines.  
“The campus can feel segregated”

“It often feels like there are claimed spaces, spaces that belong to some groups more than others...”

Opportunities on campus

This relates to the feeling involved theme of belonging above, and how, if these opportunities on campus were not seen to be sufficient or inclusive, then this could problematise belonging.  For example, a lack of activities or events that appealed to their interests/needs or subject area were noted.  Where students did not feel the university offered enough, the need for more inclusive events was often cited and more culturally diverse events, events for those who did not drink and the desire for events where year groups and student and staff could integrate were suggested.  Some also stressed a lack of advertising of opportunities – especially those not based on the main campus.  As with the reasons for belonging/feeling included, these types of responses were more common in terms of their effect on inclusion.

Particular groups of students

It also became apparent that certain groups of students had particular comments on their experiences of the campus, belonging and inclusion.  These were:

· International students

· Mature students who felt spaces or events were often aimed at younger students

· Disabled students

· Postgraduate students

· Part-time students 

· Those who did not live locally and so felt they could not get involved in evening activities

· Those whose studies were not based on the main campus

Points included their perceived barriers to belonging or inclusion but also specific examples of how/when they felt included – such as events for post graduate or spaces catering for international students.   

Exclusion

It is important to note that not feeling included did not necessarily equate to feeling purposefully excluded, for example:
“I can’t say I feel 'included' but at the same time I don’t feel 'excluded' either”

However, students were also asked if they had ever felt excluded on campus and 6.3% said that they did, often and 33.7% felt they were sometimes. The qualitative data revealed feelings of exclusion to often be specific to a particular time or event rather than a general or continuous feeling.  Where students did say they felt excluded it was the issues of segregation or behaviour and with events and information (as outlined previously) that were often cited.  Again, certain groups noted why they felt excluded – namely students who do not live locally or who are not based on the main campus, postgraduate and mature students.  But also those who did not drink alcohol and those who saw themselves as shy also emerged here:

“I am not a confident or popular student, [I] keep things to myself and that is it.  I do what I have to do and get out...being unpopular or not noticed at all can make a student feel excluded I guess” 
This last comment relates to one final, and interesting, issue that emerged – the role of the individual in developing belonging/feeling included.  At times, students suggested that belonging was not something the university created or that just happens; but that students needed to make the effort to get involved.  Although it was acknowledged that it could be hard to integrate, that confidence was needed and that some students could need support with this.
Possible Impact

The project data has revealed that the campus is indeed having an effect on student engagement, belonging, inclusion and the overall student experience.  It is clear that a sense of belonging is not experienced by all students and is not a fixed or constant entity.  Many do feel a sense of belonging and have explained the role that the campus has played in this.  Others however reported negative experiences, incidences of not belonging or even feeling excluded.  In terms of the possible impact on retention, as part of the survey all students were asked if their experiences on the main campus, or their feelings towards it, had ever made them consider leaving the university.  A not insignificant 12.4% said that they had and 8.4% were not sure.  Reasons given for this mirrored the issues affecting belonging and inclusion or exclusion: Behaviour of others and issues with large groups on campus space; security issues; problems with the physical environment or facilities; and particular group issues (as before) – for example some international students feeling that their language centre support was all that had motivated them to stay. 
In the interviews, some discussed the possible implications for students who did not feel that they belonged – particularly on their studies, for example:

“I feel that the more you feel welcomed into the student community the more easier you find it to actually to complete your studies and get more involved in your department and academic circles. Of course if you’re struggling in your very first year without integrating socially with sports and societies and feeling welcome on the campus and confident to go places – it’s going to impact directly on your studies”

However, the interviews also revealed the importance of and potential positive impact of belonging and/or feeling included:

“Yes definitely I think that should be part of your uni experience... Belonging I think is one of the major parts that I think everyone should when they come to uni”

In conclusion it is apparent that the campus is a factor worthy of attention when considering student engagement. Tinto (2006) suggests that engagement is effectively involvement and this is indeed a feature of belonging and inclusion established in this work.  As well as ‘being involved’ in various activities or events, it can also mean feeling comfortable on or familiar with the campus or feeling supported by or included in what it has to offer.  By looking at belonging in particular, and understandings of inclusion and exclusion, this research has been able to expand upon previous work and offer greater insight into how belonging operates, what can affect or act as a barrier to it, and what impact it could have. It has also aimed to understand how to potentially address these by using campus spaces effectively –offering space that students use and appreciate, by fostering respectful relationships on campus and making students feel safe and valued and by offering inclusive spaces and activities.  All these are further outlined in the implications section below and could be of benefit in helping students to feel positively engaged and that they belong.  

Implications

The findings above, as well as the many suggestions made for improvements by the students themselves, have revealed a number of key implications for the university to consider but that may also be relevant or beneficial to other institutions:  

Variety of spaces:
To cater for different needs/tastes and by offering more:

· Social spaces: both inside (such as more seating or common room type space) and outside/green or open spaces

· Places designated for quiet study or privacy/relaxation 

· Multiple types of spaces and space that can itself be used for multiple purposes

In addition to the physical campus, online spaces could be considered.  Krause (2007) notes the potential of online learning environments, but here virtual spaces could also be seen help to enable belonging through social interests.

Variety of events and activities:
Where improvements were suggested regarding opportunities on campus, students often wanted more events, and ones that were:

· University wide – such as cultural, community and sporting events as well as events that involved societies/clubs 

· Scheduled over the year (not just over induction) 

Programme/ Department use of space:
Some comments highlighted the importance of how individual courses/departments could use the campus to offer events relevant to their subject/s and for staff to mix with students.  However, others raised the value of holding events that allowed courses and departments to mix with each other.  Therefore it could be of benefit to consider offering:
· Opportunities to mix years/courses within a department

· Events that integrate different courses, disciplines or departments

Consider spaces and events for different groups of students:
Being aware of and dealing with certain issues and needs for particular groups on campus in order to address those who could feel less included because of a perceived lack of opportunities or resources aimed at them.  

Better promotion/advertising of activities and services:
Crucial to events being on offer was the need for these to be well publicised to all students, such as through:

· Better advertising of events, including giving reminders in class, sending emails and greater involvement of the Student Union

· Advertise (and re-advertise) support services and facilities. To assist those who find it difficult to integrate or who have other problems that may be affecting individual engagement with the campus. For example, offering help with confidence and social skills or promoting central support services on campus

Consider security/safety and behaviour issues:

For example:

· Greater visibility/presence of security staff, more CCTV and better lighting

· Tackle disruptive and in some cases alienating or disengaging behaviour of some students, including large groups

· Greater enforcement of existing rules and therefore enabling the current spaces for quiet study to be used for that purpose (thus potentially addressing the perceived lack of this type of space)

Interestingly, a number wanted restricted access to certain areas in order to prevent perceived ‘non-students’ from entering the university and behaving poorly, although this could conflict with the public function of the university.
Practical changes

A number of general suggestions were made to improving the campus overall, such as better signage, food services and a tidier campus.

However, as discussed above, the majority of students liked the campus and did feel that they belonged.  Plus it is important to note that students had acknowledged and largely welcomed the improvements to campus space that had already been made.  The new multiple use areas were often praised but also the main campus overall:

“The recent work has really done the university proud.  All areas seem to be nice environments to be in”

It is intended that all of these implications, including the feedback on the spaces and suggestions from the students, will be considered by the university and feed into evaluations and development of campus spaces and to building a strong university community for all our students – current and future.
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Appendix
Engagement with/use of campus space

NB: not all questions were compulsory and therefore all percentages quoted are of the total number of responses for that question and not the overall number of respondents).  

	Considering the following places on the main campus, do you...?

	Answer Options
	Tend to avoid it
	Tend to feel comfortable here
	Tend to feel safe here
	Don't know/not sure
	Response Count

	The Atrium
	17.7% (80)
	52.4% (237)
	48.9% (221)
	7.7% (35)
	452

	Chesham Cafe
	16.3% (73)
	42.1% (188)
	30.2% (135)
	27.7% (124)
	447

	Student Central - bottom floor (bar floor)
	21.9% (98)
	47.0% (210)
	35.8% (160)
	12.1% (54)
	447

	Student Central - middle floor (shop, cafe, SU etc)
	9.3% (42)
	61.9% (281)
	50.9% (231)
	6.4% (29)
	454

	Student Central - top floor/library walkway
	7.5% (34)
	58.2% (263)
	55.3% (250)
	6.9% (31)
	452

	answered question
	457

	skipped question
	11

	
	

	Considering the same places on the main campus, do you...?

	Answer Options
	Come here for privacy
	Come here for lunch
	Come here to relax
	Come here to socialise
	Come here to work
	Come here to fill time between classes etc
	Never come here
	Response Count

	The Atrium
	2.2% (10)
	28.7% (129)
	24.4% (110)
	38.4% (173)
	13.8% (62)
	44.4% (200)
	21.8% (98)
	450

	Chesham Cafe
	2.5% (11)
	22.5% (100)
	14.4% (64)
	9.2% (41)
	3.4% (15)
	19.8% (88)
	49.7% (221)
	445

	Student Central - bottom floor (bar floor)
	1.3% (6)
	9.4% (42)
	33.4% (149)
	53.1% (237)
	5.6% (25)
	17.3% (77)
	29.8% (133)
	446

	Student Central - middle floor (shop, cafe, SU etc)
	4.9% (22)
	46.2% (209)
	33.2% (150)
	40.7% (184)
	24.6% (111)
	28.5% (129)
	13.3% (60)
	452

	Student Central - top floor/library walkway
	14.9% (66)
	3.8% (17)
	13.3% (59)
	16.7% (74)
	58.0% (257)
	19.6% (87)
	15.1% (67)
	443

	answered question
	457

	skipped question
	11


	Again thinking of the same places on the main campus, which of them do you...?

	Answer Options
	The Atrium
	Chesham Cafe
	Student Central - bottom floor (bar floor)
	Student Central - middle floor (shop, cafe, SU etc)
	Student Central - top floor/library walkway
	Response Count

	Like the most
	27.2% (122)
	10.0% (45)
	20.7% (93)
	29.6% (133)
	12.5% (56)
	449

	Like the least
	18.8% (77)
	39.8% (163)
	21.0% (86)
	6.8% (28)
	13.7% (56)
	410

	Visit most often
	25.5% (112)
	8.7% (38)
	18.0% (79)
	25.1% (110)
	22.8% (100)
	439

	Visit the least
	12.1% (53)
	51.6% (226)
	24.4% (107)
	5.9% (26)
	5.9% (26)
	438

	answered question
	457

	skipped question
	11


Understandings of Belonging and Inclusion
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