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Abstract 
This project aims to improve students’ satisfaction by enhancing students’ sense of belonging through 
an inclusive programme delivery framework for Joint Honours Business students. The programme 
delivery of Joint Honours Business has encountered many challenges due to the complexity of 
timetabling, module choices, and expectation management among students and staff from all facilities. 
This programme currently includes 21 different combinations of subjects for students to study. For 
example, the subject combinations can be “Business and Advertising”, “Business and Creative 
Writing”, “Business and Economics”, “Business and Pop Music”, etc. These subjects are from four 
faculties: Faculty of Art, Science & Technology, Faculty of Business & Law, Faculty of Education & 
Humanities, and Faculty of Health & Society. Consequently, this programme has a very diverse 
student groups who are studying together for some Business modules every year. 

This inclusive programme framework focuses upon providing students with mentor support, personal 
tutor support, peer support, and programme leader support through social interventions four times a 
year. An inclusive programme delivery framework is developed based upon the Network Groups 
(friends, mentor, personal tutor, module leaders, and programme leader), the Communication 
Channels (WhatsApp and Nile site (Blog/Collaborate), information content, and delivery formats. 
Influencing factors of students’ expectations of inclusive programme delivery are explored and 
assessed for the reliability and validity of this framework. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  
The sense of social belonging can be related to students’ perceived quality of university experience 
and academic performance [1], especially for minority student [2]. In 2012, Strayhorn described social 
belonging as “…students’ perceived social support on campus, a feeling or sensation of 
connectedness, and the experience of mattering or feeling cared about, accepted, respected, valued 
by, and important to the campus community or others on campus such as faculty, staff and peers” [3].  

Research has shown that in some instances having a sense of social belonging in one aspect of 
university life, for example students who used the sports facilities [4] can have a positive impact on 
attendance, retention [5] and attainment [6]. Social belonging can also be particularly important from 
students with the BAME (Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic) community [2, 6]. 

Therefore, social belonging includes (i) support, (ii) connectedness, (ii) feeling cared aboutand (iv) 
respect and value by a community. This research applied this definition and explored what social 
interventions can be performed to enhance students’ expectations and perceptions, in terms of: 

a) What matters to them the most towards their university experience; 
b) Who are the most important people for them to be connected to; 
c) The frequency of communication; 
d) The communication channels utilised; 
e) What are perceived to be the most important support mechanisms that students may need from 

staff; 

Proceedings of EDULEARN19 Conference 
1st-3rd July 2019, Palma, Mallorca, Spain

ISBN: 978-84-09-12031-4
3525



2 METHODOLOGY 
A mixed methods approach of questionnaires (n=27) and focus groups (n=4*2) was used to explore 
the students’ expectation in terms of social belonging. Participants were taken from a Joint Honours 
Business (JH Business) programme where delivery of modules comes from across six divisions within 
the Faculty of Business & Law (Accounting, Business, Operations, Management, Marketing 
andTourism) as well as from four other faculties (Art, Science & Technology, Business & Law, 
Education & Humanities, and Health & Society) across 21 Joint Honours programmes.  

Based upon data collected from questionnaires and focus groups as well as reflection from the 
practices in the past, a framework is developed to enhance students’ sense of belonging at 
programme level for undergraduate courses at a university in England.  

3 RESULTS 
Diverse expectations and perceptions were identified and analysed from the results obtained through 
the questionnaires and focus groups. This section summarises students’ responses to questions that 
corresponded to the social interventions expectations and perceptions associated with aspects (a) – 
(e), outlined in the introduction. 

3.1 Student interest in social activities on campus 
We arranged several “social belonging sessions” for all the students on the programme in the 
Welcome Week event. However, the attendance was extremely low (2%), as most students within the 
focus groups believed “social belonging” was irrelevant to their university studies or employability. 
According to the questionnaire results, employability and academic performance are the most 
important factors for their university experience. However, students prefer to be connected to different 
communities by sharing information updates.   

Table 1. Factors for University Experience 

 

3.2 Connections 
Although the questionnaire results showed that 74.07% students feel they need to communicate with 
their personal tutors, in the focus groups, some students do not even know who their personal tutor 
was. One student insisted that “I do not think I need a personal tutor because I can just ask my tutor 
and information desk if I need anything”. Students’ perceptions of who they can speak to for support 
can be different. When we asked students why they did not ask support from their personal tutor when 
needed, one student said “it is just not something I do”, and another foreign student added “we are not 
used to this, because we do not have this back home”. 

Table 2. Connected with Whom 

 

Ranking of the most important factor for your university experience 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12
Employtability enhancement 50.00% 38.89% 5.56% 0.00% 0.00% 5.56% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%

Get a job you like 16.67% 38.89% 16.67% 5.56% 11.11% 0.00% 0.00% 5.56% 5.56% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%
Academic achievement 16.67% 0.00% 44.44% 5.56% 11.11% 11.11% 5.56% 0.00% 0.00% 5.56% 0.00% 0.00%

Interconnected communities 0.00% 5.56% 5.56% 11.11% 38.89% 0.00% 11.11% 16.67% 5.56% 0.00% 0.00% 5.56%
Fast knowledge delivery 5.56% 5.56% 0.00% 11.11% 5.56% 38.89% 11.11% 5.56% 11.11% 0.00% 5.56% 0.00%

Assessment support 0.00% 0.00% 16.67% 16.67% 0.00% 16.67% 0.00% 5.56% 33.33% 11.11% 0.00% 0.00%
Train to be the new generation of workers 11.11% 0.00% 5.56% 11.11% 11.11% 0.00% 0.00% 17.78% 5.56% 22.22% 5.56% 0.00%

Incentives (Prize/scholarship) 0.00% 0.00% 5.56% 16.67% 0.00% 22.22% 16.67% 16.67% 5.56% 11.11% 0.00% 5.56%
Train to be the new generation of students 0.00% 11.11% 0.00% 0.00% 5.56% 0.00% 38.89% 11.11% 11.11% 5.56% 11.11% 5.56%

Practical support 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 5.56% 16.67% 5.56% 0.00% 11.11% 0.00% 5.56% 44.44% 11.11%
Techonological support 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 5.56% 0.00% 0.00% 16.67% 0.00% 22.22% 33.33% 22.22% 0.00%

Accepted by red brick university for Master/PhD studies 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 11.11% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00% 5.56% 11.11% 72.22%

Do you feel you need to communicate with the following people compeltely agree somewhat agree neither agree nor disagree somewhat disagree mostly disagree completely disagree
Personal tutor 74.07% 14.81% 3.70% 0.00% 0.00% 3.70%
Module tutor 70.37% 18.52% 3.70% 0.00% 0.00% 3.70%

Student mentor 48.15% 22.22% 14.81% 7.41% 0.00% 0.00%
Programme leader 44.44% 33.33% 7.41% 3.70% 3.70% 0.00%

Module leader 44.44% 25.93% 18.52% 3.70% 3.70% 0.00%
Learning development tutor 37.04% 14.81% 29.63% 3.70% 0.00% 0.00%

Classmates/peers 37.04% 25.93% 18.52% 0.00% 0.00% 3.70%
Year lead 29.63% 22.22% 37.04% 3.70% 3.70% 0.00%

Subject librarian 25.93% 29.63% 7.41% 3.70% 7.41% 0.00%
Subject group leader 25.93% 44.44% 7.41% 0.00% 7.41% 0.00%
Student service staff 22.22% 22.22% 29.63% 7.41% 0.00% 0.00%

Head of undergraduate 22.22% 18.52% 18.52% 7.41% 7.41% 0.00%
Dean & vice dean of the faculty 14.81% 11.11% 14.81% 14.81% 7.41% 0.00%
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3.3 Frequency of communication 
From the survey, 59.26% students would like to have communication with their personal tutors on a 
weekly basis. However, only 1% attended the drop-in sessions with their personal tutors. From the 
focus group results, students appear to prefer their personal tutors can be available anytime if they 
need them. Therefore, they prefer all the staff can be flexible with them, but they do not have to attend 
any compulsory sessions with staff outside the class hour. For example, 18.52% students would like to 
see their personal tutor on a daily basis, and 59.26% is weekly basis. These results in their 
expectation of how often they can communicate with their personal tutor is different from their 
attendance for the personal tutor meetings.  

Table 3. Frequency for Communication 

 

3.4 Communication channels 
Although Blackboard (Blog page via Nile site) and Twitter have the highest average scores, students 
appear to have diverse preferences about the communication channels. For example, 44.44% 
students suggested Twitter is the best channel for populating information with students, but a large 
percentage, 25.93% ranked it as the opposite. Somewhat surprisingly, only 7.41% of students 
indicated email as being the best channel. In the focus groups, several students strongly recommend 
Instagram as alternative platform to share information. These results appear to be different from 
results collected from the previous results at another university, where all the students prefer to use 
WhatsApp for communication [7]. 

Table 4. Channels for Communication 

 

3.5 Diverse needs and wants 
To be able to provide personalised learning experience to make sure students feel they are cared 
about, all our students have their personal tutor. However, what kind of support you may need the 
most might be different from the expectations of their personal tutors. The questionnaire results 
showed that the most highly ranked can be financial support information and career development 
information according to the average scores. However, students’ expectations are very diverse in the 
ranking of the eight items below. For example, 22.22% students rank free food and drinks as the most 
important element, whereas 29.63% rank it as the least important.  

Table 5. Needs & Wants 

 

How often you would like to meet with the following people outside the class Daily Weekly Monthly Every termAnnually Never
Classmates/peers 48.15% 44.44% 3.70% 0.00% 0.00% 3.70%

Personal tutor 18.52% 59.26% 22.22% 0.00% 0.00% 0.00%
Student mentor 11.11% 51.85% 29.63% 3.70% 3.70% 0.00%
Module leader 7.41% 48.15% 25.93% 18.52% 0.00% 0.00%
Module tutor 7.41% 81.48% 7.41% 3.70% 0.00% 0.00%

Programme leader 3.70% 29.63% 40.74% 22.22% 3.70% 0.00%
Year lead 3.70% 33.33% 33.33% 25.93% 3.70% 0.00%

Which communication suits you the best for your communication with the programme leader1 (Best) 2 3 4 5 6 7 (Worst)
Blog page via Nile 11.11% 37.04% 11.11% 3.70% 18.52% 14.81% 3.70%

Twitter 44.44% 7.41% 0.00% 11.11% 7.41% 3.70% 25.93%
WhatsApp 22.22% 11.11% 18.52% 3.70% 7.41% 22.22% 14.81%

Email 7.41% 18.52% 25.93% 14.81% 0.00% 14.81% 18.52%
Mobile 3.70% 7.41% 18.52% 29.63% 25.93% 7.41% 7.41%

Face to face appointment (psyhcial) 7.41% 11.11% 7.41% 25.93% 22.22% 14.81% 11.11%
Online face to face appointment via Blacoboard Collobrate on Online 3.70% 7.41% 18.52% 11.11% 18.52% 22.22% 18.52%

What do you need the most from the group events with your pertonal tutor 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
Financial support (Scholarship informaiton) 14.81% 25.93% 18.52% 11.11% 3.70% 11.11% 7.41% 7.41%

Professional/career development opportunties 7.41% 29.63% 11.11% 11.11% 11.11% 14.81% 3.70% 11.11%
Entertainment 14.81% 18.52% 14.81% 11.11% 3.70% 11.11% 18.52% 7.41%

Individual support 14.81% 7.41% 18.52% 7.41% 14.81% 7.41% 18.52% 11.11%
Communication 11.11% 3.70% 11.11% 22.22% 14.81% 22.22% 7.41% 7.41%

Free food & drinks 22.22% 11.11% 11.11% 3.70% 11.11% 3.70% 7.41% 29.63%
Academic skills development opportunties 7.41% 3.70% 11.11% 18.52% 22.22% 7.41% 18.52% 11.11%

Flexibility & Convinence of the session 7.41% 0.00% 3.70% 14.81% 18.52% 22.22% 18.52% 14.81%
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4 CONCLUSIONS 
According to the definition of social belonginig from Strayhorn [3], student social belonging should 
include activities to help students identify the value of their study programme, keep them connected, 
provide support for them, make them feel they are respected and valued. This is highlighted in Fig. 1 
which demonstrates the three main stages are identified for the social belonging enhancement and 
tactics that can be used.  

1 Linking connections 
It would appear that some students do not fully understand the importance of programme leader 
and module leader, and it is difficult for them to keep in mind who they can speak to for what 
kind of support. Visualised demonstration of the role of staff might help. This social belonging 
framework and contact details should be shared at the beginning to help students to link with 
them. 

2 Bonding connections 
For the bonding stage, our group face to face social intervention did not really work for the 
current students, as most students were not interested in group events. Therefore, the bonding 
has to be conducted individually or via a smaller group. In this framework, on-going 
engagement evaluation is suggested as tactics to identify students who might at risk. However, 
this bonding stage requires 
o Check-in: students need to check-in with their personal tutor individually to know them; 
o Check-on: personal tutors can check-on students if there are any engagement issues; 
o Drop-in: personal tutors, as well as other support channels, need to provide drop-in sessions 

around the assessment/exam period; 
o Don’t drop-out: by using the 3/6/9 week guideline to motivate students who are at risk to stay 

(Week 3 notifies the module leaders the students who have not attended the class for 3 
weeks; Week 6 module leader notify the personal tutor, programme leader, and central 
services to raise “cause for concern”; Week 9 University withdraw the students who have not 
shown engagement for 9 weeks) 

3 Bridging connections  
Not just the communities within the university, students also need to be connected with 
communities outside the university. Sharing information from all the communities with students, 
especially for funding, grant application, internship opportunities, etc. are perceived as more 
important than individual support by some students (Table 5).  

Moreover, in the focus groups, some students indicated that they do not know the name of the 
programme/course they are currently studying. So re-enforcing the identification of the programme 
name in all the images, messages, and documents that populated by the programme leader may help 
students to understand and remember which group they are belonging to.  

Furthermore, we also identified the channels that might suitable for social interactions from the focus 
groups results. Students prefer to use the following channels to keep themselves connected: 

• WhatsApp as an instant message tool,  
• Collaborate Online as an intensive academic support channel,  

• Twitter/Instagram as information sharing channel 

Although not all students are willing to use these channels for social interactions with staff and 
students, these social media channels have to be available for students to allow personal connections 
to be established. Personalised experience or personal interaction can be only provided based upon 
the personal information provided, otherwise, it will not be personal. According to the equation of 
personalised value [8], to allow the personal value to be generated for consumers, consumers have to 
trust the company to use their personal data properly for the benefits of the consumer themselves, and 
then there will be loss of privacy because consumers need to share the data. So students have to 
provide some of the personal data (privacy) to allow them to gain the personalised experience if they 
wish to have.  
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Figure 1. Social Belonging Enhancement and Programme Design 
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