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This report contains aggregated national results relating to responses to
an additional seven questions asked in StudentSurvey.ie and PGR
StudentSurvey.ie 2021. These questions specifically addressed the
impact of COVID-19 on students’ experience of higher education. These
results are separate to the established survey questions, which
continued alongside and the results of which will be considered in the
annual National Reports to be published as usual later this year.

Purpose
StudentSurvey.ie (the Irish Survey of Student Engagement; Suirbhé na
hÉireann ar Rannpháirtíocht na Mac Léinn) asks students about their
experiences of higher education in Ireland, including their academic,
personal, and social development. In 2021, 43,791 first and final year
undergraduate and taught postgraduate students in 25 higher
education institutions (HEIs) participated.
PGR StudentSurvey.ie (Irish Survey of Student Engagement
for Postgraduate Research Students; Suirbhé na hÉireann ar
Rannpháirtíocht na Mac Léinn do Mhic Léinn Taighde Iarchéime) invites
responses from postgraduate research students. In 2021, 3,541 Masters
by Research and PhD students in 21 HEIs participated.
The surveys focus on the amount of time and effort that
students put into their studies and other educationally beneficial activities,
as well as how institutions deploy resources and organise curriculum and
learning opportunities to encourage students to participate in meaningful
activities linked to learning. A StudentSurvey.ie Steering Group
maintains strategic direction for the national project, consisting of
representatives of the Higher Education Authority, Irish Universities
Association, Technological Higher Education Association, Union of
Students in Ireland, Quality and Qualifications Ireland, and participating
HEIs. The StudentSurvey.ie Steering Group thanks the 47,332 students
who participated in StudentSurvey.ie and PGR StudentSurvey.ie 2021.
Footnotes
1 QQI (2020). The Impact
of COVID-19 Modifications
to Teaching, Learning and
Assessment in Irish Further
Education and Training and
Higher Education. A report
prepared by Quality and
Qualifications Ireland.
2 USI (2020). National
Report on Students and
COVID-19. A report
prepared by the Union of
Students in Ireland.
3 AHEAD (2020). Learning
from Home During Covid-19:
A Survey of Irish FET and HE
Students with Disabilities.
A report prepared by
the Association for Higher
Education Access
& Disability.

COVID-19 and Irish higher
education institutions
Early evidence from reports by organisations such as QQI (2020)1, USI
(2020)2, and AHEAD (2020)3 suggested that the impact of COVID-19 on
the lives of students in higher education was significant and farreaching. This and institutional evidence led the StudentSurvey.ie
Steering Group to include additional specific COVID-19 questions in
StudentSurvey.ie and PGR StudentSurvey.ie 2021.
The consideration of the experiences of undergraduate and
postgraduate students during the COVID-19 pandemic offers the
opportunity to learn from the unique circumstances. Institutions can be
more informed about which aspects of the online/ blended experience
could be retained and reflect on the practices that require change.
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The results serve as a powerful measure of the national taught and
research student experience during the COVID-19 pandemic and
should inform local and national efforts to minimise the negative
impacts on students.

Method
The COVID-19 questions consist of five multiple choice questions and
two open-ended questions, included alongside the established survey
instruments (67 questions in StudentSurvey.ie and 60 in PGR
StudentSurvey.ie). The specific questions added to StudentSurvey.ie
and PGR StudentSurvey.ie are similar but tailored to reflect the
experience of taught and research students. The development of the
additional COVID-19 questions involved significant consultation across
all of the participating HEIs and stakeholder organisations. The
questions were piloted with 64 students across six participating HEIs,
and their feedback informed determination of the final questions.
Due to the volume of responses to StudentSurvey.ie, a
manual process of hand-coding responses was too unwieldly to be
practical in a useful timescale.

As such, the analysis of responses
to StudentSurvey.ie combined researcher-led coding
of the material with computer-assisted content
analysis methods to draw out the key themes within
student responses.
The computational analysis of the responses was carried out
using the open-source statistical software R in conjunction with Insight
Statistical Consulting. Supporting documentation relating to this analysis
is available here.

The PGR StudentSurvey.ie responses
were manually coded and analysed using thematic
analysis to develop a coding frame of themes and
subthemes for each question.
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StudentSurvey.ie COVID-19
Question Modules 2021
43,791 students responded to
StudentSurvey.ie, which represents a national
response rate of 29.4%.
Table 1 StudentSurvey.ie
responses nationally and
by cohort

How much do you agree with the following statements about the
impact COVID-19 has had on your experience?*

* The scores in Table 1 are
weighted for respondent
gender, cohort, and mode
of study.

My higher education institution provides me with
ongoing effective and timely communication.
All
Students

Undergraduate
— Year 1

Undergraduate
— Final Year

Taught
postgraduate

Definitely disagree

5.9%

4.1%

8.2%

6.6%

Somewhat disagree

13.4%

11.3%

17.8%

11.6%

Somewhat agree

45.1%

46.9%

46.8%

38.1%

Definitely agree

35.7%

37.8%

27.2%

43.7%

My higher education institution provides me with
adequate online learning opportunities.
All
Students

Undergraduate
— Year 1

Undergraduate
— Final Year

Taught
postgraduate

Definitely disagree

4.3%

3.3%

5.6%

4.8%

Somewhat disagree

11.3%

9.4%

15.2%

10.0%

Somewhat agree

43.6%

43.2%

48.0%

37.9%

Definitely agree

40.7%

44.1%

31.2%

47.2%

I am able to access the online learning
sufficiently to engage with my studies.
All
Students

Undergraduate
— Year 1

Undergraduate
— Final Year

Taught
postgraduate

Definitely disagree

4.0%

3.4%

4.5%

4.5%

Somewhat disagree

9.8%

8.9%

12.1%

8.2%

Somewhat agree

34.9%

33.5%

38.4%

32.6%

Definitely agree

51.4%

54.1%

45.0%

54.6%
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I have a suitable study environment at home
(space to work, internet access, computer, etc).
All
Students

Undergraduate
— Year 1

Undergraduate
— Final Year

Taught
postgraduate

Definitely disagree

8.9%

7.1%

11.9%

8.5%

Somewhat disagree

17.0%

15.8%

19.8%

15.6%

Somewhat agree

33.4%

34.5%

32.5%

32.2%

Definitely agree

40.6%

42.5%

35.7%

43.7%

I feel connected to my higher education institution
despite the restricted access to campus.
All
Students

Undergraduate
— Year 1

Undergraduate
— Final Year

Taught
postgraduate

Definitely disagree

23.9%

23.7%

26.4%

20.4%

Somewhat disagree

28.9%

29.6%

29.8%

26.1%

Somewhat agree

31.5%

31.9%

30.1%

33.0%

Definitely agree

15.6%

14.8%

13.7%

20.5%

The results suggest that respondents felt supported in
terms of ongoing effective and timely communication (80.8%
somewhat/ definitely agree), adequate online learning opportunities
(84.3% somewhat/ definitely agree), and their ability to access the
online learning sufficiently (86.3% somewhat/ definitely agree). Fewer
respondents indicated that they had a suitable study environment
at home (74.0% somewhat/ definitely agree). First year
undergraduate respondents consistently had the highest rate of
agreement, followed closely by taught postgraduate respondents.
For all questions, final year undergraduate respondents had the
lowest level of agreement.
The most striking difference was for how connected
respondents felt to their HEI despite the restricted access to
campus, with a slight majority disagreeing with this statement
(47.1% somewhat/ definitely agree). Here, the taught postgraduate
students agreed most strongly (53.5% somewhat/ definitely agree),
while the first and final year undergraduates responded more
similarly and at a lower rate (46.7% and 43.8% somewhat/ definitely
agree, respectively).
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What are the positive elements of the
online/ blended learning experience
you want to keep when on-campus
studies resume?
Of the 43,791 students who completed the survey, 35,496
students provided a response to this question, which provided 34,655
comments suitable for analysis when cleaned.
“Lectures” was the most used word with over 12,500
instances in the corpus. After this, there was a large gap between the
most used and second most used, with “recorded” being used over
7,500 times. In third place, close to “recorded”, was “online” with just
under 7,500 instances. The analysis of individual words is illuminating
but limited, as it divorces words from the other words around them
in sentences.
The next step was to identify which words were most closely
associated with one another by tokenising consecutive sequences of
words within each comment provided by respondents, and then
examining these sequences. The sequences with greatest use here are
bigrams, which are sequences of two words. Thus, by seeing how often
word X is followed by word Y, we can then begin to build a model of the
relationships between the words and obtain a clearer picture of the
answers respondents provided. Figure 1 below shows two large networks
of bigrams, the smaller at the top centre covering the flexibility of
continuous assessment and suggested links between less travelling
affecting students’ time management and stress levels. The larger
network in the bottom left covers online recorded classes and the
positive aspects of this and other online resources.
Fig. 1
Markov chain
bigram network (Q1)
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The final step was to examine responses as a whole. At
the aggregate level, within responses to the question “what are the
positive elements of the online/ blended learning experience you want
to keep when on-campus studies resume?”, one answer appeared to
dominate and that was students wanting to have recorded lectures
available to them.
Fig. 2
Relative frequency
of most frequently occurring
bigrams
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While this appeared to be a commonality across all student
cohorts, from closer analysis of word choices across groups, we get
some indications of how groups differed in their priorities when
answering the question. First year undergraduates talked about the
accessibility of notes and lecture slides when summarising the positive
elements of an online/ blended learning experience. Final year
undergraduates were more likely to refer to assessment, be it final
exams or continuous assessment. Finally, taught postgraduates were
likely to mention the flexibility of online/ blended learning and how it
reduces the time spent commuting, which frees up time for study.
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In what way(s) could your higher education
institution improve its support for you during
the current circumstances?

Fig. 3
Frequency of
bigrams containing more/
better/ less/ reduce/ improve
as first word

Of the 43,791 students who completed the survey, 32,307
students provided a response to this question, which provided 30,955
comments suitable for analysis when cleaned.
Again, a key step was to identify which words are most
closely associated with one another. Some bigrams (sequences of two
words) are completely descriptive, such as ‘first year’, ‘work load’, and
‘group work’. What is striking is how often modifiers were used within
the corpus. Throughout this list ‘more’ was often the first or second
word in the bigram. Other modifiers used include ‘better’, ‘less’, ‘reduce’,
and ‘improve’.
Figure 3 presents the most frequently occurring bigrams in
the corpus with the most frequently used modifiers as the first word in
the set.
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Fig. 3 (cont’d)
Frequency
of bigrams containing more/
better/ less/ reduce/ improve
as first word

Improve Communication
Improve Support
Improve Online
Improve Library
Improve Anything
Improve Upon
Improve Access
Improve Student
Improve Mental Health
Improve Things
Improve Online Learning
Improve Moodle
Improve Everything
Improve Engagement
0

10

20

30

40

Again, the final step was to examine responses as a whole.
At the aggregate level, the responses overall largely focussed on one
area, communication, and students’ desire to have more and better
communication. Other themes that emerged from the overall analysis
were mentioned but to a much lesser extent, for example, wanting more
understanding of the unique situation that students are living through,
along with greater efforts through events and activities to mitigate the
isolating effects that online teaching can have on students. This was
noted especially by first year undergraduates. First year undergraduates
tended to mention things that have been missing from their student
experience because of the shift to online learning, such as ‘people’,
‘events’ and ‘activities’. For final year undergraduates, we can see that,
similar to the previous question, these students were focussed on
assessment, with ‘exams’, ‘continuous assessment’, ‘thesis’,
‘dissertation’ used more by final year undergraduates than the other
two groups. In contrast, taught postgraduates highlighted the cost of
fees and wanted to see these reduced because of their inability to
access the full range of resources available to them in normal times.
As a final check for this question, a tool called a sentiment
dictionary was run over the corpus, which examined whole responses
provided by students rather than just individual words. The sentiment
contained in a comment can be broadly classified as positive, neutral or
negative. Overall, the sentiment analysis and follow-up checks showed
that some students used their responses to this question to vent their
frustrations, but these were a very small proportion. On the whole,
students were realistic in assessing their situation and thought their
HEIs were doing a good job of moving to online/ blended teaching in
the exceptional circumstances.
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PGR StudentSurvey.ie COVID-19
Question Modules 2021
3,541 students responded to PGR
StudentSurvey.ie, representing a national response
rate of 34%.
Table 2 PGR StudentSurvey.
ie responses nationally and
by cohort

Do you agree or disagree with the following statements
about the impact COVID-19 has had on your experience?*

* The scores in Table 2 are
not weighted, as responses
to PGR StudentSurvey.ie are
not weighted.

My higher education institution provides me with
ongoing effective and timely communication.
All
Students

Masters by
Research

PhD

Definitely disagree

4.8%

5.0%

3.3%

Somewhat disagree

12.0%

12.0%

12.2%

Somewhat agree

50.7%

50.8%

50.0%

Definitely agree

32.6%

32.2%

34.5%

COVID-19 has affected my funding or my
ability to fund myself during my research.
All
Students

Masters by
Research

PhD

Definitely disagree

35.2%

35.6%

33.1%

Somewhat disagree

29.2%

28.5%

32.6%

Somewhat agree

18.0%

17.8%

19.0%

Definitely agree

17.6%

18.0%

15.3%

I have adequate access to the on-campus
facilities required to engage with my research.
All
Students

Masters by
Research

PhD

Definitely disagree

15.3%

15.9%

12.1%

Somewhat disagree

25.5%

25.6%

25.0%

Somewhat agree

43.4%

43.4%

43.5%

Definitely agree

15.8%

15.1%

19.4%
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I have a suitable study environment at home
(space to work, internet access, computer, etc).
All
Students

Masters by
Research

PhD

Definitely disagree

12.0%

12.2%

10.4%

Somewhat disagree

21.1%

21.3%

19.9%

Somewhat agree

40.5%

40.2%

42.3%

Definitely agree

26.5%

26.3%

27.4%

I feel connected to my higher education institution
despite the restricted access to campus.
All
Students

Masters by
Research

PhD

Definitely disagree

14.7%

15.0%

13.0%

Somewhat disagree

27.5%

27.9%

25.1%

Somewhat agree

41.4%

41.2%

42.6%

Definitely agree

16.4%

15.9%

19.2%

The results suggest that respondents felt supported in
terms of ongoing effective and timely communication (83.3%
somewhat/ definitely agree), in line with StudentSurvey.ie and with
minimal difference between Masters by Research students and PhD
students. Approximately a third of PGR students reported that
COVID-19 had an impact their funding or their ability to fund
themselves during their research (35.6% somewhat/ definitely
agree), again with very little difference between Masters by Research
students and PhD students. Less than two thirds of PGR students
reported having adequate access to the on-campus facilities
required to engage with their research (59.2% somewhat/ definitely
agree), though more PhD students definitely agreed with this
statement more than Masters by Research students (19.4% and 15.1%
definitely agree, respectively).
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Fewer respondents to PGR StudentSurvey.ie than
StudentSurvey.ie indicated that they had a suitable study environment at
home (67% somewhat/ definitely agree), though slightly more PhD
students agreed than Masters by Research students (69.7% and 66.5%
somewhat/ definitely agree, respectively).
Finally, a greater percentage of respondents to PGR
StudentSurvey.ie reported feeling connected with their HEI despite the
restricted access to campus compared to StudentSurvey.ie (57.8%
somewhat/ definitely agree). Again, the PhD students agreed more
positively with this statement than did the Masters by Research
students (61.8% and 57.1% somewhat/ definitely agree, respectively).
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How has COVID-19 most impacted
on your research?
A total of 2,962 responses were coded manually. The overall
theme was one of absence and loss. Postgraduate research students have
lost time, access to essential facilities and a suitable research environment.

Table 3 PGR StudentSurvey.
ie themes and subthemes for
question 1 nationally
* Some comments received
more than one code.

Themes
Disruption in
access to

n
1404

Subthemes
Labs

Time

Personal impact

822

706

406

218

Campus workspace/ facilities

167

243

Generally

112

Not impacted

173

91

Data collection/ fieldwork

489

Collegiate environment
(incl colleagues, collaborators)

459

Contact with supervisor/
academic staff/ support staff

161

Working from home environment
unsuitable

202

Delays/ slowed pace

567

Other commitments drawing on time

139

Negative impact on productivity

86

Negative impact on motivation

131

Negative impact on mental health
(incl stress and isolation)
Other

439

Library/ archives

Specialist materials/ equipment

Environment

n

Financial impact

189
91

Travel

68

Positive impact

47

Non-specific impact/
overall major revisions
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Disruption in
access to – Labs

Limited lab space and lack of lab
members on campus due to number
restrictions. Nobody around to ask
questions if I have a problem in the
lab which has led to a lot of
wasted experiments.”

Disruption in
access to – Data
collection/fieldwork

My research is school based and
due to school closures and public health
restrictions, data collection was delayed
and the interventions I had planned will
have to also be pushed back.”

Environment –
Collegiate
environment

It has taken all the positives out of
academia: the centre for discussions and
the joy of working in an environment that
encourages progressive thinking. It has left
all that is wrong with academia: a poorly
run institution, inadequate funding, and a
bureaucratic disregard for researchers.”

Personal impact –
Negative impact on
mental health

COVID-19 has had an impact on my
mental health. As an international student,
with travel restrictions and family far away,
the stress and family related emergencies
has actually taken a toll on my productivity
and ability for research.”

Other – Positive
impact

I had to slow down with the
experiments, but I used the time at home
to reads papers, finish analysis and learn
new skills such as R programming bases.
Therefore it was anyway a productive period.”

In what way(s) could your higher education
institution improve its support for you during
the current circumstances?
A total of 2,457 responses were coded manually. The overall
theme was one of need. Postgraduate research students need more they need more time, more money, more support, and more access.
Table 4 PGR StudentSurvey.
ie themes and subthemes for
question 2 nationally

Themes
Increase access to

n
648

*		
Some comments
received more than one code.

Other supports

495

Subthemes
Labs

125

Campus workspace/ facilities

281

Specialist materials/ equipment

25

Online facilities/ software

106

Connection/ networking opportunities

229

Support for specific cohorts (e.g. student
parents, international students)

Finance

426

356

More communicative (timing and
quantity of communications)

Nothing

Other

565

51
244
47

Response to COVID-19
(incl vaccination/ testing)

62

Recognition of circumstances
and making allowances

73

Reduce/ remove costs (incl waive fees)

79

Extension/reallocation of existing funding
317

60

Change communications strategy

More funding/ funding opportunities
(incl paying for teaching)

Research supports

111

Library/ archives

Support for mental health

Engagement

n

Deadline extensions

145
131
190

More/ improved supervision

56

Support for research challenges
during pandemic

69

Supports to work from home
(equipment/ IT support/ costs)

158

Nothing institution can do to resolve
issues

158

Institution has done all they can

407

54
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Engagement Recognition of
circumstances
and making
allowances

There could be more workshops/
skill tutorials to help us be engaged with
more people and learn. There could be
more checking in to make sure we are all
OK and have all the equipment we need.
More of a compassionate approach
taken to researchers as it feels as we
have been ‘left behind’.”

Finance - Extension/
reallocation of
existing funding often
occurring with
Research Supports –
Deadline extensions

There are inadequate reassurances
to many students that they will have
enough time & funding to complete their
research programs. With the first
lockdown, subsequent lockdowns, and the
slow nature of working in masks and other
restrictions, the amount of work one can
physically do has been diminished, and
thesis extensions + guaranteed funding
are essential.”

Research Supports –
Support for
research challenges
during pandemic

Given that there is widespread
disruption to learning and conducting a
research, ideally a couple of teaching
sessions titled ‘Researching during a
pandemic’ similar to the taught modules.”

Nothing - Institution
has done all they can

The graduate support services have
been a lifeline. While no one is meeting
face to face and I struggle to fit in and find
ways to progress my research, they
constantly provide support. Even via
zoom, the meetings, information sharing,
opportunities to discuss issues and relate
with other students has been invaluable.
Keep this up.”

Commentary
There is a common thread through the responses of taught and research
students in Irish HEIs to the additional questions specifically addressing
the impact of COVID-19 on students’ experience of higher education. It is
that they want their HEI to recognise the impact COVID-19 has had on
them and to show compassion in their response. Everyone has suffered
due to the impact of COVID-19, and students are no exception. They have
also shown tremendous resilience, with many respondents to
StudentSurvey.ie and PGR StudentSurvey.ie 2021 showing positivity and
strength in their responses, along with recognising the efforts being made
by their HEI to support them in unprecedented circumstances. They
recognise that they are members of a community that includes
themselves, as well as academic staff, support staff, and a diverse student
body with a diversity of needs.
The results of StudentSurvey.ie and PGR StudentSurvey.ie
2021 are valuable because they provide standardised data from nearly
50,000 students across 25 HEIs in Ireland. The results were all generated
during national fieldwork carried out in February-March 2021, during
which time Ireland was in Level 5 lockdown. These students included
full-time and part-time students, Irish domiciled and internationally
domiciled students, students from across a range of fields of study and
undertaking a range of programme types (among other student and
course characteristics). This interim report on the results for these
specific additional questions brings a new and comprehensive evidence
base into public view. Analysis of responses to the complete surveys
will shed light on further wide-ranging aspects of students’ experiences
when the annual National Reports are published as usual later this year.
The robust and rigorous processes embedded in
StudentSurvey.ie implementation since its establishment in 2012-2013
can generate confidence in the validity and reliability of the responses.
Pre-testing these questions in advance of national fieldwork means that
we can be confident in the clarity and relevance of questions for
students, and that they understood what was being asked of them in
the surveys.
Development and implementation of StudentSurvey.ie is
driven by the intention to inform, support, and encourage enhancement
discussions and activities throughout institutions, and to inform
national policy. This interim report presents an overview of how
students have engaged with their HEI in the context of the impact of
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COVID-19, where they see successes and where they have experienced
difficulties. All participating HEIs have access to the results from
respondents in their institutions and should carry out their own
analyses and interpretation of this feedback. HEIs have a responsibility
to harness this insight as they reflect on what can be learned from the
COVID-19 experience in planning for a better future. Prioritisation of
specific uses of the data is an institutional decision. Other stakeholders
in higher education should commit to careful consideration of these
initial findings as we, collectively, seek to provide better opportunities
for students whose educational experiences changed dramatically.

StudentSurvey.ie
Steering Group Co-Chairs

Nóra Trench Bowles
IUA

For more information,
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