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Abstract: The purpose of this research was to examine the new concept of, ‘psychosocial and
academic trust alienation theory’; the potential influence of self-concept, self-esteem and trust
as barriers to student engagement. The study was conducted in a Higher Education University
campus located within a 16-19 year old Further Education Institution.A constructivist epistemol-
ogy, underpinned by symbolic interaction theory utilising a mixed methods approach formed the
research design. The sample population were students enrolled at the participating institution
and employed teaching staff. Quantitative surveys were completed by 39 students, supported by
two qualitative staff focus groups and one qualitative student case study to examine an outlier
result. Findings suggest 87% of the student participant sample aligned with the ‘psychosocial
and academic trust alienation theory’. Barriers to student engagement were; specific classroom
and assessment activities, relationships with teaching staff and peers, staff absences and staff
turnover, all having a significant impact on students’ psychosocial and academic trust. The
contribution of this research to the field of Higher Education is three-fold; firstly, findings sup-
port the ‘psychosocial and academic trust alienation theory’, secondly it provides insights into
the psychological barriers to engagement for the Widening Participation student demographic,
thirdly it proposes practical strategies for supporting Widening Participation students in Higher
Education. Recommendations for practice include i) counselling, coaching and mentoring
support from teaching staff, ii) initiatives to reduce staff turnover and sickness, iii) social peda-
gogical teaching approaches, iv) teacher training, and, v) peer based learning opportunities to
cultivate communities of practice. These strategies could strengthen Widening Participation
student’s psychosocial and academic trust, thus reducing barriers to student engagement in
Higher Education, contributing to increased social mobility success rates in the United Kingdom
and beyond.
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1 Introduction
The psychosocial and academic trust theory of student alienation [1] is a new concept,

suggesting that self-concept, self-esteem and trust are interconnected, and contribute to barriers
to student engagement. This research presents results that support this theoretical perspective in
Higher Education (HE) practice.

This original theory was initially observed whilst teaching Widening Participation (WP)
students in Higher Education. I began to notice reoccurring patterns of psychological behaviours
from students, which seemed to be pivotal for ongoing success or failure. These behaviours
were closely associated with the students’ self-concept and self-esteem (psychosocial), and
appeared to be affecting their ability to trust in the Higher Education Institute (HEI) systems and
processes. Thus, I began to develop an interest in investigating HE WP students’ psychological
needs more closely, in particular, exploring the interplay between these factors and already
existing and established theories of alienation [1, 2]. I felt compelled to attempt to understand
the complex needs of WP HE students [3] to improve teaching practice and long-term outcomes
for the WP student demographic. This is important if social mobility in the United Kingdom
is to be truly addressed effectively [4] . HEI’s also need to demonstrate their commitment
to the WP demographic and perhaps with stronger insight, more can be done to secure ac-
complishment for this complex societal group. WP students have the power to succeed and
improved psychological understanding, support and relationship based practice from the HEI
could contribute significantly to successful outcomes, such as completion of programmes and
levels of achievement on exit.
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Extensive literature on topics such as student engagement, alienation theory [1, 2, 5–9] and
trust [10–14] in HE exist, albeit in isolation. There is an absence of investigation that links the
concepts together for the WP HE demographic, notoriously disadvantaged from the outset of
University life [4,15]. This identified research gap provided the motivation for this research, led
by the following research questions:

(1) What are students’ perceptions and experiences of barriers to engagement resulting from
their own psychosocial self-concept and levels of ‘academic trust’?

(2) How do these barriers influence student engagement through alienation?
(3) What are HE staff perceptions and experiences of students’ barriers to engagement, based

on the relationship between students’ psychosocial self-concept and levels of ‘academic trust’?

1.1 Alienation theory
Alienation can be identified when students present negative attitudes towards their educational

experiences and the institution [7, 8]. Commonly this can be recognised when students start
to reduce attendance, disengage with available resources and support, and stop submitting
formative or summative assessments. Çalar’s [7,8] ideas of alienation provide a natural pathway
to the affirmation that these negative student attitudes create barriers to learning and student
engagement. Meanwhile, Case [16] highlights the significance of alienation in relation to
students entering the HE domain, feeling a part of the HE community, and ultimately continuing
and completing programmes of study. This asserts the importance and value of understanding
alienation theories in relation to barriers to student engagement in the HE sector [2].

1.2 Psychosocial (Self-Concept/Self Esteem)
Howe [17], explains psychosocial theory as being ‘created by the interplay between the

individual’s psychological condition (student) and the social environment (HEI)’. Schaffer [18]
further explains that psychosocial, self-concept has a direct influence on individuals based on
their experiences. With regard to a student’s involvement in their programme of study, receiving
assessment results and feedback can be related to emotions of accomplishment and failure, and
subsequent feelings of aptitude or ineffectiveness.

The association between self-concept and self-esteem is explored by Schaffer [18] as ‘where
there is little discrepancy between the ideal and the perceived real self, the individual will
experience high self-esteem; where the discrepancy is great, low self-esteem is the result’. High
and low self-esteem in students can manifest in response to many aspects within HE, such
as assessment results, feelings of integration within the programme, peer relationships and
anxieties from specific types of assessments, for instance presentations.

1.3 Academic trust
According to Heffernan, Wilkins and Butt [19], ‘students’ trust in an educational institution

has been shown to have numerous positive outcomes, including confidence to select and enrol
in a programme, increased student loyalty and engagement’. However, Kharouf, Sekhon and
Roy [20] identify that ownership of trust ultimately belongs to the student and can be affected
by the behaviours of the HEI. This suggests that levels of academic trust can change or differ in
response to various points of the student’s HE experience and in reaction to their own individual
psychosocial status. With this in mind, it is in the best interests of both the student and the
HEI to foster trusting relationships and begin to understand the psychological needs of their
student market. This is particularly pertinent for students who come from a WP background,
and have been potentially exposed to higher levels of trauma, which Jones and Nangah [3]
cite to be another factor that can influence a student’s psychosocial and academic trust levels.
Ultimately, trust is considered as a two-way exchange between students and the HEI. According
to Baier [21], ‘Trust is a notoriously vulnerable good, easily wounded and not at all easily
healed’. This highlights the precariousness of success or failure based on the concept of trust
within a HE context, demonstrating the need for careful consideration in relation to the WP
demographic, especially if social mobility is to succeed.

1.4 Psychosocial and academic trust alienation theory
It seems logical, therefore, to consider that these factors could be interconnected in the HE

environment, particularly for WP students. Many of these students have had either a large
gap from education, previously gained low attainment grades from school or experienced
disadvantage and hardship [4, 15, 22]. These students possibly present gaps between the ‘ideal
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self and the perceived self’ [18], impacting on their ability to cope within their programmes
of study from the outset. This can then manifest as discrepancies between self-concept and
self-esteem affecting their HEI experience. According to Mann [2], Jones [1] and Jones
and Nangah [3], discrepancies in self-concept and self-esteem can create barriers to student
engagement though alienation.

Schaffer [18] asserts that self-concept can range from low to high, with the ability to move
up or down in reaction to changing behaviours from other people. This is closely linked to the
appraisal of the extent of the student’s own failed experiences as a consequence of their own set
standards. The suggestion of an interchangeable continuum leads to an assumption that there is
scope for the student’s psychosocial self-concept to be increased or decreased dependent on
their own view of themselves, but also in response to assessment by others. This idea further
relates with the psychosocial idea of self-concept in terms of trust [17].

Potentially, if trust is developed effectively with HE staff then this would improve student
confidence and security in the HEI. However, if trust is not successfully achieved, this can lead to
students feeling alienated based on their own individual psychosocial status. The ‘psychosocial
and academic trust alienation theory’ connects the elements of students’ psychosocial, academic
trust and engagement, and thus proposes an original concept of alienation theory. (see Figure 1)

Figure 1 ‘The psychosocial and academic trust alienation theory’

Whilst, psychosocial status and trust could all be linked within the academic environment,
there have been no studies undertaken to substantiate the links between these concepts. Knowl-
edge of this view could enable HEI’s to consider the power of the relationship between the
internal world of the student and the social environment in which they are positioned as part of
their programmes of study.

2 Materials and methods
2.1 Participant institution context

This study was undertaken at a HE campus based within an FE Institution in the United
Kingdom. The HE campus delivered a range of social science foundation degree and top-
up degree programmes to the local areas via collaborative partnerships with several main
universities. Historically university collaborative partnerships were established and based
within local college campuses to encourage attendance of the WP demographic by offering
diversity of HE provision, increasing accessibility and thus the ultimate goal of improving social
mobility [23].

The local demographic consisted of mixed social economic groups, including significant
representation from areas of relative deprivation, Black Minority Ethnic (BME), including those
with English as an additional language and the local population. In the 2017/2018 academic
year, the gender representation was 69% female and 31% male. This gender divide appeared to
be directly linked to the significant enrolment on Health and Social Science courses, Teacher
Education and Early Years, all of which consist of mainly female applicants.
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Ethnicity statistics for the institution highlight that 45% were BME students and 55% were
from White British groups. In contrast, the national population of students in England in 2016
was 26% BME and 74% White British [25].

The institution also has a higher than average mature student population with 28% of students
being under the age of 21 and 72% of students being over 21. For comparison, the national
average in England for students aged 21 and under is 56%, and 44% for over 21’s [25]. This
contextual data signifies the diverse nature of the participating HEI recognised as providing
education for an entirely WP student market [15].

2.2 Instruments
A constructivist epistemology, underpinned by symbolic interaction theory utilising a mixed

methods approach formed the research design [26–28]. Data was collected and analysed
using quantitative and qualitative techniques, as appropriate to the mixed methods research
design [29]. Quantitative and qualitative research customs and data collection methods provided
opportunities to triangulate the data during the analysis process, providing differing viewpoints
from both the student and teaching staff [30].

2.2.1 Quantitative Likert scale questionnaire

The main primary data was collected via a developed quantitative Likert scale questionnaire
(Table 1 and 2) for students to determine their opinions of their own psychosocial (self-concept,
self-esteem) in relation to their academic trust levels. The questionnaire was designed for online
completion due to the personal and complex nature of the subject matter. Every effort was made
to protect the participants; student, staff and institution from negative or harmful responses [32].
Therefore, the focus of the questionnaire was limited to four main sections:

(1) Demographic data
(2) Self-concept status
(3) Self-esteem status
(4) Academic trust
Questionnaire sections were designed around the following themes:
(1) HE experience
(2) Feedback
(3) Assessment results
(4) Communication with staff
(5) Communication with peers
(6) HE systems.
This provided opportunities for comparisons during the analysis process and also demon-

strated objectivity to minimise bias [29]. A Bristol online [31] questionnaire was sent to all
557 students enrolled at the participating institution via email. Questionnaires were completed
by 39 students, which equates to 7% of the student population and the questionnaire results
were analysed using Excel to report the responses and average scores to address the research
intention. This process enabled identification of anomalies, commonalities and points for further
examination. This was used to organise and evidence a rigorous and robust approach to the
analysis process and presentation of the results [33]. In terms of generalisability, the response
rates would appear low, however, as a new concept being tested for the first time, the results
needed to be manageable and have demonstrated significance. This data collected specifically
contributes to research questions 1 and 2.

2.2.2 Qualitative case study

An additional method of data collection was a qualitative student case study where re-
spondents from the quantitative Likert scale questionnaire were offered the opportunity to
participate [28]. The identification of outlier results drove the rationale for the case study,
to scrutinise why anomalies were reported in more detail. The results were analysed using
a thematic method, underpinned by the Likert scale questionnaire sections, contributing to a
triangulated approach by utilising the diversity of mixed methods data collection [34]. The case
study results provided additional insight in relation to research question 1 and 2. There were
two outlier participant responses identified, which required further examination. Both of these
participants were invited to take part as a case study. One accepted (Participant 17), providing
additional scrutiny contributing to further understanding of the ‘psychosocial and academic
trust alienation theory’. One declined, exercising their ethical right [32]. Extracts of the case
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study are presented in the results section to add additional insight by providing contextual data
relating to their HEI experiences [29].

2.2.3 Qualitative focus groups

Additional data collection took place using qualitative semi-structured HE staff focus groups;
four participants took part in two separate focus groups. These were designed to explore staff
perceptions and experiences of students’ barriers to engagement, based on the relationship
between students’ psychosocial status and levels of ‘academic trust’ [29, 33]. Focus group
discussions took place that aligned with the student online questionnaire themes. Results were
analysed using a thematic approach, by examining the responses alongside the quantitative data
collected and the case study narrative. Thematic analysis enabled the coding process through
the identification of common terms, subjects and responses from the participants, which added
further narrative to the quantitative data collected [29]. The thematic analysis process also
contributed to triangulation of the research intention by gathering data from differing viewpoints
into the complexities of the experiences of WP students during their HE experiences from the
perspective of the teaching staff [33]. This data collection method specifically linked to research
question 3.

2.3 Ethics
Ethical approval for the study was granted from the participating HEI and the participants

prior to initiation of the research [32]. Participant ethics were met as per the Data Protection
Act [35], GDPR [36] requirements and BERA [32]. Data responses were anonymised by
numbering, to prevent identification of the participants [29].

Because of the complex and sensitive nature of the study, a data collection pilot was un-
dertaken with a small sample of students, staff and HE education professionals [29]. This
aided the risk assessment process and contributed to finalised terminology, appropriateness
and interpretation of questions (33). This also tested the validity of the data obtained by the
main data collection contributing to rigour, reliability and minimisation of bias [37]. This
demonstrates the careful and measured approach taken as part of the research design process
by evidencing deep consideration for the reduction of potential risk of harm to all participants;
students, staff and institution [32].

Table 1 Research questions for likert scale quantitative data collection (self-concept and self-esteem)

Questions Self-Concept Self-Esteem
Likert Scale

1 (low) 5 (high)

1. Understanding the teaching delivered during the course lessons?
2. Accessing the course information outside the classroom (via Moodle or the library resources)?
3. Participating in the following classroom learning activities:

a) group work
b) Role Play
c) Group Presentations
d) Individual Presentations
e) Quizzes
f) Matching tasks (e.g. key terms & definitions)
g) Reading tasks (e.g. researching journals, case studies)

4. Working independently outside of taught sessions?
5. Understanding the assignment requirements of the course?
6. Completing the following types of assessment:

a) Essays
b) Presentations
c) Case Studies
d) Reports
e) Exams
f) Portfolio

7. Reading all assignment feedback?
8. Using assignment feedback to improve your work for future submission?
9. Developing working relationships with class peers during class activities?
10. Forming relationships with class peers that continue outside of the University environment?
11. Developing relationships with teaching staff?
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Table 2 Research questions for likert scale quantitative data collection (trust)

Questions
Likert Scale

1 (low) 5 (high)

1. How much do you trust the knowledge and expertise of teaching staff who deliver the course modules?
2. How much do you trust the teaching skills of the academic staff delivering the modules?
3. How much do you trust the accuracy of the teaching support materials provided on the course

(e.g. classroom resources, handouts, readings)?
4. How much trust do you feel has been established with the teaching staff during your one-to-one tutorial appointments?
5. How much trust have you had in the University assessment processes?
6. How trustworthy have you found the written feedback from your tutor on the assessments marked so far?
7. How much does written feedback from your teacher affect you;

a) Positively?
b) Negatively?

8. How important do you think the following staff attributes are when building trust with students:
a) Reliability
b) Honesty
c) Openness
d) Expertise
e) Personality
f) Qualifications
g) Expertise from the workplace
h) Approachability
i) Availability
j) Age
k) Same gender as you
l) Same ethnicity as you

9. How important do you think it is to have the same course team delivering across the academic year, your;
a) Pastoral Care
b) Teaching modules
c) Tutorials
d) Assignment support

10. How would you rate your own ability to be
a) Open
b) Honest
c) Reliable
d) Vulnerable, with the teaching staff?

11. How would you rate the ability of the academic teaching staff to be
a) Open
b) Honest
c) Reliable
d) Vulnerable, with you?

12. How much do you trust your class peers?
13. How much do you think your class peers trust you?
14. Are you more trusting of people who; a) Come from a similar background

3 Results
3.1 Results of self-concept and self-esteem analysis comparisons

Links to research questions 1 and 2:
(1) What are students’ perceptions and experiences of barriers to engagement resulting from

their own psychosocial self-concept and levels of ‘academic trust’?
(2) How do these influence barriers to student engagement through alienation?
The participant results for Questions 1-11 reported little difference between self-concept and

self-esteem, with most responses at the higher end of the Likert scale (4’s and 5’s – Figure 2).
These evidenced 87% of high levels of self-concept together with high levels of self-esteem
meaning that there are only minor discrepancies between the students ideal and perceived
real self [18], reported. This formed the first stage of the psychosocial theory investigation;
examining whether discrepancies in self-concept and self-esteem lead to barriers to engagement.

3.2 Results of self-Concept, self-Esteem and academic trust aver-
age scores comparison and analysis

Links to research questions 1 and 2:
(1) What are students’ perceptions and experiences of barriers to engagement resulting from

their own psychosocial self-concept and levels of ‘academic trust’?

Advances in Educational Research and Evaluation • SyncSci Publishing 158 of 165

https://www.syncsci.com/journal/AERE
https://www.syncsci.com


Volume 2 Issue 2, June 9, 2021 Caroline Sarah Jones

Figure 2 Average self-Esteem and self-confidence scores for Q1-11

(2) How do these influence barriers to student engagement through alienation?
Average scores for the domains of self-concept, self-esteem and academic trust were gen-

erated using excel formulas then examined further to identify if responses evidenced the
psychosocial and academic trust alienation theory [1]. Analysis of these average scores revealed
that n=29 (74%) of participants (Figure 3) presented with similarities in their self-concept and
self-esteem Likert scores evidencing high levels of trust within their academic experiences.
Therefore, these participants can be determined as aligning with the concept of the psychosocial
and academic trust alienation theory [1].

The remaining n = 10 (26%) participant responses showed potential anomalies that did not
identify as aligning with the alienation theory of the psychosocial and academic trust [1] (Figure
4). Therefore, these responses were further scrutinised to identify reasons why, and to categorise
what the potential barriers to student engagement could be and these results were scrutinised
more explicitly to identify reasons for these outliers, detailed below.

3.3 Results of further scrutiny of 10 participant outliers
Following further scrutiny of the raw data, it was discovered that the responses for the n=10

identified participants outliers could be organised into specific groups.

3.3.1 Higher self-concept than self-esteem = Low academic trust

Participants 6 and 17 reported with higher self-concept than self-esteem scores and exhibited
low academic trust. The barriers to engagement reasons for these students displaying low
academic trust were identified as relating to:

(1) Participating in; individual presentations, group presentations, role play and independent
work.

(2) Completing assessments of; presentations, essays, exams and portfolios.
(3) Understanding the teaching and learning delivered.
(4) Accessing the course content outside of the classroom (Moodle, Library).
(5) Relationships with staff.
Participant 17 provided contextual detail within the case study to enlighten more explicitly

the barriers. These included a lack of confidence with many assessment and classroom tasks,
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Figure 3 Average self-concept, self-esteem & trust scores for each participant: High self
concept, high self-esteem, high trust

Figure 4 Average self-concept, self-esteem & trust scores for each participant: Outliers
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particularly those that required presentations or speaking in front of a large group. They also
mentioned difficulties with relationships with staff specifically related to high staff turnover that
were affecting their abilities to cope.

Participant 6 did not give permission to be contacted to take part in the case study.
Jones [1] states ‘. . . students whose self-concept is based on lower self-esteem appear more

mistrustful of the HE experience and, therefore, suffer feelings of alienation which lead to
barriers to engagement’ evidencing that these participants responses align with the psychosocial
and academic trust theory [1].

3.3.2 Higher self-concept than self-esteem = High academic trust

Participant 12, 14, 16 and 38 reported with self-concept scores higher than self-esteem
leading to high levels of academic trust. On closer inspection this could mean that these students
seem to be doing better than they think they are; they are more capable than confident, leading
to high academic trust. Whilst these results do not align with the psychosocial and academic
trust alienation theory [1], a rational explanation of this anomaly has been identified here.

3.3.3 Higher self-esteem than self-concept = Low academic trust

Participant 3’s responses identified self-esteem higher than self-concept (evidencing a gap
between ‘. . . perceived real self and ideal self. . . ’, [18]) and presented with lower academic
trust. The individual scores for this student were scrutinised to determine what was driving
the potential barriers to engagement. The student reported low Likert scores when answering
the questions, which related to staff and peer relationships, together with reading tasks and
accessing the course content outside of the classroom (Moodle, Library). This indicates that
this student’s self-concept is affected by these elements, perhaps leading to low academic trust
and creating barriers to engagement, thus aligning with the psychosocial and academic trust
alienation theory [1].

3.3.4 Higher self-esteem than self-concept = High academic trust

Participant 32 reported higher self-esteem than self-concept and high academic trust. These
results for self-concept being lower could be attributed to: Participating in group work, role
play, presentations, quizzes and key terms matching tasks, reading tasks and exams.

For this participant, it may be the case, that their high self-esteem (confidence) has clearly im-
pacted on their trust levels. It could be that their self-esteem has provided them with the security
to be able to trust in the academic system assuming that the academic processes will provide the
‘capability’ support they will need. However, although this student has presented with high trust,
there are still barriers to engagement, which have been identified. This participant, arguably,
does not align to the psychosocial and academic trust alienation theory [1].

3.4 Qualitative data collection for staff focus groups
Links to research question 3: What are HE staff perceptions and experiences of students’

barriers to engagement, based on the relationship between students’ psychosocial self-concept
and levels of ‘academic trust’?

The findings from the focus groups provided additional context to some of the student
questionnaire scores obtained from questions 1-11 (Table 1 and 2) via the opinions of HE
teaching staff. The qualitative data collected provided valuable insights and contextual under-
standing from more than one standpoint contributing to the justification of a mixed methods
approach [26, 29, 33]. Drawing on both quantitative and qualitative data results enabled the
research to offer richness, varied viewpoints and through the thematic analysis of this qualitative
data has contributed further to triangulation of the research intention [27] as follows:

Results of Question 2 concerning accessing the course information outside the classroom (via
Moodle or the library resources) had some lower responses reported (2’s and 3’s Likert scale).
This indicates that there are some participants who are less confident using these resources.
Focus group 2 reported that mature students often present with barriers to accessing Moodle
and online resources and the use of computers. The staff talked at length about the significant
barrier this is creating for mature students. They also acknowledged that despite help from
staff, these students continued to alienate themselves by not trusting the technology. Staff
reported that these students are very capable academic writers, however, the barriers to the
technology impacts trust levels. This evidences an example of barriers to engagement based on
the psychosocial and academic trust alienation theory [1]. The participating institution has a

Advances in Educational Research and Evaluation • SyncSci Publishing 161 of 165

https://www.syncsci.com/journal/AERE
https://www.syncsci.com


Volume 2 Issue 2, June 9, 2021 Caroline Sarah Jones

72% student population who are over the age of 21 signifying that a large proportion of students
are categorised as ‘mature’ and meaning that technology barriers could be further widespread
than current HE practice considers. P17 concurred, citing barriers to engagement arising from a
lack of IT knowledge.

Question 3 (Figure 1) reports students’ self-concept and self-esteem relating to participating
in classroom activities. Results show the strongest responses in ‘group work’ activities and the
lower or more variable responses relating to ‘role play, group and individual presentations’. This
suggests that for these students these tasks could present a barrier to student engagement with the
potential to lead to alienation [1, 2]. The focus groups highlighted presentations as assessment
points, which most affect students’ self-concept and self-esteem, with one participant stating
“. . . they hate it, they hate it and their confidence just dips”. This statement concurs with the
results reported in response to Question 3 (Figure 3). Group work evidences Hawley’s [11]
ideas of trust being a three way exchange between two sets of individuals (teacher/students) and
a set task. Students could learn to develop trusting relationships through active learning teaching
techniques such as group work. Yorke and Longden [38] highlight Tinto’s (1993) theory of
social and academic engagement as being critical to students’ success. These responses to
Question 3 suggest that the respondents prefer to be engaged in group work active learning
opportunities, which aligns with the social and academic ideas of Tinto (1993) [38]. Participant
17 explained that complications in class peer and staff relationships affected her self-concept
and self-esteem evidenced by lower Likert scale scores. This was attributed to interruptions to
relationships caused by staff sickness and disagreements with fellow peers.

Similar responses are reported for Questions 7 and 8 (Table 1 and Figure 1) for reading
assignment feedback and using assignment feedback to improve work, with generally high
scores recorded for both. Tarquin and Cook-Cottone [6] state that when students are dissatisfied
with their feedback this can interfere with their confidence (self-esteem) levels. Davis and
Dargusch [12] add that the quality of feedback provided can have a profound impact on students’
ability to trust. According to the Focus groups, those students who need most help with reading
and interpreting feedback are the least engaged and least trusting students, adding “it’s those
that are harder to reach” or those students who alienate themselves and almost consciously
“self-sabotage” [7, 39]. Furthermore, it was reported that “some of them [students] won’t put
drafts in because they are afraid of what they are going to get as feedback for that [work]”.
This highlights some potential barriers to engagement directly linked to reading and interpreting
feedback [40]. However, this was not evidenced by the responses to the survey. It is important
to note that the questionnaire results reflect 5% of the HEI’s population who report as engaging
successfully, which may be a different student population to that described above. The focus
groups also stated that some students ‘. . . just want to lap it all up, they want to do the best they
can, they ask questions all night long and all day long and they get responses and work with it’
. This statement aligns more closely with the respondents of the survey. Participant 17 stated
“this [feedback] was her biggest bug bare” and she reported a lack of trust in relation to the
feedback provided by new staff/covering staff, which caused arguments, anguish and strained
relationships with staff.

Figure 1, also further highlights the relatively low scores associated with participation in role
play, group and individual presentations and examination assessments as discussed above.

4 Discussion and conclusion
This research investigated students’ perceptions and experiences of barriers to engagement

in an HE in FE institution [15, 41]. Furthermore, it also explored HE staff perceptions and
experiences of students’ barriers to engagement, based on the relationship between ‘psychosocial
and academic trust alienation theory’ [1].

The results revealed that 87% of the total participant student sample aligned with the concept
of the ‘psychosocial and academic trust alienation theory’ [1]; 74% of the sample reported
high levels of self-concept and significantly higher levels of academic trust and no influencing
barriers to engagement. However, 13% of the participant sample evidenced discrepancies
between self-concept (higher) and self-esteem (lower), and reported low levels of academic
trust. The influencing barriers attributed to student alienation based on the ‘psychosocial and
academic trust theory’ were:

(1) Participating in: individual presentations, group presentations, role play, independent
work, and reading tasks.

(2) Understanding the teaching and learning delivered.
(3) Completing assessments (exams, presentations, essays and portfolios).
(4) Accessing the course content outside of the classroom (Moodle, Library).
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(5) Student/lecturer relationships affected by high turnover of staff.
(6) Relationships with class peers.
The remaining 13% of the participant student sample did not directly align with the ‘psy-

chosocial and academic trust theory’ [1]. Although, on further scrutiny similar influencing
barriers to student engagement were identified in this group.

Strategies used by the focus group staff appear to be extremely effective for supporting WP
students, as reported in their responses. These included; regular academic and personal tutorials,
face to face (and one-to-one) feedback sessions even at the cost of lecture time. The staff
evidenced bespoke positive psychological counselling, coaching and mentoring strategies to
support students, although all focus group staff highlighted difficulties engaging with ‘hard to
reach’ students who alienate themselves and display mistrusting behaviours. Staff absences
and turnover also had a significant impact on students’ psychosocial and academic trust, caused
by these interruptions to relationships. Therefore, these results confirm the interconnection
between the students’ psychosocial self-concept and academic trust as barriers to engagement
in HE. This validates ‘the psychosocial and academic trust theory’ in HE practice as a new and
original contribution to alienation theory [1–3].

These results illustrate that, for the participating HEI, barriers to student engagement could
be reduced and success rates increased, if attention was directed to develop practice based on
‘the psychosocial and academic trust alienation theory’ [1]. This could be achieved by:

(1) Bespoke intervention or ‘black box’ packages for students identified with barriers to
engagement, or who are displaying alienating behaviours aligned to the ‘psychosocial and
academic trust theory’ [1, 3, 42]. Counselling, coaching and mentoring approaches could be
embedded as these are effective strategies for WP students. This may increase retention, quality,
student engagement and success rates [25, 43, 44]. This suggests a move towards a social
pedagogical HE culture is needed. With HE funding tied to student satisfaction this may well
be a sensible time to develop HE practice to meet the contextual needs of the HEI and the WP
demographic [42, 45].

(2) Make every effort to maintain a consistent staff team of lecturers, course leaders and
support staff, with whom students can build trust and develop tacit knowledge throughout their
academic journey. Aim to reduce staff turnover to protect students from disruptions in their HE
experience resulting directly from the consequences of staff sickness, associate lecturer or hourly
paid posts, fixed term posts and resignations. This would provide students with consistency of
care and education throughout their university journey.

(3) Include protected tutorial/pastoral modules in staff timetables/workloading, to provide
time and space to focus on building trusting relationship with students. Regular personal
tutorials and face-to-face assessment feedback opportunities should be implemented to cultivate
trusting relationships as part of programmes of study.

(4) Embed social pedagogical and psychological educational practices into teacher training,
to strengthen the skills of the HE workforce.

(5) Embed additional peer based active learning strategies, such as group work or team
building opportunities, into the HEI culture to facilitate trusting environments and a community
culture.

This research reinforces that it is vital within the current HE landscape to adapt practice
to meet the needs of the diverse student population [4, 42, 46, 47]. This means evolving
practice and thinking creatively to enable disadvantaged students the opportunity to thrive
and succeed in their chosen area of study [41, 43]. Although there is considerable pressure
on the HEI’s to meet government targets for recruitment, retention and achievement, it is
morally right to adapt practice so that it is fit for purpose, and offers inclusivity and equality of
opportunity [4, 25, 44–46]. By adapting practice, this has the potential to increase the quality of
teaching and learning for the students, which in turn may impact on recruitment and retention of
both staff and students, leading to overall success and satisfaction rates. If the true spirit of the
WP agenda is to be fulfilled, then it is crucial that HEI’s contextualise the needs of their market.
The ‘psychosocial and academic trust alienation theory’ [1] could be a useful tool to support
HEI and student outcomes underpinned by a social pedagogical approach to the HE experience
for WP students and wider.

Therefore, the contribution of this research to the field of HE and educational psychology is
three-fold; firstly, this supports the presence of the ‘psychosocial and academic trust alienation
theory’, secondly it provides insights into the psychological barriers to engagement for the WP
student demographic, thirdly it proposes practical strategies for supporting WP student success.

There is an argument for further research to be undertaken across a wider HEI sample
group, perhaps using alternative data collection methods, with an analysis of attendance, drop-
out and succession rates of WP students, to further strengthen and validate this theoretical
perspective. However, the results and key findings provide original insights that can be shared
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across HEI’s with similar demographics and WP student populations. Thus, revealing potential
generalisability of the findings and recommendations for the United Kingdom and international
HE sector. Studies of new theoretical perspectives can bring additional knowledge to those
who provide education who strive to improve outcomes for those most disadvantaged. It is
without question, in the best interests of the student and the HEI to foster and invest in trusting
relationships and systems, to reduce barriers to student engagement and increase student success
by pro-actively committing to the social mobility agenda.
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