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1 Introduction and Context

The broad approach to quality assurance and enhancement DCU aims to promote and develop
a culture of quality throughout all aspects of the University. The framework derives from the spirit
of Quality Assurance and Quality Improvement enshrined in the Universities Act (1997), which is
the legislative basis for quality throughout the Irish University sector, and the Qualifications and
Quality Assurance (Education and Training) Act 2012.

The DCU processes for quality reviews at DCU are further aligned to the standards and guidelines
for quality assurance in the European Higher Education Area (ESG) and the published guidelines
of Qualifications and Quality Ireland (QQI).

This Report presents the findings of a quality review of the Office of Student Life following a visit
by the Peer Review Group undertaken on 5th — 7th March 2025.

1.1 Overview of the Area under Review

The Office of Student Life (OSL) is the umbrella body for the Students' Union, clubs, and societies
in Dublin City University. It aims to promote and enhance the student experience outside the
classroom by providing opportunities for student growth and development. The Office works with
the University to complement the traditional academic mission, by supporting recognized clubs
and societies and the Students' Union and by focusing on engagement opportunities, support
services, and the promotion of extracurricular activities. The OSL strategic plan (2021-25) sets
out a mission to operate as a student-centred organisation that engages in shared decision-
making and holistic development through employment and involvement, advocate for inclusivity
and equity, fostering respect, and affirming the identities of all individuals, educate students in
leadership, social responsibility, and entrepreneurship and offer first-hand experiences in global
citizenship and provide a gathering spaces to encourage formal and informal community
interactions that build meaningful relationships. It aims to operationalise this mission through its
services and activities including Information Hub Services, The Pantry & Essential Student
Needs, Clubs & Societies Support, Leadership & Mentoring, Campus & Community Initiatives

Incorporated as a limited company, the OSL operates as a separate legal entity limited by
guarantee with a Board of Directors, working independently but in collaboration with the
university. The Board is composed of the Chair (currently the DCU Director of Student Support
and Development), Students’ Union President, Students’ Union Deputy President, Director of the
OSL, Immediate past Students’ Union President, DCU Head of Financial Planning. Directors are
responsible for ensuring compliance with the Companies Act (2014), and the Board meets 3-4
times annually to address strategic and policy matters. When needed, the Board seeks external
additional expertise, such as financial, legal, or HR advice. The OSL benefits from access to
guidance and training provided by DCU and can avail of training courses and support services,
such as technology support services, data protection advice and training, and other ad hoc advice
as required. OSL operations follow a combination of applicable DCU policies and OSL-specific
policies. The OSL collaborates closely with other DCU departments, especially Student Support
and Development, Communications, Marketing and Events, and Sport and Wellbeing. Other
frequent collaborators include the Teaching Enhancement Unit, Quality Promotion Office, Health
and Safety Office, Alumni, Student Recruitment, Marketing, the Office of the Chief Operations
Officer, and the Finance Office.

DCU Students’ Union (SU) sits within the OSL framework, serving as the principal channel for
student representation and advocacy. Through an elected Executive Committee of fifteen officers
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and a Class Representative Council of approximately five hundred students, the SU addresses
academic, social, and wellbeing issues, guaranteeing that student perspectives drive decision-
making at every level. The relationship between the SU and the OSL is described as balancing
student-driven advocacy with professional operational support e.g. The OSL provides the
foundation—funding, staffing, and infrastructure—while the SU drives student advocacy,
democracy, and engagement.

The OSL is funded by the student capitation fee. The fee is collected by the University finance
office from each student as part of their registration fee and then passed to the OSL in instalments
during the academic year.

The OSL is led by a full-time Director responsible for overseeing its operations and constituent
bodies. The OSL employs a mix of full-time, part-time, and student staff to support its operations.
The current team consists of six full-time staff, six part-time staff, and up to twenty part-time
student staff. The five full-time sabbatical officers are also OSL employees.

Staff are mainly based on the DCU Glasnevin campus in the U Building, which is also the hub for
all OSL and SU student activity and engagement. Staff also maintain a presence on the St
Patrick’s Drumcondra Campus (Block D), and the Community Employment Supervisor has an
office on the All Hallows Campus. The sabbatical officers split their time across the Glasnevin
and St Patrick’s Drumcondra campuses and have dedicated office space on both campuses.
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2 Approach to Self-Assessment

2.1 Quality Review Committee

The self-assessment phase of the Quality Review was led by an internal quality review
committee. Committee membership was as follows,

Dr Una Redmond

Mr Podge Sheehan

Ms Sandra McCormack

Mr Terence Rooney (until Dec 2024)
Mr Jamie Mangan

Ms Megan O’Kane

The self-assessment process commenced formally in mid-2024 led by the OSL Quality Review
Committee (QRC). The Director of the OSL acted as Chair with other roles taken by staff across
various functions, and by a sabbatical representative. The Committee met intermittently until
September 2024, with more frequent meetings taking place from that point onwards. Regular
focused discussions took place between the Chair and the Liaison Officer, as well as between
the Liaison Officer and other committee members when necessary. All staff contributed and
provided information for inclusion in the Self-Assessment Report (SAR) as required. Sabbatical
officers were also regularly updated. A draft of the report was circulated to staff, sabbatical
officers, and the OSL Board for feedback before final submission.

2.2 The Self-Assessment Report

The PRG recognises the high level of engagement in the Sel-Assessment process by the OSL
as evidenced by a reflective, engaging and comprehensive Self-Assessment Report (SAR). The
SAR provided clear evidence of the commitment and involvement of OSL staff and student
officers to the review.

The SAR utilised a theme of engagement as a lens for the review and identified four
transformative priorities in the executive summary which were carried forward as a theme
throughout the report. This provided an effective frame and focus for the review. The PRG noted
that this focus of the SAR on meeting the needs of an evolving student population, whilst
important in relation to the remit of the OSL, would also have benefited from a more explicit focus
on progress towards, and methods of, achieving the stated goals and purpose of the OSL. The
PRG recognised the complexity of the OSL’s structure and remit and appreciated the effort
expended in the SAR in defining this as clearly as possible. The PRG also noted that whilst
additional documentation was provided during the period of the Peer-Review visit, the inclusion
of appended documentation in the SAR in relation to the OSL strategy, key policies and relevant
statistics would have further facilitated this explication.

There was evidence of appropriate levels of consultation and research as part of the review
process, including consultation with the wider student body as the main stakeholder, and
utilisation of both quantitative and qualitative approaches. The PRG noted that whilst the analysis
of the data from this research was discussed in the SAR, the report would have benefited from a
more explicit inclusion of this data either as part of the narrative or provided as appendices.
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A SWOC was undertaken and appeared to be a reflective account of identified challenges and
areas for improvement. It was effectively aligned with the issues outlined and discussed in the
narrative of the SAR. This section of the SAR could have been further strengthened by a more

explicit focus on summaries of research and consultation conducted and a mapping of these to
the SWOC.

The SAR’s identification of five transformative priorities offers a clear strategic foundation and
was referenced positively throughout interviews with staff and students. Overall, the SAR
reflected a comprehensive and balanced review focussing on areas of strengths, challenges, and
opportunities for growth with key strategic and pertinent questions posed throughout.

3  Approach Taken by Peer Review Group

3.1 Peer Review Group Members

Membership of the Peer Review Group for the Quality Review was as follows:

e Ms. Sinéad Daly, Chief Executive, The Students’ Union, University of the West of
Scotland (Chair)

Mr. Ciaran Higgins, Director, Students’ Union, Queen’s University Belfast

Mr. Emmett Mullally, Director, Social Enterprise and Operations, Stepping Stones NI
Mr Adam Daly, DCU Student Representative, DCU Faculty of Science & Health

Dr. Shivaun O’Brien, Associate Dean for Professional Development and Partnerships
Dr Martina Crehan, Head, DCU Teaching Enhancement Unit

3.2 Overview of Approach Taken by Peer Review Group

Prior to the Peer Review Visit, the Quality and Institutional Insights Office (QIO) issued the
relevant documentation to the PRG. This included the SAR, the timetable for the visit and other
relevant information. The PRG reviewed the SAR prior to the visit and, individually, provided some
initial impressions and reflections which were then collated (without any interpretation) by the
QIO. This was a particularly beneficial aspect of the process as it facilitated a constructive start
to the reflection process during the visit. Additional documentation was requested by the PRG
during the visit, and this was provided by the OSL via the QIO.

At the start of the first day of the visit, Dr. Rachel Keegan, Director of Quality and Institutional
Insights provided a briefing to the PRG on the quality review process, roles and responsibilities
of reviewers, and the production of the report. Following the briefing, Ms Sinéad Daly agreed to
chair the PRG, and in that role, to deliver the exit presentation to the OSL at the end of the Peer
Review visit. Dr Martina Crehan took on the role of Coordinating Reviewer.

As per the visit timetable in Appendix 1, the PRG was provided with a range of opportunities to
meet with OSL staff and university stakeholders. These included meetings with OSL staff,
sabbatical officers, various student groups of student leaders, class representatives, clubs and
societies representatives, university stakeholders and key collaborators, external Board
members, and DCU Senior Management Group. A tour of the U Building and its facilities was led
by the Director of OSL. Opportunities were also available for individual OSL team members to
individually meet with the PRG, and several staff availed of this opportunity.
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The PRG reflected in advance of, and after each meeting to plan each discussion and begin to
identify common themes. Some discussion topics were pre allocated to specific PRG members,
but the discussions were generally collaborative and iterative. The PRG appreciated the breadth
of opportunities afforded to them to meet with a wide range of staff, students, stakeholders and
collaborators, and noted the open dialogue and willingness of participants to actively engage with
the process. Whilst the broad scope of meetings ultimately facilitated the PRG in gaining in-depth
and rich perspectives, the tight scheduling made it more difficult to have optimal time for reflection
and preparation between meetings.

4  Approach to Quality Assurance and Enhancement

This quality review of the Office of Student Life and the several departments within it (DCUSU,
Clubs & Societies, etc) takes place in 2025, following on from previous reviews of this office.

Since the previous review, several strategic decisions have been made to fulfil the quality
assurance recommendations outlined by the previous peer-review group. Notably, the expansion
of the board, and the hiring of a dedicated role to manage the social media and branding of the
OSL and related departments. Furthermore, a democracy review and implementation of the “Be
Brave, Be Bold” strategy has updated many of the systems within the OSL and provided a clear
plan for other recommendations to be met. Beyond the previous recommendations, since the last
review the OSL has implemented or expanded several successful initiatives demonstrating a
desire to go beyond the feedback outlined by previous peer groups to further enhance the quality
of the services they provide e.g. Peer-mentor system & The Pantry.

Importantly, several recommendations have not been progressed or completed since the last
review. Notably, rationale was clearly outlined for some of these decisions such as not retaining
the “Quality Committee” due to the small size of the office and the ability to address quality
assurance plans and concerns at regular staff meetings. However, this was not the case for all
decisions. The recommendation for the OSL to formalise its relationship with the university has
not progressed and the governance structure of the OSL seemingly remains unclear to many
students despite the recommendation to more clearly articulate this.

Based on this, the OSL has been adequately responsive to mostissues raised within the previous
quality review, which is unsurprising considering the clear commitment to change and dynamism
outlined in the SAR and the enhanced focus on utilising a data-driven approach to strategic
development. However, to ensure that this quality enhancement continues, there is a need to
more clearly document and justify decision-making around adherence or non-adherence to
recommendations made by this, and future peer-review groups.

5 Findings of the Peer Review Group

Please note that to honour and reflect the format of the SAR, we include here two additional
narrative sections (Strategy& Planning and Democracy & Representation) which were
components of the SAR. The commendations and recommendations mentioned in these
sections appear across various sections of the summary of commendations and
recommendations

5.1 Strategy & Planning

The OSL Strategy is closely aligned with DCU’s institutional priorities although the OSL
recognises it is important that independence is maintained to ensure that it remains student led.
The “Be Brave Be Bold” strategic plan was a departure from previous plans as a longer-term view
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was recognised as being important alongside the ability to be reactive to immediate concerns.
The use of an external consultant to help formulate the plan was also a good initiative and there
was widespread consultation with key stakeholders, particularly students. OSL reacted well to
the disruption caused by the Covid-19 pandemic but, by their own admission, perhaps lost some
strategic focus as a result.

An effective strategic plan needs to have robust action and operational plans which are regularly
monitored by the relevant Board. There seems to be little evidence of this and consequently there
is a significant organisational risk that strategic objectives drift. One of the primary objectives of
the Board should be to ensure that progress is being made against strategic priorities and there
is a danger that the current board structure lends itself to more operational oversight. By only
having 2 ‘external’ members from the University and the ex-SU president, there is the possibility
that the Board becomes an echo chamber and is not fulfilling its key responsibilities. There should
also be consideration as to whether the OSL Director continues to be a member of the Board or
instead reports to the Board as the senior staff member in the organisation.

The PRG recommends that the Board should be expanded to include external lay members who
can provide specific levels of expertise as well as a detachment from operational matters. Good
practice would also include a skills audit of board members and an independent assessment of
board effectiveness. An annual plan of work for the Board which details matters of business for
review throughout the year would also be useful. It is recommended that Board minutes are
published online to provide greater transparency and accountability to the student body.

In an ever- changing environment with factors such as the changing student demographic and
rapid advances in IT, there is a recognition by OSL senior staff that perhaps a more radical
approach is needed in deciding on a new strategic plan. This is to be commended as it
demonstrates a willingness to think differently and make big decisions if required. OSL is acutely
aware of the difficulties with student engagement, though this problem is not unique to DCU. OSL
acknowledges that increasing student engagement will form an essential part of the new strategic
plan.

The PRG support the OSL view that time is needed to formulate a new strategic plan but
recommend that a definitive timetable for the strategic planning process should be finalised as a
matter of urgency. Meaningful student input will be vital and the foundations of this have already
been laid with the relatively recent Student Lifestyle Survey and Student Engagement and
Satisfaction Survey. The student segmentation exercise carried out by OSL should also provide
insight into what the student population want and need. Staff at all levels of OSL have a critical
role to play in both the development and delivery of any strategic plan and work needs to be done
to improve the sense of ownership across the organisation. The strong financial position offers a
real opportunity to resource and deliver an exciting and ambitious strategic plan for the future.

5.2 Planning and Effective Management of Resources

The OSL is aware of the importance of having effective financial, physical and human resources
in place to ensure the ongoing effectiveness of the organisation as well as enhancing the student
experience. While OSL operates independently from the university in terms of their resources,
they have strong links and collaboration with other DCU departments, which is beneficial in
ensuring resource is being utilised effectively. OSL management are also conscious that as
student numbers increase, added to changing needs and expectations of students, resources will
need to be reviewed regularly and effectively in order to ensure effective longer-term planning.

OSL is currently in a very strong financial position. The increase in Capitation funding over the

years and healthy operating surpluses (particularly during the pandemic), has allowed OSL to
retain substantial reserves. This provides opportunities for additional investment in key areas,
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with a view to impacting further on the student experience. The organisation would benefit from
areserves policy and a plan on how best to utilise some reserves over the life of the next Strategic
Plan.

The U Building is a transformative space that provides a central hub for students on campus. The
space is very well utilised for meetings and student activities and provides significant
opportunities for OSL to connect with students. OSL has made additional investment in some of
the spaces in recent years and further investment may be required to meet the demand for flexible
seating and facilities for commuter students. The potential to open the building at weekends
should also be explored. In relation to other campuses, OSL would benefit from reviewing the
level of resources attributed to the other campuses, with a view to ensuring comparable support
is provided across the All Hallows and St Patrick’s campuses.

Regarding Human Resources, OSL staff demonstrate a high level of passion and commitment to
their roles and the organisation benefits from an experienced Director who is clearly well
connected and respected across the University. The appointment of the Deputy Director is a
good example of succession planning, and this should be the first step in developing a more in-
depth structured succession plan to ensure effective knowledge retention and leadership of the
organisation in the years ahead.

Given OSL’s strong financial position, as well as the size of the student body they are trying to
engage and support, OSL operates with a very lean staffing structure and the PRG noted the lack
of resources in some key areas e.g. the marketing department. As a minimum, the PRG
recommends increasing the staffing resource in the marketing department to deal with a
significant volume of marketing requirements across OSL services. The new Strategic Plan
provides an opportunity for OSL to review the staffing structure of the organisation, with a view to
better resourcing several areas, enabling OSL to better meet the changing needs of a growing
student body.

5.3 Effectiveness of Activities and Processes

OSL provides a range of services that are similar in nature to that of a traditional Students’ Union
or Student Centre. The U Building provides a central hub for students and an opportunity to
engage in a wide range of services, with facilities taking account of responsibilities to
sustainability.

Clubs and societies (C&S) play a key role in the student experience at DCU, and engagement in
clubs and societies is strong. With changing student demographics and increasing numbers of
commuting students, C&S staff need to actively engage with C&S to encourage them to be
flexible in their delivery, e.g. running activities during the day when students are more likely to be
on campus. This may require allocating additional funding to C&S as an incentive for them to
pilot some initiatives. As part of the review, students also voiced concerns over bureaucratic
processes for students running clubs and societies, with frustration around financial processes.
While the C&S department needs to continue to ensure robust governance processes, current
processes should be reviewed, with emphasis on implementing digital processes to improve the
user experience. Recognising that not all students engage in C&S activity, OSL could also
consider additional resources to support the running of programmes and initiatives across each
campus that may engage students who don’t participate in C&S activity.

OSL provides opportunities for students to develop leadership skills through various training
programmes and initiatives. While students reported improvements in the training in recent years,
further opportunities exist for OSL to implement a more structured framework of training that
caters for students at various levels.
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The Student Pantry and free breakfasts are strong examples of OSL adapting its services to meet
the needs of students. While it is acknowledged there is a cost associated with running these
services, OSL finances are such that a new Strategic Plan should be able to support these
services over the timeframe of the new plan, particularly given the positive impact and feedback
from students.

The SAR and student focus groups both highlighted the Info Hub as a trusted but under-utilised
resource, especially for less engaged students and those based on other campuses. The Hub
supports a significant number of students and plays a critical role in signposting students to
appropriate sources of support. As a key student facing service, OSL should explore
opportunities to expand the remit and functions of the Information Hub, essentially providing more
advice services and a one-stop-shop, as opposed to signposting students to services. The
service also needs to be supported by a better digital infrastructure.

OSL has made a concerted effort to improve digital systems and processes in recent years,
however, many of these systems work in isolation and there still appears to be multiple
interactions across multiple systems. OSL would benefit from implementing a centralised digital
platform to rationalise systems and to allow for better tracking of the individual student journey.

The development of a new Strategic Plan provides opportunities for OSL to explore the possibility
of implementing new and innovative services.

5.4 Communication and Provision of Information

The PRG noted that communication and the provision of information remain a significant
challenge for the Office of Student Life (OSL), and one of the most cited barriers to student
engagement. Students reported a fragmented communication landscape, with too many
disconnected platforms, inconsistent messaging, and an over-reliance on email leading to
information fatigue. While this is a sector-wide challenge and not unique to OSL, it remains a
critical issue that impacts visibility and participation across the diverse student community. It is
particularly acute for commuter students and those who spend limited time on campus.

There is strong recognition within the OSL of the scale and urgency of the problem, and,
importantly, a willingness to ask difficult but necessary questions:

e Should the communication strategy be modernised rather than merely tweaked?

e What role should digital innovation play in shaping the future of student engagement?

e |s it time for a radical shift in how communication is approached, rather than minor
adjustments?

One student commented, “They need to shout a bit more about what they do.” This sentiment
encapsulates a wider tension between the breadth of excellent student-focused activity taking
place and the limited visibility of those activities to the wider student body. The PRG heard
repeated evidence of students being unaware of events, opportunities, and leadership roles—not
due to a lack of interest, but because of the difficulty in accessing reliable, consolidated
information. This disconnect also extends to awareness of the work and priorities of Students’
Union officers and elected representatives, with many students reporting a limited understanding
of who their representatives are or what they do.

Currently, students must monitor multiple newsletters (from the SU, Clubs & Socs, and Student
Support & Development), platforms (such as OMS, Loop, and Event Listings), and various social
media accounts. In addition, overlapping messages from central university departments
contribute to ‘inbox fatigue’ and reduce the visibility of key OSL and SU initiatives. This disjointed
communication landscape is reinforced by siloed working practices across OSL departments,
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which risk duplication of effort, inconsistent messaging and reduced strategic and operational
alignment. Greater internal coordination will be essential to ensuring the success of any future
unified strategy.

The PRG believes these challenges stem in part from the continued separation of OSL, the
Students’ Union, and Clubs & Societies as distinct entities, each with their own branding and
communication channels. While the name ‘Office of Student Life’ may carry meaning for staff, it
lacks clarity for students. In fact, many students shared that it took more than a year of active
involvement in the SU or Clubs & Socs before they fully understood the distinctions between the
different bodies. The dominant perception is that all activity falls under the general umbrella of
“the SU.”

As such, the PRG strongly recommends a full review of the structural identity of these entities,
with a view to unifying communications under a single, student-facing brand: DCU Students’
Union. Such a rebrand would support clearer communication, ease of navigation, and improved
understanding of roles and responsibilities, while also enhancing democratic engagement and
awareness of student representation.

The PRG commends the recent appointment of a dedicated Content Creator & Brand Manager
and recognises the proactive steps already taken to improve communications strategy. However,
the current volume and complexity of this work demands further investment. Expanding the
marketing function should be a priority, enabling a more cohesive, coordinated, and student-
informed approach that can be delivered at scale.

There is also scope for better integration between physical and digital communication
touchpoints. The Info Hub is a valued service and could be further positioned as a strategic ‘first
stop’ for students—particularly those less embedded in campus life. Its physical location and
digital presence should be reviewed to enhance its function and accessibility. Greater use of
digital tools, such as chatbots, searchable FAQs, or automated responses, could also reduce the
volume of routine email queries and improve the student experience.

Importantly, any communications strategy must prioritise accessibility and inclusion. It is essential
that communication efforts reach the full diversity of the student population, including
postgraduate, international, part-time, and mature students. This requires both the use of multiple
formats and a sensitivity to the different ways in which students engage with information and
support.

Fundamentally, the PRG believes that communication should not be treated as an operational
afterthought or confined to the remit of a single team—it must sit at the heart of the student
engagement strategy. Embedding student insight into how communications are designed, tested,
and evaluated will help ensure that messaging reflects the evolving needs of a diverse student
population.

5.5 Democracy & Representation

The OSL is aware of the importance of facilitating a strong democracy that empowers student
representation at multiple levels across the office itself and the broader institution of DCU. This
can be seen clearly through the successful 2019/2020 democracy review which revised the roles
of several sabbatical officer positions as well as by the clear desire of institutional staff to expand
their collaborations with student representatives. However, there have been several challenges
that have arisen since the last review.

There has been a general decrease in the election turn-out by students and the OSL has pivoted
to allocating more resources to encourage voter turnout-out. Although this change has been
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successful, a broader data-driven strategy is needed to prevent elected individuals from
becoming disempowered to act as a representative of the general student body. Based on this,
the PRG recommends that the OSL undertake a comprehensive democracy review.

Developing this further, the OSL has similarly experienced a reduced level of engagement in
events, meaning that the student body is not engaging in activities associated with its union. This
has led to a successful pivot by the OSL to “micro-engagement” events which have seen higher
levels of engagement. Of note, is the student desire for smaller, community-driven events at
faculty or local level. Based on this, the PRG recommends that the OSL provide additional
resources for student activities including opportunities to e.g. develop student volunteering,
faculty-level community development, etc.

However, a barrier to this seems to be the strained support currently available for elected officers
to act as representatives. Previously a dedicated role has been allocated within the OSL to act
as a support to the DCUSU executive, however, in recent years this role has been filled in the
short term by several individuals or left vacant. Further, although this support role is now filled
within the OSL it is in addition to the workload of an individual who fulfils other roles within the
department. This issue of support and engagement appears across the levels of the union, with
part-time officers not being included in some decision-making of the union despite sitting on the
executive and further not having the time to, in turn, empower class representatives at a faculty
or school level. Further, this gap in representation and action has led to a notable desire from
students for more faculty or school level community building events, which has been unmet
despite this being an avenue for addressing dwindling engagement rates. Based on this, the PRG
recommends that the OSL creates a new Student Voice department focused on supporting the
Student Rep system, part-time officers in a decision-making capacity, Sabbatical officers, and
Student Insights. We also recommend that the OSL consider introducing a stipend for part-time
officers to empower them to address the needs of their class reps and broader student networks
as well as provide more community-building opportunities.

The PRG noted the administrative burden, reported by students, to operate clubs and societies.
Although training is offered by clubs & societies many students have noted that although they
have improved engaging with these systems thanks to the training, it has not reduced the
bureaucratic burden placed on them, at times affecting their study. Although all these points
contribute to the applicable skills developed through engaging in club/society committees,
concerns have been raised about the longevity of this system with members being unwilling to
engage in committee roles due to the workload, or joining to later quit, ultimately harming the
transfer of information needed for the role in the process too. Based on this, we recommend that
the OSL explore the possibility of implementing a simplified process for running clubs and socs.

Finally, communication between the OSL and its departments to the general student body has
seen improvements since the previous review, with a more established brand being developed,
a content creator being hired and a student support role being allocated to this content creator.
The PRG noted a clear gap in communications specific to the promotion of the work of student
representatives. Despite this, the union has had several large (e.g. Student Pad) and small (e.g.
Microwaves) victories which have positively impacted many students. Based on this, the PRG
recommends that the OSL develop a comprehensive and cohesive Communications Strategy
which appropriately addresses the need to share what each student officer (full and part-time) of
the union is doing to represent others.

5.6 Ongoing Quality Enhancement

The OSL has engaged in three quality review processes over the previous 20 years and has
therefore developed strong capacity to engage in the formal quality assurance process of the
university including the establishment of a review process, the gathering of data and the
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development of a self-assessment report. As mentioned in Section 4, whilst many areas of
improvement have been implemented since the last quality review, a number of
recommendations were not fully implemented, chief among which were the following: create and
share a clear articulation of the current governance structures of the OSL, to ensure strong
leadership and accountability lines; define organisational roles and responsibilities; devise an
effective engagement and communications strategy; develop an effective internal
communications strategy; retention of the Quality Committee; and draft a relationship agreement
with the university. The emphasis on improvements in relation to these recommendations
appears to have focused on implementing some activities rather than formally documenting roles,
processes, strategies and agreements. Several recommendations made in the current review
reflect some of these previously made recommendations.

As mentioned above, the development of the OSL strategic plan was a very important drive
towards enhancement of the organisation. The plan itself was informed by significant consultation
with students and other key stakeholders and articulated the organisation’s mission, vision and
values. Under each of the five key pillars, several goals, related actions and KPIs were outlined.
Despite the huge effort that must have gone into developing the strategic plan, there appeared to
be little in the way of structured approaches to formally reporting on and monitoring the
implementation of the strategic plan.

It was clear that while the Board of Directors are certainly supportive of the work of the OSL, they
do not assume responsibility for strategy and quality enhancement but appear to focus more on
fulfilling the very important responsibilities required by company directors under the Companies
Act.

It is recommended that clear structures are established for the implementation as well as formal
monitoring and reporting on the Quality Improvement Plan and the future OSL Strategic Plan.
Such structures should operate on two levels, firstly involving the Director and leadership of the
OSL, who should then formally report to the Board of Directors. This recommendation aims to
ensure that responsibility for quality enhancement is formalised and becomes a normal part of
the work and processes of the OSL.

Our commendations throughout the report reflect the focus on enhancement exhibited by the
OSL. In addition, the OSL is committed to engaging with research and collaboration with a view
to enhancing the quality of services as exemplified by participation in relevant forums, and
ongoing efforts to gather data from students on various issues. It is clear that the staff and Board
are reflective and have committed to improvements in several areas as highlighted in the SAR.
The site visit provided clear evidence of a culture of responsiveness and continuous improvement
embedded in day-to-day decision-making.

5.7 External Perspectives

It is clear that the work of the OSL is acknowledged and respected by the senior leadership in
DCU, university staff and other external stakeholders. Any university staff that the PRG met with
all spoke very highly of the work that was being done and recognised the valuable contribution
that the OSL made to the student experience. The DCU senior leadership team are fully
supportive of the OSL and the weekly meetings between the University President, Chief
Operating Officer and SU President are concrete evidence of this, and probably the envy of many
another Students’ Union. The key role the OSL plays in the DCU student journey by providing
student led events, representation and activities is valued by external stakeholders. However,
OSL knows that further work is needed to inform the wider university staff community about the
positive impact it has, as well as the student body itself.
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The OSL is involved in several community initiatives, particularly the Community Employment
Project and the PRG would have liked to have seen some more feedback from external partners
such as local community groups on the positive impact these initiatives are having.

The key role played by clubs and societies is viewed as being vital in helping give students a
sense of DCU identity and feeling of belonging. In this context the PRG felt that clubs and socs
seemed a little detached from the main OSL offer and a consistent marketing message reinforcing
the connection is needed.

External stakeholders see the importance of effective student representation and the positive
impact this can have in shaping institutional decision making. The class rep system and peer
support programme are both good examples of OSL influence in this respect. Wellbeing initiatives
such as the Pantry and peer support programme are viewed very positively by external
stakeholders as being responsive to student needs.

Some senior university staff did suggest that more could be done on the St Patricks and All
Hallows campuses to increase student engagement and felt this was an area that merited more
focus going forward. Similarly, the need to improve interaction with less involved groups such as
post graduate students, international students and commuter students was identified.
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SWOC Analysis and Plans for Improvement

6.1 SWOC Analysis for Office of Student Life

The self-assessment report for the Area included a proposed summary SWOC analysis of the
Area. As aresult of the Peer Review Group’s analysis of the self-assessment report and
findings from the peer review visit, we propose the following to be a true reflection of the Areas
capabilities and opportunities and identified weakness and threats to future success.

Strengths

Weaknesses

e Obvious willingness to reflect and embrace
change through this review process

e Very strong financial position providing
opportunities for further growth and
development

e Committed, skilled and knowledgeable staff

e The current Strategic Plan is evidence of
OSL being more strategic in its outlook and
planning

e The U Building is an excellent and well used
facility on Glasnevin campus

e Several strong examples of student
focused services and initiatives which have
a positive impact on the student experience

e Those students who are engaged have a
high opinion of OSL

e Strong engagement with clubs and
societies

e Wide range of skills
opportunities for students

e Strong relationships with key stakeholders,
particularly other university departments

e Deputy Director post is a good example of
succession planning

e Commitment to celebrating student
success e.g. Clubs & Societies awards;
Uaneen module

e Improvements in engaging students via
surveys and feedback to ensure OSL is
data driven in service delivery

development

Persistent confusion among the student body
and stakeholders in relation to OSL, the SU and
C&S, which risks diluting the overall identity
The Strategic Plan is not supported by Annual
Delivery Plans or any structured form of review
The OSL Board needs to have more of a
strategic focus, particularly in relation to
monitoring progress of the OSL Strategic Plan
The OSL has built significant financial reserves
in recent years, but there is no strategy for
utilising some funds, despite staffing resource
issues

Resource pressures in key areas such as
Marketing and Student Voice

Declining engagement in some services with
particular challenges in Student Voice and
Democracy

Throughout the review process there appeared
to be a lack of recognition of the specific needs
of international / postgraduate students and the
provision of services to these cohorts.

Absence of formal Relationship Agreement in
place with the University

Risks associated with the lack of a structured
Succession Plan

Fragmented communication across multiple
platforms, leading to confusion and
disengagement.

Lack of services for students on the St. Patrick’s
and All Hallows Campus.

Opportunities

Challenges

e An opportunity to review current structure
with a view to creating one overarching
body which consolidates the identities of
OSL, SU and Clubs & Societies

e Opportunities to invest in staffing across
priority areas (e.g. communications and

The current OSL structure is extremely
complicated and is not clearly understood by
key stakeholders, particularly students

The OSL Strategic Plan needs to be supported
by Delivery Plans and regular review
mechanisms to ensure effective delivery and
monitoring
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student voice) to enhance impact and
engagement.

The U Building provides an opportunity for
OSL to be the central student hub on
campus

Opportunities to strengthen the OSL Board
(e.g. appointing external board members)
to provide a greater strategic focus

The new Strategic Plan provides an
opportunity for growth and development of
the OSL

Develop the IT infrastructure with a view to
enhancing the staff and student user
experience e.g. a centralised digital
platform

Explore the use of faculty buildings and
shared student spaces across campuses to
improve visibility, foster local engagement,
and support commuter and part-time
students.

Introduce a stipend to empower more active
representation and successful initiatives
from part-time officers

Create faculty or school level community-

building initiatives to introduce or
reintroduce students to their
representatives

Urgent need to address resource pressures in
key functions (e.g. marketing and student
representation)

No longer term financial plan despite a strong
financial position

The OSL Board needs to provide more strategic
oversight and would benefit from additional
members

Adapting to meet the evolving needs of a

changing student population - including
commuter, postgraduate, part-time and
international students, remains an ongoing
challenge.

Sustaining and enhancing student engagement
in democratic and representative structures in a
shifting participation landscape.

Capturing and visibly acting on student
feedback remains a challenge, particularly in
terms of closing the loop and communicating
outcomes to students.
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6.2 Plans for Improvement Identified by THE OSL

The Peer Review Group (PRG) fully endorses the four transformative priorities identified in the
OSL’s Self-Assessment Report (SAR), which were clearly articulated and grounded in data,
consultation, and reflective practice. These priorities represent a proactive and student-centred
approach to improvement and align closely with the PRG’s findings.

The four priority areas are:

1.

Revamping democratic structures to ensure they are relevant, inclusive, and accessible
for a diverse student body

Driving engagement through research and data to better understand barriers and inform
targeted interventions

Streamlining communication into a unified and accessible platform

Reassessing governance, functions, and staffing to ensure strategic delivery beyond
2030

Each of these priorities were validated during the PRG visit. In particular, the SAR’s recognition
of declining engagement in traditional democratic structures, persistent communication
challenges, and difficulties in engaging commuter and non-traditional students reflects lived
experiences shared during interviews.

The PRG also supports the following improvement areas identified in the SAR:

Strengthening student representation at course and faculty level, including support for
part-time officers and the class rep system

Enhancing student engagement across all campuses

Expanding the Info Hub’s role as a digital and physical first point of contact
Consolidating student-facing communication systems, especially around events,
funding, and leadership

Simplifying administrative processes to better support student societies and groups in
planning and delivering events and activities.

Finalising a formal relationship agreement with the University

Improving governance capacity, including succession planning and Board development
Developing internal collaboration to address siloed working practices and enhance
coordination across teams

In addition, the PRG identified a small number of areas that could be more explicitly addressed
in future planning:

Clarifying organisational identity by moving toward a unified brand under DCU Students’
Union, to address ongoing student confusion between OSL, the SU, and Clubs &
Societies, and to improve visibility and democratic engagement.

Strengthening cross-campus engagement through a clearer strategy to improve visibility
and ensure parity of access for all students, including commuter and postgraduate
cohorts. This should include greater use of faculty spaces for student-led activity and
support.

Overall, the PRG finds that the improvement priorities identified in the SAR are thoughtful,
evidence-based, and aligned with both institutional goals and student needs. With continued
investment, structural clarity, and a strengthened commitment to inclusive engagement, the
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OSL is well-positioned to deliver on its ambitions and enhance the overall student experience at

DCU.
7  Summary of Commendations and Recommendations
No | Commendation P Level
Planning and Effective Management of Resources
Commendation Processes are in place across the

organisation to ensure effective

1 compliance and good governance.

2 Commendation Effective financial management has led to
a very strong financial position for the
OSL.

3 Commendation There is a recognition that succession
planning is required, and the Deputy
Director post is a good first step in the
development of a structured Succession
Plan.

Effectiveness of Activities and Processes

4 Commendation Several strong examples of student
focused services and initiatives which
have a positive impact on the student
experience at DCU.

5 Commendation Strong engagement with over 120 Clubs
& Societies.

6 Commendation A clear commitment to providing skills
development opportunities for students.

7 Commendation Those students who are engaged have a
high opinion of OSL.

8 Commendation Strong recognition of changing student

demographics and needs e.g. the Quiet
Room, the Pantry, accessibility of
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materials for diverse learners in Uaneen
module.

Commendation

A strong commitment to celebrating
student success, through for example,
Clubs & Societies awards and the
Uaneen module.

10

Commendation

Obvious strong commitment to
sustainability, evidenced by several
initiatives, e.g. repurposing one tonne of
food per week.

Communication

and Provision of Information

11

Commendation

Strong recognition from OSL staff of the
need to improve visibility and
communications with students.

12

Commendation

Creation of a dedicated digital
communications role and the strategic
intent to enhance messaging

13

Commendation

Honest and data-informed reflection in the
SAR on communication barriers and
potential innovations.

Ongoing

Quality

Enhancement

14

Commendation

The development of the strategic plan Be
Brave, Be Bold.

15

Commendation

Implementation of many of the
recommendations arising from the
previous quality review.

Stakeholder Relationships

16

Commendation

There is recognition and respect within
the University for the positive role that
OSL plays, with the Director in particular
having built up excellent working
relationships

17

Commendation

The weekly meetings between the SU
President, University President and
University Chief Operating Officer
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No | Recommendation

| P

| Level |

Planning and Effective Management of Resources

1 Recommendation

P1

A

Develop a Reserves Policy including
consideration of how some reserves
could be utilised to enhance the student
experience as part of the next OSL
Strategic Plan e.g. developing community
at Faculty Level and introducing a stipend
for part-time officers.

2 Recommendation

P1

As a priority, expand the current
marketing function to ensure it is
appropriately staffed and resourced,
particularly given the importance of
marketing and communications in
informing and engaging students.

3 Recommendation

P1

Create a new Student Voice department
focused on supporting the Student Rep
System, Student Officers; and Student
Insights, as well as implementing
changes that may arise from a
Democracy Review.

4 Recommendation

P2

AU

Explore the potential for opening the U
building at weekends and review the level
of resource attributed to the other
campuses, with a view to ensuring
comparable support is provided across
the All Hallows and St Patrick’s
campuses.

5 Recommendation

P2

Develop a structured Succession Plan for
the OSL, incorporating a staffing
sustainability Plan, in order to ensure
knowledge retention and continuity of
leadership in the coming years and
beyond.

Effectiveness of Activities and Processes

6 Recommendation

P2

A

Develop the IT infrastructure with a view
to enhancing the staff and student user
experience e.g. a centralised digital
platform. This may require additional staff
training and engagement with external
providers.
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Recommendation P1

AU

Review the use of spaces across
campuses to ensure visibility and
accessibility of services, including the
development of Communications and
Engagement Strategy reflective of the
diverse needs of students across all

campuses.

Recommendation P1

Review Clubs and Societies processes
with a view to identifying opportunities to
simplify processes and procedures for
running clubs and societies.

Recommendation P2

Explore opportunities to expand the remit,
functions and location of the Information
Hub, to become more of a ‘One-stop’, in-
person and digital hub, recognising it as
an essential service for students. This
will require additional investment in digital
systems to reduce multiple interactions
with multiple systems.

10

Recommendation P1

Ensure that the new OSL Strategic Plan
includes a commitment to continue
supporting initiatives that support
students with the Cost of Living, including
The Pantry and free breakfasts,
particularly given the positive impact
these interventions have had on students.

Communication

and Provision of Information

11

Recommendation P1

A

Review the naming and branding
structure of OSL, SU, and Clubs &
Societies, with a view to consolidating
under the single student-facing identity of
DCU Students’ Union to reduce confusion
and increase impact.

12

Recommendation P1

Develop a comprehensive and cohesive
Communications Strategy focused on
building student engagement, that is
accessible and reflective of the diverse
student population that is appropriately
resourced and aligned across all areas of
work.

13

Recommendation P2

AU

Develop and implement a unified digital
platform for Student Life that centralises
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information on events, leadership
opportunities, services,

and supports, with personalised features
and intuitive navigation.

Ongoing

Quality

Enhancement

14

Recommendation

P1

A

Review the functions and membership of
the Board including the addition of a
minimum of 2 external lay trustees

15

Recommendation

P1

Develop a new strategic plan to include
recommendations arising from the quality
review.

16

Recommendation

P1

Develop robust operational plans to
implement new strategic plan, the
implementation of which is regularly and
formally reviewed and reported on to the
Board.

Stakeholder Relationships

17

Recommendation

P2

AU

Formalise a Relationship Agreement
between the OSL and the University

21




.

Appendix 1

Office of Student Life (OSL)

Peer Review Group Visit Timetable

Peer Review Group (PRG) Activity/Meeting

WEDNESDAY 5™ MARCH

10:00

Arrival of PRG Members

Tony Ryan Room
K209
2" Floor
U Building

10:00 - 11:00

Briefing with Dr. Rachel Keegan, Director of Quality and Institutional
Insights

Tony Ryan Room
K209
2" Floor
U Building

11:00 - 12:15

PRG Private Meeting Time

Tony Ryan Room
K209
2" Floor
U Building

12:15 - 12:45

Tour of Facilities with Dr Una Redmond and Warren Kiernan

Tony Ryan Room
K209
2" Floor
U Building

12:45 - 13:30

Lunch

Tony Ryan Room
K209,
2" Floor
U Building

13:30 - 14:15

Meeting with the Director and Quality Review Committee

Opening presentation followed by a discussion on the quality review
process

e Una Redmond, Director OSL, Chair

Tony Ryan Room
K209,
2" Floor
U Building
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e Podge Sheehan, Deputy Director, Quality Liaison Officer

e Sandra McCormack, Student Engagement Officer (Staff
Representative)

e Jamie Mangan, SU Vice President for Wellbeing (Student
Representative)

e Megan O'Kane, Brand Manager and Content Creator, Design
and Communication

14:15-14:30 | PRG Private Discussion Time Tony Ryan Room
K209
2" Floor
U Building
The Cuilin Room
14:30 - 15:30 | Meeting with Student Group #1—Peer Mentors and General Student KA113
Population U Building
Meeting with University Stakeholders
15:30 - 16:15 Tony Ryan Room
e Cathy McLoughlin, Head of Access Service K209
e Collette Keogh, Senior Access Officer 2" Floor
e lan Spillane, Student Digital Experience Manager U Building
e Orla Nic Aodha, Associate Director, Public Services &
Outreach &
e Paula Hawkins, Health and Safety Advisor (Fire Safety)
e Marlene McCormack, Programme Chair, Bachelor of Early Zoom
Childhood Education
e Paula Kierans, Health and Safety Manager
16:15-17:00 | Meeting with Key Collaborators Tony Ryan Room
K209,
e Claire Kennelly, University Events Manager 2" Floor
e Yvonne McGowan, Deputy Director of Sport, DCU Sport U Building
e Marcella Bannon, Cultural Arts Officer
17:00 - 17:30 PRG Private Discussion Time Tony Ryan Room
K209
2" Floor
U Building
19:00 Dinner in hotel Crowne Plaza Hotel
THURSDAY 6™ MARCH
9:00 - 09:30 PRG Assemble and Private Meeting Time Tony Ryan Room

K209
2" Floor
U Building
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9:30 - 10:15 Meeting with external Board members Tony Ryan Room
K209
e Dr. Claire Bohan, Dean of Students 2" Floor
e Eamonn Cuggy, Head of Finance, Research, Projects & U Building
Business Development
Meeting with Current Sabbaticals
10:15-11:00 Tony Ryan Room
e Karl Ormsby, President, DCU Students’ Union K209
e Aoife Butler, Vice-President for Academic Life, DCU 2 Floor
Students’ Union U Building
e Brandon Perry, Vice-President for Community & Citizenship,
DCU Students’ Union
e Alishaer Ahmed, Vice-President for Diversity & Inclusion,
DCU Students’ Union
e Jamie Mangan, Vice-President for Wellbeing, DCU Students’
Union
11:00 - 11:30 | Coffee Break and Private Meeting Time Tony Ryan Room
K209
2" Floor
U Building
Meeting with Student Group #2 - Elected Student Leaders and Class The Cuilin Room
11:30 - 12:15 | Representatives KA113
U Building
12:15-13:00 | Meeting with Former Sabbaticals OSL staff Board
room
e Aisling Fagan, Senior Executive Assistant, National
University of Ireland &
e Terence Rooney, Project Manager, Deloitte
Zoom
Lunch and PRG Private Time
13:00 - 14:00 Tony Ryan Room
K209
2" Floor
U Building
Meeting with Student Group #3: Student Employees and Clubs & The Cuilin Room
14:00 - 14:45 | Societies Representatives KA113
U Building
The Cuilin Room
14:45 - 15:30 | Meeting with OSL Staff KA113
U Building

e Siobhan Byrne, Head of Clubs and Societies
e Marie Murray, Clubs and Societies Coordinator
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e Ciara McGrath, Clubs and Societies Finance Coordinator

e Sandra McCormack, Student Engagement Officer for Uaneen
Module and Arts Bursary

e Barbara Whittle, Info Hub - SPD Supervisor

e Ann Marie Brophy, Info Hub Coordinator

e Lauren Corcoran, Peer Mentoring and Transitions Support
Coordinator

e Megan O'Kane, Brand Manager and Content Creator

e Warren Kiernan, U Building Caretaker

15:30 - 15:45 | PRG Private Meeting Time Tony Ryan Room
K209,
2" Floor
U Building
15:45 -16:15 | Meeting with Deputy Director Tony Ryan Room
K209,
e Podge Sheehan, Deputy Director, Quality Liaison Officer 2" Floor
U Building
Drop In Session for staff to meet the PRG individually or in small
16:15-16.45 groups. Tony Ryan Room
K209,
2" Floor
U Building
Meeting with Director
16:45-17:30 Tony Ryan Room
e Una Redmond, Director OSL, Chair K209,
2" Floor
U Building
Dinner in Hotel Crowne Plaza Hotel
19:30

25




FRIDAY 7™ MARCH

PRG Private Meeting Time

9:00 - 10:00 Tony Ryan Room
K209,
2" Floor
U Building
PRG Meeting with SMG AGO1
10:00 - 11.00 Ground Floor
e Prof. Daire Keogh, President Albert College
e Prof. Anne Sinnott, Vice-President Building
e Prof. John Doyle, Vice-President for Research and Innovation
e Prof. Lisa Looney, Vice-President for Academic Affairs /
Registrar
e Laura Mahoney, Executive Director of External Engagement
e Prof. Anne Looney, Executive Dean, Institute of Education
e Prof. Dominic Elliot, Executive Dean, DCU Business School
e Dr. Jennifer Bruton, Executive Dean, Faculty of Engineering
and Computing
e Prof. Derek Hand, Executive Dean, Faculty of Humanities and
Social Sciences
e Prof. Blanaid White, Executive Dean, Faculty of Science and
Health
e Dr. Declan Raftery, Chief Operations Officer
e Gareth Yore, Vice-President for People, Equality, Diversity
and Inclusion
e John Kilcoyne, Director of Finance
e Celine Crawford, Director of Communications, Marketing and
Events
PRG Private Meeting Time
11.00 - 13.00 Tony Ryan Room
K209
2" Floor
U Building
PRG Working Lunch and Finalisation of Exit Presentation
13:00 - 13:45 Tony Ryan Room
K209
2" Floor
U Building
Briefing with Area Head and Director of Quality and Institutional
13:45 - 14:00 Tony Ryan Room

Research to discuss key recommendations and commendations

K209
2" Floor
U Building
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14:00 - 14:30

PRG Exit Presentation to OSL Staff and SU sabbatical team

The Cuilin Room
KA113
U Building
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