Student support service – analysis of options (summary)

1 Introduction and summary
1.1 Introduction
The analysis of options for establishing a student support service was made based on: (1) the analysis of students’ needs conducted based on the in-depth interviews and focus group discussions with students at the University of Belgrade, Novi Sad and Niš; (2) the survey at the faculties on the existing support systems; (3) the survey with the representatives who provide various services to students at these three universities; (4) the experiences from the support provided to fourth-year high school students from the social groups that are underrepresented in higher education gained through the realization of the EQUI-ED project; (5) the analysis of statute of universities and faculties in Serbia; and (6) the overview of existing practices at the leading world and regional universities (the analysis was conducted by the Psychological Counsel of the University of Niš).
The aim of this report is (1) to offer a short overview of the state at the universities in Serbia and student support mechanisms; (2) to present key issues students face and support mechanisms they use; (3) to offer options for the establishment of the future student support service with the analysis of positive and negative sides of every offered option.

At the beginning of this analysis, we should respond to a question: Why establishing a student support service? In this report, we will stress two, in our opinion, most important reasons:
1. Losses in financial and human capital. All available data on students’ life and work in Serbia show that the students face great difficulties during their studies. A high percentage of enrolled students do not graduate, and that represents a great loss in financial and human capital for a small and poor country such as Serbia.
Inequality has deepened. The data on the socio-economic characteristics of students in Serbia show that the high school graduates from lower socio-economic layers and minority groups have more and more difficulties to obtain faculty diplomas, and in that way the inequalities are being deepened in our society (for example, children whose parents have lower than high school education are almost unrepresented among students, and as high as 38% of students have fathers with higher education; the proportion of students among Roma is about 2%, whereas children with disabilities still very rarely enroll in and obtain faculty education).
1.2 Support systems at faculties
Faculties have a developed practice to exempt the students who come from families with low socio-economic status, minority groups or persons with disabilities from paying the tuition fees. By a rule, the scholarships are directed toward the best students. A largest number of faculties do not have specialized services that provide support to students, it seems that faculty activities are based on individual requests and decisions of deans, that is, faculty managements.
The support of future students (fourth year high school students) is not developed; it is directed towards students with low socio-economic status and students from minority groups, and the only strong activity noted was the allocation of free or cheaper textbooks. Volunteering activities are not developed (as in the entire society), whereas the work of student organizations is concentrated on sport activities and professional trainings and conferences.
The accessibility of faculties to persons with physical impairments is not on a satisfying level. The issues of outdoor accessibility are solved at most faculties, whereas the majority of faculties does not provide access to all indoor rooms, assistive technology, or textbooks and literature adjusted to vision impaired students.
The system of allocation of financial benefits faculties direct toward students with low socio-economic status, students with disabilities and students from minority groups is the firmest basis for future activities of the EQUI-ED project 
1.3 Support systems at universities
The information obtained in this research show that, as it is the case with support systems at faculty level, the practices at Serbian universities are very inconsistent. The available data point out that the practice at these three universities is more or less consistent only regarding the career development centers. They exist at the University of Belgrade, Novi Sad and Novi Pazar, have regular funding and a formalized status.
The services that would be in the domain of support to students from vulnerable and minority groups who have unstandardized obstacles during the studies are provided by two institutions: University Center for Students with Disabilities at the University of Belgrade (UCSD) and Psychological Counsel at the University of Niš (PC). However, both of these institutions are directed towards narrower domains. UCSD deals exclusively with the problems of students with disabilities, whereas PC only provides counseling services. The work of PC, with extensive engagement of professors and psychology and pedagogy students, with potential involvement of professors and students of social work, represents a great model for the establishment of a future counsel at other universities. Similarly, the activities and work of UCSDs represent a practice based on which we should build activities at other universities. At the same time, the employees of this center are a significant human resource for the establishment of these activities at other universities.
The existing institutional structures do not represent a good foundation for the establishment of a unique and balanced structure at all universities. Therefore, we propose that support systems at universities should be adjusted to individual institutional conditions that characterize each of the monitored universities (so called ‘tailor-made’ approach).
1.4 Problems that students face and ways in which they solve them
The interviewed students are mostly facing with financial problems (high tuition fees, expensive textbooks, etc.) initial learning difficulties (due to the change in the studying system adopted in high school, insufficient initial knowledge, high expectations of professors, etc.), lack of motivation (due to learning difficulties and similar issues) and problems with initial orientation at the faculty (in this respect, the expectations of students are low, so the attempts to systemically obtain information are rare).

Teaching staff is marked as one of the largest sources of problems (especially in the beginning of studies, but also after that) due to high demands, inability to meet the students’ needs, irregular office hours, etc. Older students are the most frequently named resource freshmen rely on. The internet and social networks have an especially important role in the exchange of information, advice and mutual support. Student services and student organizations do not have a very important role in the process of gathering information and advice and that represents an obstacle for the establishment of any future student support service because it will have to rely on one of these two resources.
Individual strategies dominate among students, so the students with larger human and social capital get information quicker and easier. In that way, the inequalities that the EQUI-ED project strives to decrease are only being further deepened.
1.5 Proposal for the establishment of a student support service
In this report, we propose the establishment of a student support service that would have jurisdictions divided between faculties and universities (except in the case of the University of Novi Pazar). This service would provide support to:

1. Students with disabilities (this component has not been specially developed in the framework of this initial report), 

2. Students from minority groups,

3. Students with lower material status,

4. Students who face difficulties during their studies that are caused by some of the following factors: lower socio-economic status; they come form other places, that is, they do not have a place of residence in the university center; have difficulties adjusting to a new environment and to learning; they come from families in which none of the parents has a university degree, etc.

5. Fourth-year high school students from the social groups that are underrepresented in the system of higher education (high school students with disabilities, from minority groups, from villages (rural areas), from professional and vocational high schools, from families with low material status (low-income families), etc.)

The mandate of the student support service would include informative and advisory activities. Informative services imply the provision of information in the following areas:

1. Improvement of the student standard. 

2. Initial orientation. 

3. Referral to other available services.

4. Representation of students on studying and student standard issues before relevant organizations and institutions.

5. Provision of information to the teaching staff on how to adjust to the needs of students from some target groups (these activities should be in accordance with the existing activities on the improvement of pedagogical qualifications of teachers). 

Counseling services include, primarily, the provision of psycho-social support to students. Based on the data from the interviews and focus group discussion, the following areas of support have appeared to be of special importance:

1. Psychological counsel.

2. Learning support.

The jurisdictions between faculties and universities would be divided in the following manner (we should have in mind here that our research showed that student services at faculties and student organizations were rarely used as sources of support and information):
	
	Activity
	Level 
(F-faculty, U-university)
	Arguments and comments

	Informative services
	Providing information on student standard
	F
	· The largest number of benefits is given by faculties
· Freshmen have a contact with the faculty, but not with the university
· A simple service that could be administrated on the web or Facebook
· We should not rely on administration and student organizations, because the experience shows that they are not adequate services for these activities

	
	Initial orientation
	F
	· Freshmen have a contact with the faculty, but not with the university as well
· Information are related to details on faculty life and work, and it would be best if they were available at faculties
· A simple service that could be administrated on the web or on Facebook
· Do not rely on faculty administration and student organization, because all experiences show that they are not an adequate resource for these activities
· In the future, we should gradually include student organizations into this process and slowly transfer a part of the functions to them

	
	Referrals to other services
	F
	· Since there are good reason to establish counseling and psychological services at the level of universities, referral to these services or provision of information on them should be at the level of faculties.

	
	Providing information to teaching staff
	U
	· Therefore, it would be good to relocate the service that deals with the improvement of the work of teachers to the university level so it can rely on the authority of university as an institution and its (vice)rectors. 

· By establishing a university service, it would be possible to create an equal approach and standards at all faculties of that university.

	
	Coordination
	U
	· Coordination of activities at the university level is necessary for the establishment of uniform standards and criteria for all faculties.

· A weak coordinative function, together with a slightly more significant role of the university service (administration) in work with teachers, is in accordance with a low institutional position of universities in Serbia.

	Advisory services
	Psychological counseling
	U
	· Psychological Counsel which is relocated beyond the faculty context would get and adequate dose of anonymity and confidentiality.
· It would be irrational to establish a service at the faculty level because the level of demand for these services is impossible to estimate.

	
	Learning support
	U
	· Specialized learning support services at the university level would be standardized and unified, more rational and adjusted to demands. However, in cooperation with faculty support services, these services would also respond to the specificities of teaching in concrete scientific disciplines.

	
	Coordination
	U
	· Coordination of activities at the university level is necessary for the establishment of unified standards and criteria for all faculties.


At UBG, UNS and DUNP, the best solution would be to establish new student support services. The positive sides of this solution would be a unique mandate and clear coordination lines with faculties and other services, whereas a negative side would be potentially higher expenses. Despite having higher initial expenses, we believe that, in the context of UBG and UNS, the expansion of mandate of the existing services would turn out to be a more expensive solution at the medium-term, because they would be burdened with great difficulties: mandate adjustment, loss of focus, slower management because of a double-mandate, learning new activities, very complex coordination with faculties and support in the establishment of new functions at faculties that would be in the jurisdiction of service heads, etc. At UNI, the best solution would be the expansion of the mandate of the Psychological Counsel and its formalization because of great experience and extensive network of associates.
The second best solution in the context of UBG would be the mandate expansion of the University Center for Students with Disabilities of UBG. The second best solution for DUNP, which is very plausible and very likely to happen having in mind that it is a relatively small university, would be the mandate expansion of the existing Career Center. The worst solution in the context of UBG and UNS would be the mandate expansion of the Career Center.

	V1: Establishment of a new service at the university level

	Positive sides
	Negative sides

	· Unified and focused mandate
· Clear coordination lines with faculties and other services
	· Higher initial expenses (employment of at least three persons)
· Coordination with the University Center for Students with Disabilities of UNBG


In the context of UBG, as the second best solution, we propose the mandate expansion of the University Center for Students with Disabilities.

	V2: Mandate expansion of the University Center for Students with Disabilities of UBG

	Positive sides
	Negative sides

	· There is a structure that covers a large portion of support system activities
· Experience in work with faculties and university administration
· They have office space
	· A possibility for the support system for other students to be neglected in relation to students with disabilities due to the knowledge and experience of the employees and institutional memory.
· It requires a complete “re-branding” of the institution, what can also be bad for the future support system for students with disabilities


In the context of UBG and UNS, the least effective solution would be the mandate expansion of the Career Center.

	V3: Mandate expansion of the Career Center (UBG, UNS, DUNP)

	Positive sides
	Negative sides

	· The simplest solution in administrative terms
· In the short term, this is a less expensive solution
	· Support services for students who have difficulties during their studies are fundamentally different from career development services (for example, the first services will more often be required by worse students at lower years, students with lower human and social capital, etc.).
· The institution that would simultaneously provide both types of service would be “split in two” and the focus would probably still be on career development services (because they are developed, more attractive, in accordance with the knowledge of the employees and institutional memory, etc.).
· Difficulties during mandate adjustment, lost of focus, slower management due to a double mandate, learning about new activities, very complex coordination with faculties and support for the establishment of new functions at faculties that would be in the jurisdiction of the service heads, etc.


As the best solution for UNI, we propose the formalization and mandate expansion of the Psychological Counsel of UNI. 

	V4: Formalization and mandate expansion of the Psychological Counsel of UNI

	Positive sides
	Negative sides

	· A large network of motivated associates
· Clear stimulation systems
· Office space and the support of faculties and university
	· A need to expand the mandate to (1) learning support and (2) coordination of activities at faculties.
· An informal initiative of students and professors should be turned into an institution


