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The Professional Staff – Student Outcomes Framework:  

Investigating the Contributions of Higher Education 

Professional Staff to Student Outcomes 

 

Carroll Graham 

Executive Manager 

University of Technology, Sydney 

Australia 

 

Abstract 

 

A university’s key resource is its academic and professional staff.  Although 

professional staff comprise more than half the Australian higher education 

workforce, little research has been done into the work of professional staff, 

particularly in relation to the core business of learning and teaching.  Yet a 

more rigorous understanding of the contribution of higher education 

professional staff to student outcomes has the potential to enhance their 

institutions’ organisational sustainability.  In this study, a framework was 

developed for investigating the contributions of higher education professional 

staff to student outcomes.  This paper discusses the development of that 

framework, the Professional Staff–Student Outcomes (PSSO) Framework.  The 

PSSO Framework was developed through a 9-step process that used the results 

of a meta-study of research literature on the impact of student support services 

on student outcomes and three rounds of a modified Delphi study.  Member 

checking of the PSSO Framework was completed, and the framework was then 

used to frame a case study. 
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Introduction  

 

For more than two decades, higher education professional staff – also 

known in Australia as general staff, administrative staff, non-academic staff 

and support staff (Graham, 2012b) – have comprised over half the workforce in 

Australian universities (aggregated data from Department of Education, 

Employment and Workplace Relations [DEEWR], 2012).  The roles and 

responsibilities of this group of staff are diverse, comprehensive and 

considerable.  Although significant research has been undertaken by academics 

into the changing nature of universities, academic work and academic identities 

(for example: Adams, 1998; Anderson, et al., 2002; Henkel, 2000; Macfarlane, 

2010; Marginson, 2000; Marginson & Considine, 2000), academics have 

written little about the work of professional staff.  This lack of research by 

academics into the work and identities of professional staff is not surprising, 

since academics ‘focus on the areas that concern them the most’ (Pitman, 2000, 

p. 166).  On the other hand, over the past decade there has been a growing 

body of literature written by professional staff, and former professional staff, 

about the work and changing identities of professional staff in universities, 

both in Australia and overseas (for example: Conway, 2000; Dobson, 2005; 

Small, 2008; Szekeres, 2004, 2011; Whitchurch, 2006, 2010).  Nevertheless, 

gaps persist in this research, and a full understanding of the work and identities 

of professional staff is yet to be revealed. 

Given the large proportion of professional staff in Australian universities, 

understanding the contributions of these staff to the strategic goals of 

universities is vital to the effectiveness of these institutions.  Education 

(learning and teaching) and research are two key components of core business 

for universities (Shattock, 2010), and are fundamental to the strategic goals of 

their institutions.  While the contributions of professional staff to research, 

through research management and administration, have been studied (Allen-

Collinson, 2004, 2006, 2007; Sebalj & Holbrook, 2006, 2009), there has been 

little research into the contributions that professional staff make to learning and 

teaching (Graham, 2012b).  Aiming to help fill this gap, the doctoral research 

that gave rise to this paper investigated the work of higher education 

professional staff in the context of learning and teaching. 

In order to provide a foundation for the research, a Stage 1 study explored 

and developed a framework for describing the work of professional staff in 

relation to student outcomes.  This Stage 1 study addressed the research 

question:  How can the contributions of professional staff to student outcomes 

be investigated? 

 

 

Methodology 

 

Development of the Professional Staff–Student Outcomes (PSSO) 

Framework for studying the contributions that professional staff make to 
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student outcomes involved a 9-step approach.  This process is illustrated in 

Figure 1 and is described below. 

 

Literature search and analysis – Steps 1 to 4, Figure 1 

Exploratory literature searches revealed that the contributions of 

professional staff to student outcomes were under-researched.  Accordingly, 

analysis of a meta-study by Prebble and his colleagues (Prebble, et al., 2004) 

was undertaken to determine the suitability of its results as a basis for a new 

framework for investigating the contributions of professional staff to student 

outcomes.  In a review of 146 international studies, Prebble et al. (2004) 

derived 13 propositions for student support (referred to as Prebble Propositions 

herein, see Table 1) that were found to enhance student outcomes in terms of 

retention, persistence and achievement.  Although the Prebble Propositions 

focused on student services, there was almost no mention in the meta-study of 

the contribution by professional staff to these services (Prebble, et al., 2004).  

Yet the behaviours described in the propositions appeared to be activities that 

could be undertaken by professional staff, thereby providing a potential means 

for linking professional staff behaviours to student outcomes.  Nevertheless, 

the Prebble Propositions were untested for this purpose. 

To be an effective framework for the subsequent case study, the PSSO 

Framework needed to provide a link between activities and behaviours of 

professional staff and student outcomes.  Crucial to this framework is an 

appropriate definition of student outcomes.  Despite the now ubiquitous use of 

this term in higher education, the term student outcomes has different meanings 

for different people with different purposes (Ewell, 1983; Ng, et al., 1993; 

Terenzini, 1989).  Comprehensive taxonomies of student outcomes have been 

developed by Lenning in the late 1970s and Pascarella and Terenzini in the 

early 1990s (cited in Hanson & Denzine, 2000), and Ewell (1983) and King 

and Howard-Hamilton (2000) describe three different classifications of student 

outcomes.  Hanson and Denzine (2000) discuss the importance of deciding, 

from all the possible types of student outcomes that may be assessed, which 

outcomes are the most important for a particular institution, noting that 

rankings of importance of outcomes may vary for different groups.  

Specifically, as the cost of university education has been transferred to 

individuals, students and external stakeholders wish to identify and measure 

the return on their investments (Bradley, et al., 2008; Terenzini, 1989), making 

outcomes that relate to retention, graduation and graduate employment rates 

increasingly important.  Accordingly, for the purposes of this study, the term 

student outcomes relates to engaging and retaining students through to 

completion, and uses the definition of ‘student retention, persistence and 

achievement’ (Prebble, et al., 2004, p. ix). 

 

The Delphi study – Steps 5 to 9 

The next step in developing the PSSO Framework was to test the 

trustworthiness of the Prebble Propositions for linking professional staff 

activities to student outcomes.  Accordingly, an adaptation of the Delphi 
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method, as elaborated by Schmidt (1997), was used.  The Delphi method uses 

structured communication to facilitate group management of complex 

problems (Linstone & Turoff, 2002), and is designed to create group consensus 

from individual opinions (Hasson, et al., 2000).  The Delphi method has four 

characteristics that distinguish it from other group decision-making processes, 

such as round-table discussions or focus groups:  (1) expert participants 

provide input, (2) participants remain anonymous to each other, (3) interaction 

between participants is provided by anonymous feedback, and (4) statistical 

analysis of results can be undertaken.  Moreover, as this method does not 

require co-location of the experts, logistical constraints of the study are reduced 

and significant stakeholders may be included as expert panellists, making this 

method highly suitable for practitioners researching professional practice 

(Graham, 2010). 

Choosing appropriate experts is an important aspect of Delphi studies 

(Delbecq, et al., 1975; Duffield, 1993; Okoli & Pawlowski, 2004) involving 

two main considerations:  panel size and knowledge of the panellists (Powell, 

2003).  Delphi study expert panellists should meet four overarching criteria:  

(1) knowledge and experience of the issues under study; (2) the capacity and 

willingness to contribute to the investigation; (3) sufficient time for the study; 

and (4) adequate communication skills (Adler & Ziglio, 1996).  However, the 

number of expert participants required for a panel is not large, with 10 to 18 

being considered suitable (Paliwoda, 1983). 

Delbecq et al. (1975) described a modified version for use in ranking issues, 

which has subsequently been used in a variety of fields (Schmidt, 1997).  

However, while a set method for using the Delphi technique had been 

developed for forecasting, researchers had not followed a consistent technique 

for ranking issues (Schmidt, 1997).  Schmidt (1997) proposed a method for 

data collection and analysis to improve the ranking method, involving three 

phases:  (1) the discovery of issues; (2) determining the most important issues; 

and (3) ranking the issues.  Schmidt’s method (Schmidt, 1997) uses open-

ended questions to elicit issues from the expert panellists, which are then 

consolidated and referred to the panellists for verification (phase 1).  In phase 

2, the panellists are asked to nominate the most important issues, from which 

the researcher eliminates any issues that were not selected by a majority of 

panellists; this process is repeated, if necessary, until a short-list of the most 

important 20 or fewer issues is determined (Schmidt, 1997).  Phase 3 involves 

a number of rounds in which the issues are ranked by the panellists, with 

analysis of the rankings provided as feedback to the panellists between rounds, 

until consensus has been achieved (Schmidt, 1997).  This method will be 

referred to as the Schmidt Delphi method. 

To explore the Stage 1 research question, a new method, adapting the 

Schmidt Delphi ranking method (Schmidt, 1997) was developed, using the 

Prebble Propositions as a starting point (Graham, 2010).  In this modified 

Schmidt Delphi method, Schmidt phases 1 and 2 are satisfied by using the 13 

Prebble Propositions.  This is a valid assumption since the issues were derived 

from experts’ studies, and the number of Prebble Propositions, being 13, is 
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consistent with the Schmidt phase 2 requirements.  Phase 3 in the current study 

was completed by a group of expert professional staff, identified by criterion 

sampling on the basis of relevant skills and attributes (Graham, 2010).  The 

modified Schmidt Delphi method is shown schematically in Figure 2. 

In total, 26 panellists, whose average length of experience in higher 

education was 16 years, participated in the Delphi study (Graham, 2010).  

Panellists worked in positions ranging from Higher Education Worker (HEW)
1
 

Level 4 to above Level 10, with the median being Level 7.  On average, the 

panellists’ highest educational qualification was a bachelor degree.  Three 

ranking rounds were completed, with feedback provided to the panellists 

between rounds, which provided a balance between adequate consensus and 

panel-fatigue.  This feedback comprised the mean rank of each Prebble 

Proposition, the proportion of panellists ranking each proposition in the top 

half of their rankings and the level of agreement as determined by Kendall’s 

coefficient of concordance (Graham, 2010). 

 

 

Results 

 

After round one of the Delphi (Step 6 of Figure 1) it was decided to omit 

propositions 4, 5 and 12 as they relate to behaviours currently relevant to 

academic staff only.  At the conclusion of three Delphi rounds (Step 8), 

agreement was moderate as determined by the Kendall’s coefficient of 

concordance (Graham, 2010).  Further verification was achieved through 

member checking of the results by providing panellists with a final report, 

inviting comments and questions. 

Table 2 shows the average ranks of each proposition and the percentage of 

panelists ranking each proposition in the top half of the rankings at the 

conclusion of all three Delphi rounds (Graham, 2010).  The most highly ranked 

proposition in all three rounds was the first namely:  institutional behaviours, 

environments and processes are welcoming and efficient.  This proposition 

concerns students’ enquiries being dealt with promptly, knowledgeably and 

with a friendly manner, and that the institutional and physical environment 

meets their needs and expectations. 

 

 

Discussion 

 

Based on the research evidence provided by the Prebble Propositions, and 

the expertise of professional staff working in higher education, the PSSO 

Framework has been developed.  This framework identifies behaviours and 

                                                           
1
HEW levels, given various titles in different institutions, refer to the classification structure 

for professional staff that is typically used in Australian universities.  The classification ranges 

from HEW 1, which is the lowest level and is rarely used in most institutions, to HEW10+, 

which includes directors and managers.  HEW 5 and 6 are the most common levels at the study 

site, representing 40% of all professional staff from 2009-2011. 
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conditions to which professional staff contribute, and which promote retention, 

persistence and achievement of students.  Accordingly, the PSSO Framework 

provides a structure for investigating how professional staff contribute to 

student outcomes. 

Following the successful framework development, the PSSO Framework 

was used to analyse data from a case study at the same site.  Applying the 

PSSO Framework across the case study, the contributions of professional staff 

to student outcomes were found to be most significant in ensuring behaviours, 

environments and processes are welcoming and efficient (Graham, 2012a, 

2013).  This result confirmed the validity of the PSSO Framework. 

 

Strengths and Limitations 

A major strength of this study is the process of developing the PSSO 

Framework, using the Prebble meta-study (Prebble, et al., 2004) as a basis and 

the Delphi method to test the relevance of the propositions by a number of 

experts.  The Prebble meta-study used a wide range of international studies 

from which to derive the propositions, which link specific behaviours or 

activities to the achievement of positive student outcomes.  The Delphi rounds 

provided an anonymous and logistically manageable means for professional 

staff to reflect on and to rank their work in relation to the behaviours and 

activities described in the Prebble Propositions.  By using this approach, a 

framework for linking the work of professional staff to positive student 

outcomes was derived. 

One limitation identified in the original study (Graham, 2010) was the use 

of a single site with a group of panel experts drawn solely from faculty-based 

professional staff.  Further validation of the framework could be tested by 

replicating the process at different sites and with different groups of 

professional staff.  The aging of the Prebble Propositions due to the aging of 

the studies from which the propositions were derived, published as they were 

between 1993 and 2003, was also noted (Graham, 2010).  This limitation was 

exemplified by the lack of propositions relating to the support of student 

outcomes through the use of technology. 

One lesson learned during the Delphi steps was the importance of making 

explicit that ranking of the propositions should relate to the contributions made 

by the work of professional staff, not the importance to student outcomes.  In 

the first round of the Delphi study, it became apparent that several of the 

participants had ranked the propositions according to perceived effectiveness in 

achieving student outcomes (Graham, 2010).  This was addressed by explicit 

instructions about the intention of the ranking in subsequent Delphi rounds. 

An important subsequent step was to validate the PSSO Framework by 

using it in the case study, which was undertaken at the site at which the 

framework was developed.  This case study confirmed the validity of the PSSO 

Framework, and its usefulness in investigating the work of professional staff in 

relation to student outcomes. 
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Conclusion 

 

The PSSO Framework designates several key behaviours and conditions that 

support student outcomes, and to which professional staff contribute.  The 

framework is intended to be used in both professional practice and research.  

Further testing of this framework under different conditions could provide 

comparisons of the contributions of professional staff to student outcomes 

across different groups of professional staff from different institutions and 

different countries.  It is likely that such comparisons will result in different 

ranking orders, influenced by the specific knowledge and activities of the 

panellists involved.  Indeed, as more professional staff enter the ‘third space’ 

between academic and professional staff (Whitchurch, 2008) it may be 

necessary to reinstate the more academic-related propositions into the 

framework.  Nevertheless, these possible differences in ranking do not 

diminish the usefulness of the Professional Staff–Student Outcomes 

Framework for investigating the contributions of professional staff to student 

outcomes for a particular site. 
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Figure 1.  Steps in the development process of the PSSO Framework 
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Figure 2. Modified Schmidt Delphi method 

 
 

Table 1.  Description of Prebble Propositions
1
 

Student Support Propositions Description 

1. Institutional behaviours, 

environments and processes are 

welcoming and efficient 

Students’ enquiries are dealt with promptly, 

knowledgeably and with a friendly manner, 

and the institutional and physical 

environment meets their needs and 

expectations 

2. The institution provides 

opportunities for students to 

establish social networks 

Student clubs, societies and activities are 

supported, and facilities and events are 

provided to support socialisation 

3. Academic counselling and pre-

enrolment advice are readily 

available to ensure students enrol 

in appropriate programs 

Students are provided with high quality 

advice and information concerning program 

choices, and links are established with 

secondary schools 

4. Lecturers are approachable and 

accessible inside and outside class 

times for academic discussions 

Students benefit from regular and 

meaningful formal and informal contact 

with academics, particularly when a learning 

community is developed 

5. Students experience good quality 

teaching and manageable 

workloads 

The quality and teaching methodologies can 

have an impact on student outcomes, as can 

a manageable workload 

6. Orientation and induction 

programs are provided to facilitate 

both social and academic 

integration 

Both academic orientation and general 

orientation programs can improve student 

outcomes 

7. Students working in academic 

learning communities have good 

outcomes 

The deliberate use and facilitation of 

learning communities has a positive impact 

on student outcomes 

8. A comprehensive range of 

institutional services and facilities 

is available 

Student outcomes are improved by the 

provision of services and facilities that 

support both the social and academic 

integration of students 

9. Supplemental instruction is 

provided 

Academic support programs in programs 

that students find difficult improve student 

outcomes 

10. Peer tutoring and mentoring 

services are provided 

Students benefit from well-designed and 

well-run peer tutoring and mentoring 

programs 

                                                           
1
 (After Prebble, et al., 2004) 
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11. The institution ensures there is an 

absence of discrimination on 

campus, so students feel valued, 

fairly treated and safe 

When diversity is welcomed and valued, and 

students feel physically and psychologically 

safe, student outcomes are improved 

12. Institutional processes cater for 

diversity of learning preferences 

Students have different learning styles, 

which need to be accommodated  

13. The institutional culture, social 

and academic, welcomes diverse 

cultural capital and adapts to 

diverse students’ needs 

The diverse backgrounds of students should 

be affirmed and accommodated 

 

Table 2.  Ranking of Prebble Propositions
1
 

Proposition Mean rank 

Percentage 

ranking in 

top half
2
 

Institutional behaviours, environments and processes 

are welcoming and efficient 
1.48 100 

Academic counselling and pre-enrolment advice are 

readily available to ensure students enrol in 

appropriate programs 

3.32 88 

Orientation and induction programs are provided to 

facilitate both social and academic integration 
4.24 68 

A comprehensive range of institutional services and 

facilities is available 
4.28 72 

The institution ensures there is an absence of 

discrimination on campus, so students feel valued, 

fairly treated and safe 

6.28 48 

Students working in academic learning communities 

have good outcomes 
6.32 40 

The institution provides opportunities for students to 

establish social networks 
6.72 28 

Supplemental instruction is provided 7.44 20 

Peer tutoring and mentoring services are provided 7.44 12 

The institutional culture, social and academic, 

welcomes diverse cultural capital and adapts to 

diverse students’ needs 

7.52 24 
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