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1 Introduction & Methodology

This report discusses the findings of a programme of research, carried out between May and November 2008 into students’ expectations and experiences of university. The research looked at a variety of areas, including accommodation, finances, assessment, teaching and resources. This section of the report focuses exclusively on teaching quality and staff contact.

The research programme comprised both quantitative and qualitative approaches, which were combined to ensure both depth and breadth within the findings. The quantitative phase consisted of an online questionnaire, which ran between 2nd and the 24th of June 2008. A total of 3135 students took part in the survey, fulfilling a variety of quotas including gender, ethnicity, socio-economic status and course type to ensure the results were representative. This was followed up with a small scale survey of 250 school leavers who had been offered a place at a higher education institution. This ran between 17th July 2008 and 28th July 2008.
The qualitative phase consisted of two phases. In the first phase, six focus groups were conducted in June 2008 in four universities, selected to represent the differing types of institution within the British system. These covered all years of study, and incorporated a range of course types. These were complemented by the second phase, within which a set of 12 depth interviews utilising an ethnographic approach were carried out in November 2008. These also covered all years of study, and a range of course types.

2 Quality and Quantity of Teaching
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The vast majority of students, 85%, rated the quality of the teaching and learning experience as good or excellent, however this is significantly affected by a number of factors. As can be seen in chart 1 below, first year students are significantly more likely to rate the quality of teaching as good to excellent than final year students.

How students rate the quality of teaching is also significantly influenced by subject area, however there does not appear to be any trends between different types of discipline. Historical and philosophical studies received the highest proportion of students rating the quality of teaching as good to excellent (93%) however languages (89%), medical and life sciences (88%), physical sciences (88%) and law (87%) were also rated good to excellent by a high proportion of students. The subject that received the lowest proportion of students rating the quality of teaching as good to excellent was architecture (70%). 

When looked at by institution type a significant difference appears; students at either Russell Group institutions or pre 1992 institutions are much more likely to rate the quality of the teaching and the learning experience as good to excellent compared with those students that attend post 1992 institutions or other institution (see chart 2 below). 
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Contact Hours

On average, university students receive a total of 15 contact hours a week. In addition to these contact hours, students spend an average of 16 hours a week on private study. The majority of the contact hours are provided through lectures, which account for an average of 8 hours per week. 
The number of contact hours that students receive, as well as the number of hours spent on private study, are both significantly influenced by subject area, institution type and year of study. Looking at contact hours, the most significant differences occur by subject area, where students studying medical and life sciences and physical sciences have the most contact hours, see chart 3 below. At the other end of the scale students studying languages or historical and philosophical studies get the least. Most of this difference appears to be explained by the average number of lecture hours that students receive. 
The qualitative work found that those studying medical and physical sciences tend to have the lowest expectations in terms of contact hours. Often there is an expectation of more autonomous and text based learning, and a far more distanced relationship from the lecturers themselves.  The result of which was the experience was far more satisfying due to the lower expectations.
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When you compare the number of contact hours by subject area with the number of private study hours, not surprisingly a trend appears, whereby students studying a discipline with more contact hours are likely to spend less time on private study and visa versa. This is particularly strong for students taking languages, law, architecture, historical and philosophical studies or creative arts and design - see chart 4.
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Generally, students are accepting of the role of private study and while they find the process of autonomous learning difficult they do find it satisfying. This said, most express a need for a form of structure or deadline to ensure they work effectively during this private time. Indeed, most look to existing structured learning to find cues for their private study; by looking at reading lists or references from lecture materials. With the introduction of virtual learning environments, these have become a particularly useful tool for students looking for cues in terms of private study. This is less true of the ‘academics’, who tend to look for their own material and are far more active in establishing their own private study routine.
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Interestingly, the number of contact hours that students receive a week, as well as the number of hours they spend on private study, are significantly influenced by year of study. First year students, or those in a year other than their first or final year, are 
significantly more likely to receive more contact hours a week than final year students, see chart 5. When this is broken down by the type of contact, it is clear that the major influence is the difference in the average number of lecture hours that students receive in different years of study. First year students, and students in their intermediate years, also receive more contact hours through interactive teaching sessions than final year students. In contrast, when you look at private study hours the reverse is true and final year students are significantly more likely to spend longer on private study than first year students.
Institution type can also be seen to significantly influence both contact hours and private study hours – see chart 6.  Students that attend Russell Group institutions or pre 1992 institutions are significantly more likely to receive more contact hours than those attending post 1992 institutions or other institutions. Again, this appears to be driven by the average number of lecture hours that are received by students. Despite this, students that attend a post 1992 institution are likely to receive significantly more interactive group/tutorial hours than students that attend either pre 1992 or Russell Group institutions. With regards to contact hours, this would seem to indicate that differences are not just about the actual quantity, but also the type of contact that the different institutions offer. Looking at private study hours, students at Russell Group institution are significantly more likely to spend longer on private study than students that attend either Pre 1992 or Post 1992 institutions.
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When looking at the different forms of contact, students had clear ideas of what made these hours more or less effective. In lectures, active and informal experiences are favoured, with students being encouraged to interact with the material through incomplete handouts and problem sheets. More rigid lectures, where information is conveyed in a less interactive manner, are seen as being far less effective. Often these are viewed as an ineffective use of time, as their recall of the subject matter is poor following the lecture. They also felt they could have achieved a similar level of learning from the lecture materials. Beyond the pedagogical effectiveness, students are particularly positive about lecturers who managed to convey their enthusiasm for a subject area, captivating and engaging the students, and inspiring them to discuss and research the topic area. Seminars and Workshops are more universally well received, mainly due to their inherently interactive nature. Students found them particularly effective when they immediately followed a lecture – the seminar/workshop being based on the content from the lecture. These provided a timetabled environment in which they were able to have interactive contact with the staff, while any queries or concerns about the content were top of mind.

Often it appears that the students are expecting to have a similar teaching environment to that which they encountered within secondary school and sixth form; however this is not necessarily the case. Students seem to expect the teaching style to be different at university, and demonstrate an awareness of the changes they will have to make to their learning style. However, this awareness does not necessarily translate into easily coping with these changes, and they find the new style of learning noticeably more difficult. 
When asked, the vast majority of students, 75%, believe that the number of contact hours they receive is sufficient. Interestingly, this is not significantly affected by year of study despite the difference in contact hours. This suggests that as students progress through university they are happy to receive fewer contact hours.

Who provides contact?
Students were asked what percentage of their contact hours were provided by the following groups: professors, senior lecturers, researchers and postgraduates. The majority of contact hours in all institutions are provided by professors or senior lecturers who provide an average of 85% of contact hours – see chart 7. This is however significantly affected by institution type, with students that attend Russell Group institutions or Pre 1992 institutions more likely to have contact time with a professor than students that attend Post 1992 institutions or other institutions. This trend however is reversed when looking at contact time with senior lecturers where students attending Post 1992 or other institutions are likely to have more contact time than students attending either Russell Group institutions or Pre 1992 institutions. Again this would indicate differences that exist around contact are not simply about the actual number of hours. 
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Throughout the research it became clear that students were more likely to speak to staff who were viewed as being approachable and available. Students rarely express concern about staff seniority, rather their initial point of contact would be a staff member they felt comfortable speaking to and who is easily available. In some cases, this made technicians a preferable point of contact, rather than academic staff.
When asked about the quality of interaction, senior lecturers and professors came out the best – see chart 8.  This would seem to indicate a high level of correlation between the percentage of contact hours received and how the quality of the interaction is perceived.
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Interestingly, the contact which students often value particularly highly is the time they spend with their peers. When asked “what motivates you to learn?” the second most popular response, after an inspirational lecturer, was collaborating with other students, which 57% of respondents said motivated them. In most cases, when they encountered difficulties both in terms of academic and non-academic concerns, friends are the first and often the only point of contact, as not only are they more approachable, and the most available, they can also communicate on a common level.

Students’ network of course-mates is an extremely valuable learning resource, both in terms of dealing with any concerns, but also for autonomous learning and discussion. Often this occurs outside of timetabled hours, in a variety of locations including cafes, library areas, and student accommodation. An unexpected benefit of short amounts of time between lectures (1-2 hours) is fostering this valuable horizontal (peer-to-peer) learning. During this time students use both university-provided and improvised social spaces to discuss the previous lecture’s content, raise any concerns or queries, and discuss non-academic pursuits.
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“Today I had a lecture from 9am to 11am, the first half was merely sitting listening to the lecturer read off slideshows…a different lecturer for the second half who was much better, involved the students and paused so people had time to note down important things”


Extract from a student blog


(First Year, BSc)
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“I don’t think seniority matters at all”


“Younger tutors are easier to talk to”


Extracts from focus groups
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“If it’s a social problem, I’ll go to my friends probably…if it’s an academic problem, depends I’m living with ***** on my course so I’ll probably go to them or my other friends on my course”


Extract from interview


(Second Year, BA)
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Chart 7: Percentage of weekly contact hours with different groups influenced by institution type 

Q19. What percentage of your weekly contact time is with each of the following professors, senior lecturers, researchers, postgraduates

Base: All answering section 2 (2374), Russell Group (597), Pre 1992 (598), Post 1992 (1018), Other institution (160)
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Chart 8: Quality of contact hours with different groups influenced by institution type 

Q20. How would you rate the quality of the interaction with each of the following professors, senior lecturers, researchers, postgraduates

Base: All answering section 2 (2374), Russell Group (597), Pre 1992 (598), Post 1992 (1018), Other institution (160)
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Chart 4: Average number of contact hours and hours a week spent on private study

Q15. On average, how many contact hours a week do you have at this stage of your course, and how are these split into: lectures, interactive group teaching sessions/ tutorials, individual teaching sessions/ tutorials 

Q18. In addition to contact hours, how many hours a week do you spend on private study?

Base: All answering section 2 (2374)
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Chart 1: How students rate the quality of teaching and the learning experience is significantly affected by year of study 

Q12. How would you rate the quality of the teaching and learning experience?

Base: All answering section 2 (2374), fist year (647), other year (551), final year (1176)
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