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Changing Student Expectations

This paper explores institutional feedback data from students at a Midlands-based

university in order to explore how far expectations of the student experience have

changed in line with recent higher educational policy. Dearing (1997) recommended a

commitment to widening participation (WP) and improving access. WP is now central to

higher education policy and a key area of research (Woodrow et al., 2002). The

economic imperative has been recognised by policy makers. Leitch (2006, p.3)

identified ‘a direct correlation between skills productivity and employment’ and goes on

to argue (p. 13) that ‘Ensuring that high skills are of world class quality and relevance

to the economy is just as important as determining the quantity of people that should

be qualified to these levels’. These sentiments were echoed earlier in the White Paper

2003, higher education must expand to meet the rising skills needs and that

universities and colleges can play a bigger role in creating jobs and prosperity.

This study uses quantitative and qualitative data that has been gathered as part of the

annual student satisfaction survey at the University of Central England since 1988. This

is an institution-wide survey of the total student experience, which includes both

academic and non-academic issues, and samples all its taught undergraduate and

postgraduate programmes. The satisfaction survey links satisfaction with importance

ratings in order to explore student perceptions of the quality of their experience. This

paper uses the mean importance ratings from the survey in order to indicate what they

want from their higher education experience. For the purpose of this study, each

question has been ranked from most important to least important. A multivariate

analysis was carried out in order to explore differences between full- and part-time

students and the influence of demographic characteristics.

Mode of study appears to have a significant impact on student expectations. For both

full- and part-time students, the most important aspect of academic life remains the

‘development of their subject knowledge’ between 2002 until 2007. However, part-time

students are more concerned with the development of a skills base such as problemsolving

skills than full-time students, whose main priority appears to be obtaining work

experience and securing future employment. Demographic characteristics appear to

have some influence on the expectations of students. In 2002 the most important

aspect of academic life for both women and men was to ‘develop their subject

knowledge’. In 2006 and 2007 the most important ranked aspect of academic life was

‘suitability of the work experience’. Although the ‘development of subject knowledge’

remains in the top five most important ranked aspects of academic life amongst women

and men, this drops from the first position in 2002 to third in 2006 and 2007.

Interestingly, ‘softer’ aspects of the learning experience are rated as more important by

men than by women. Ethnicity, however, appears not to exert a clear influence on

student expectations.

This research indicates that there has been a shift in emphasis in student expectations

in line with the Leitch Review. In particular, students increasingly rate as important the
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ability to obtain suitable work experience and secure future employment from their

academic experiences. Arguably, higher education is becoming vocationally driven.
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