HEPI report commentary 

1 The Bologna Agreement has attempted to create a more uniform higher education area across Europe through, amongst other things, specifying common numbers of study hours for Batchelor-level programmes. However UK students appear to study significantly fewer hours than do students in mainland Europe – the average is less than in any other country and about seven hours/week less than the European average
. This undermines the widespread assumption that students in mainland Europe do not actually study the hours specified in their course documentation while UK students do. It appears that neither mainland European students nor UK students study the hours specified in documents, but UK students appear to study even fewer hours per week than elsewhere in Europe. As academic semesters in mainland Europe are usually significantly longer than UK semesters, the difference in the length of a ‘study year’ is probably much wider than the difference between the theoretical study year assumed by Bologna (1,500 hours per year) and the UK (1,200 hours per year).

2 In mainland Europe only 5%-25% of students (varying by country) study fewer than 20 hours per week
 while the HEPI data shows that in the UK 34% study 20 hours per week or less, and that about 20 hours/week is the norm in three subject areas in post-1992 universities. 20 hours/week is part time studying, so a significant minority of UK students are enrolled full time but studying part time, with their university receiving funding for full time students, and this phenomenon is the norm in some subject areas.

3 Part of this phenomenon can be explained by the proportion of UK students undertaking paid work while studying FT. In previous UK studies, there has been shown to be a measurable negative impact of paid work hours on hours of study and on student performance and progression
. There is a similar negative correlation between paid work and both study hours and grades in the USA
. In the US the large proportion of all HE students who work their way through college expect to only be able to enrol part time and so accumulate credits over an extended period of time, as their income and time availability allows. In the UK full time students appear to be able to enrol full time, but actually study only part time, working their way through college at the same time, but still achieve the necessary credits to obtain a degree in only three years. As it is unlikely that UK higher education students are significantly more able than their counterparts in Europe or the USA a plausible conclusion is that demands on UK students are lower in terms of expectations of study hours, or in the standard expected to gain credits, or both. The high levels of average satisfaction reported in the National Student Survey may need to be re-interpreted if what students are satisfied with is an education that makes comparatively low demands on them.

4 A proportion of this phenomenon of lower student effort may be cultural. In mainland Europe students on average undertake between 8-15 hours a week of paid work, whilst studying full time (compared with 33% of UK students undertaking more than 6 hours of paid work a week) and still, on average, put in more study hours than in the UK
. In Latvia students work for 31 hours/week to supplement their income and still study for 33 hours/week, eight hours/week more than the average in the UK. UK students appear to study less hard even when parallel paid work is taken into account. These cultural differences may to some extent be institution-specific or even course-specific. The HEPI data shows quite wide variations between UK institutions and between subjects, and these differences are stable over time (between the 2006 and 2007 surveys). Local cultural differences may take the form of tacit expectations about what level of effort is considered ‘enough’, despite what is stated in course documentation. Many courses are described in terms of what the teacher does (class contact hours) rather than what the student is supposed to do (student learning hours), and expectations may not be explicit or understood. As student performance across the entire system has consistently increased, students may be correct in assuming that even relatively low levels of effort are adequate. There may be scope that many institutions and courses are not exploiting to get their students to study for an adequate number of hours. This is, of course, partly a funding issue, as for some students it would not be possible to study at all if study demands were such that there were insufficient hours available to work part time to earn income. Expectations may have adjusted to the economic realities of student funding while course documentation has remained unchanged.

5 The HEPI report correctly assumes (para 12) that there is no simple relationship between ‘more’ and ‘better’ in terms of the volume of teaching and the volume of learning effort. However this assumption may benefit from some unpacking. First, there is evidence that there is no simple relationship between the amount of teaching a student experiences and the amount of studying they undertake. Vos
 reported that as class contact hours go up, independent study hours go down, to retain a fairly constant total ‘student learning week’ across most of the 400 courses studied. The exceptions to this were when class contact hours were very low (below 5 hours/week) when the student learning week was seen to be lower than average, and when class contact hours were extremely high (over 25 hours/week) when the student learning week increased a little. But in the Vos study for courses with between five and 25 hours per week of class contact, students worked a remarkably consist 41 hour week, varying only a little between disciplines. It should be noted that the Vos study was undertaken in the Netherlands and 41 hours a week is much higher than reported in the HEPI data for UK students. 41 hours may represent a realistic ceiling which UK most students do not approach and the ‘trading off’ of class time and study time may not happen until this ceiling is approached.

Second, it is true that it is not those students who work hardest who perform best – the most able may need to put in fewer hours and the most strategic, or those with more effective study habits, may succeed with fewer well targeted hours, while the less able may need to put in many hours even to gain a bare pass grade
. Hours of study do however predict grades once students study more than 14 hours a week
, and so the HEPI assumption may not hold for those universities reported to have well above average study hours. In contrast to studies that have examined student cohorts to see if those who study longest get the best grades, studies of what happens if an individual student studies for longer hours do show a strong positive impact. This is the ‘time on task’ principle enshrined in the ‘Seven Principles of Good Practice in Undergraduate Education’
 that if you want to learn something well you have to put time into it. The evidence that it is not necessarily the hardest working students who succeed best should not be interpreted to mean that it is not a good idea to get students to work hard. What gets students to work hard is, in part, the setting of high expectations (rather than more teaching) and in part the perceived nature of assessment demands. Neither of these variables were the focus of the HEPI surveys.

Third, while the relationship between the volume of teaching and the volume of student effort is not straightforward, the relationship between the volume and type of assessment and the volume of student effort is comparatively clear. Students work hardest when there is a high volume of formative-only assessment and feedback, and oral feedback, less when there is a high volume of summative assessment but little formative-only assessment, and least when there is relatively little assessment of either kind
. These three patterns are broadly associated with Oxbridge, post-1992 universities and Russell Group universities (other an Oxbridge), respectively and this may help to explain the relatively low study hours evident in many pre-1992 universities in the HEPI data. Assessment patterns may be a much better predictor of student effort than teaching patterns – students may skip classes and may not prepare well for classes, but they make sure that they submit the necessary assignments, and while classes may not generate much study time, required assignments clearly do. As a significant proportion of institutional resources allocated to academic time are used for assessment, rather than for teaching, this issue may be worth exploring in future HEPI surveys. The Open University’s exceptionally high National Student Survey ratings for assessment and feedback seem likely to be a consequence of the high proportion of course delivery resources the Open University allocates to providing extensive written feedback on regular and substantial assignments, rather than to conventional teaching.

While assessment and feedback patterns may help to explain differences within the UK they may not explain the higher study effort of students elsewhere in Europe who are unlikely to receive more feedback than do students in the UK.

6 When value for money is cross tabulated with class contact hours it can be seen that students experience their courses as better value for money when they have more teaching
. There are institutional exceptions to this pattern – for example the HEPI data shows that Oxbridge is perceived as good value for money even though it has relatively few class contact hours in most subjects. In the HEPI data there is also a strong positive relationship between total study hours (class contact plus independent study) and an experience of value for money
 and the HEPI data identifies institutions where there are high total study hours despite low class contact hours. The issue here then is how universities generate high levels of student commitment to study that leads to high total study hours that is then experienced as good value for money. Again is may involve features of the assessment system, and especially the frequency and volume of feedback, rather than the volume of teaching
.

7 The ‘value-for money’ ratings may be more influenced by group size for small group teaching, and who undertakes the teaching, rather than by the volume of teaching – in other words by the extent to which students experience close contact with academics. This is the variable identified by large scale quantitative studies in the US that best predicts a range of student learning outcomes
. The UK trend towards the high US levels of use of graduate teaching assistants (TAs) for small group teaching, in those UK research intensive universities that have enough doctoral students to achieve this, seems likely to be a significant quality issue, as it has been in the US, where the relatively poor quality of teaching by TAs is a consistent and relatively intractable problem. What the HEPI data does not reveal is the impact on students’ experience in non-research-intensive universities of significant proportions of their teaching being conducted by what in the US are termed ‘adjunct faculty’ – in the UK ‘Part Time Lecturers’. Such teachers may have less time to prepare, have little access to study leave or funding to update their scholarship through conferences or research, have much less (paid) time to meet students outside of class and often have a portfolio of part time teaching jobs that obviates a commitment to a single institution or a single cohort of students. In some cases even their marking and feedback is not paid for. While the HEPI data suggests that students may be able to distinguish a doctoral student from a lecturer they may be unable to recognise which of their lecturers is part time or on less supportive contracts of employment, and so a student survey may not be capable of examining this issue.

8 Overall there is a striking lack of difference between institutions of different types, with very different staff-student ratios, in terms of how many hours of scheduled teaching are experienced (Table 11), how many hours of study students undertake, total workload (Table 10) and how many hours of small group teaching are experienced (Table 14). This lack of difference in study behaviour is not a result of there being, overall, little variation between institutions – Table 11 shows that there are wide differences – but this difference is not predicted by institutional type. As a consequence a second interpretation might be that individual institutions, regardless of type, have norms about what volume of teaching, and what volume of small group teaching of what class size, is acceptable, and what is not. These norms are likely to be cultural and implicit, or even complicit, rather than the result of overt strategic decisions.

9 It is striking that, after ‘reducing fees’ and ‘providing financial support’, students would allocate additional funding to HE to better training for teachers more than to any other purpose (see Table 24). New teachers who experience an extended teaching development programme receive significantly improved student ratings, compared with those who experience no initial training
. However such training is today almost universal for new academics in the UK, and compulsory in many institutions, so the problem may lie either with less than effective training (despite the research evidence) or with students’ overall experience being dominated by the larger proportion of older academics who took up their posts before training became available or required.

10 Given the increased emphasis placed on the development of students’ generic or transferable skills, efforts to increase work experience (and arguments that parallel employment is good for students) and recent funded efforts by HEFCE to increase student volunteering, it is striking that it is to ‘involvement in clubs and societies’ that students attribute most benefit to their transferable skills, and by an enormous margin (10-20 times the impact on skills of volunteering) (see Table 28). Future HEFCE initiatives might more cost-effectively be targeted on supporting the operation of clubs and societies.
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