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Despite higher value-for-money perceptions, 
students want more info on spending of fees …



“Data provided by the 
universities reveal both 
too much and too little; 
they are unnecessarily 
detailed in places but 
also contain notable 
gaps and rely on some 
contestable definitions.”



There are only modest changes in workload 
from year to year …
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 Teaching intensity  

 Workload trends  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Base: All respondents. 2015 (15,129); 2016 (15,221); 2017 (14,057); 2018 (14,046); 2019 (14,072). 

There is evidence of a small but continuing decline in independent study (13.8 hours in 2019 
compared to 15.2 in 2015), against a small but regular increase in timetabled study hours (13.9 
hours in 2019 compared to 13.4 hours in 2015).11   

Despite this increase in timetabled hours, the proportion of these hours being attended is falling, 
which, together with a slight decline in work outside the university and independent study, has 
contributed to a small drop in overall workload this year. 

Overall, however, many of the figures on this chart have remained remarkably consistent over 
time, with perhaps the most lasting change being that timetabled hours have overtaken 
independent study, representing quite a shift since 2015.  

In analysing workload, we need to take into account that students often need to balance this with 
significant amounts of time spent in paid employment. It is striking that time spent in employment 
is increasing consistently, which is likely to be increasing pressure on how students manage their 
time.  

Time spent in paid employment 

 

 
2017 

(14,057) 
 

 
2018 

(14,046) 
2019 

(14,072) 

Hours spent in paid 
employment unrelated 

to your course 
4.4 4.7 4.8 

                                                      
11 For all references to workload hours, mean including zero used. No exceptions.  
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As this profile shows, there are major geographical and demographic differences between the 

segments. Typical residential students tend to display many characteristics opposite to those of 

‘full commuter’ students (i.e. younger, from more affluent backgrounds, Russell Group, outside 

London), who in turn share some characteristics with the ‘live-at-home’ segment (i.e. older, BME, 

Post-92, less affluent). ‘Social’ commuter students tend to have their own set of characteristics. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Base: UK-domicile. Typical residential student (7,263); Social commuter student (1,284); Live-at-home student (1,349); 
Full commuter student (2,390).   

There is a clear and logical link between value received and opinion of the choice made of 
course / institution. In terms of the segments in our analysis, the link between commuting and 
living arrangements on the quality of the experience is clear, with typical residential students 
significantly more likely to report good value and satisfaction with their choice than full commuter 
students, who report the least satisfactory experience overall. 

The difference between the other two segments is more nuanced, with live-at-home students (i.e. 
close to university) more likely to say they would make the same choice again but less positive on 
value, while social commuter students (live with other students but far away) are more positive on 
value-for-money but the least likely to say they would make the same choice again.  

These findings may be seen to imply that a typical residential experience (living with other 
students, close to university) is somehow necessary in order to get the most out of university. 
However, there are a range of reasons – economic, personal, geographic – which drive other 
choices being made, and the more that institutions can continue to make provision for students 
living in a variety of different situations and locations, the more inclusive the experience will 
become. 

In conducting the analysis in this section, we recognise that there is an element of overlap 
between living arrangements and ethnicity, with Asian students in particular being more likely to 
live at home rather than with other students. However, in statistical analysis from 2018 we 
identified that there were still differences in results by ethnicity and living arrangements even 
when the overlap between groups was removed, and hence we have discussed both elements 
separately in this report, as they are both believed to be important factors in their own right.  
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% Received Good  / Very Good value   

Value and appraisal of choice – by segment  

Augar report:

“[we] suggest a 
detailed study of the 
characteristics and in-
study experience of 
commuter students 
and how to support 
them better.” 

Higher education does not meet all students’ 
needs equally …



Two-thirds don’t regret their choice, and very 
few find apprenticeships more appealing …
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 Appraisal of choice made  
Last year (2018) we introduced a new question to probe more thoroughly into students’ 
assessment of their choices, and whether, given the chance again, they would have chosen a 
different course, institution, or both. This year we have improved this question to better reflect the 
range of options available, including choosing an apprenticeship. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Base: All respondents (14,072). 

Overall, a high proportion of students (64%) are happy with their choice, with most of those who 
are not entirely happy feeling they would change institution and / or course. Just 4% would 
choose an apprenticeship, but it will be interesting to see if this proportion increases over time as 
apprenticeships become more embedded within higher as well as further education.  

Although we have extended the range of options, the results are broadly comparable to last year, 
when 65% were happy with the choice they made, indicating that despite different expectations 
and feelings of preparedness, significant regret about the choices made tends to be relatively 
uncommon. 

If they were to make a different choice, students would be most likely to seek a change in their 
institution rather than the course, and as the chart below shows, this is particularly prevalent 
among Post 92 as well as Specialist institutions. We have seen that Specialist institutions are 
generally associated with strong value-for-money, and indeed a positive overall experience so 
this result is perhaps surprising, but may indicate a desire to follow a less specialist path. 

 

 

 

 

64%
12%

8%

6%

4%
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2%

1%

Knowing what you know now, which of the 
following would you do if you could start again?

No change. I am happy

Choose same course at different
institution

Choose different course at same
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Choose different institution and
different course

Do an apprenticeship

Not enter HE and get a job

Not enter HE and do something
else

Other



Students want more detail about why they 
have received specific marks …
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 How might assessment be improved? 
In a new question for 2019, we asked for more information as to how feedback could be 
improved, from a pre-defined list, with respondents able to choose as many or as few options as 
required.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Base: All respondents. 2015 (14,947); 2016 (14,989); 2017 (13,854); 2018 (14,046); 2019 (14,072). 

The main aspect that students would like to see more of is more detail on why the mark was 
awarded, as well as more emphasis on how the feedback will help follow through to the next 
assignment. They also expressed a desire for more face-to-face feedback, but not an 
overwhelming demand for feedback to be received sooner, implying that in general the timeliness 
of feedback is not an overriding concern.  

There appears to be relatively little demand for the methods of feedback to evolve, with relatively 
few respondents looking to receive more online or flexible feedback. 
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Overall most students (66%) were happy for their parents to be contacted in the event of extreme 
circumstances, with a further 15% happy in any circumstances and only 18% not happy for their 
parents to be contacted at all. This shines a light on the role institutions are expected to play in 
protecting students in the light of mental health issues and a general recognition among 
undergraduate students that parents may reasonably be expected to become involved.  

Base: All respondents (14,072); Students aged 26+ (881). Significant differences compared to all respondents in bold.  

Where we see a clear difference within the data is when we compare older undergraduate 
students (those aged 26+) against the total sample. These mature students are significantly less 
likely to feel it is acceptable for parents to be made aware of any mental health concerns.  

It is entirely logical that some mature students respond differently to this question – they are more 
likely to feel fully independent and in some cases may have less of a direct connection to their 
parents. It should be noted, however, that only one in four mature undergraduates were 
completely against the idea of contacting their parents, which emphasises how institutions, in 
working with parents / guardians, can play a key role in helping to tackle mental health issues 
across the board.   

18% 24%

66% 60%

15% 16%

All respondents Students aged  26+

Whether university could contact parents / 
guardian if worried about student's mental health 

No Yes, under extreme circumstances Yes, under any circumstances

The current cohort of students want much 
more disclosure of mental ill-health …



Two-thirds of students want the Government 
to cover most of the costs …

 

Student Academic Experience Survey 2019 

Jonathan Neves and Nick Hillman 

 

 

 
50 

 

 Policy options 

 Funding 
An established question in the Survey addresses whether the costs of teaching undergraduate 
students should be funded by students, the government, or a mixture of the two. In the context of 
the continued high profile of fees in the media and across the sector, it is quite striking how little 
that opinions have fluctuated over time. 

Base: All respondents. 2015 (15,129); 2016 (15,221); 2017 (14,057); 2018 (14,046); 2019 (14,072).  

There has consistently been a clear perception that the government should pay most or all of the 
costs, with the most popular option being that both students and the government should pay but 
the government should pay more. None of the options has moved by more than a few percentage 
points over the past years, although this year there has been a statistically significant 1% decline 
in the proportion that feel both should pay equally, balanced against a matching 1% (statistically 
significant) increase in the proportion that feel the government should pay more. 

Students from Scotland are the most likely to feel that the government should pay more, which is 
perhaps unsurprising given the nature of the fee regime, although there has been a slight decline. 
England and Northern Ireland have both seen an increase in the perception that government 
should pay more, although both are still below Scotland on this measure. 

Although not statistically significant, due to a small base size, perhaps the most notable change 
here is among students from Wales, who are less likely in 2019 to feel the government should 
meet most of the costs, and much more likely than the average to feel that both should pay an 
equal amount (23% compared to 17%). This change in Wales is potentially a key one given the 
introduction this year of fee changes in Wales, with students no longer able to claim offsetting fee 
grants. Given that perceptions of value-for-money – as discussed at the beginning of this report – 
have not declined notably for Wales, then this potentially reflects a positive reaction to this fee 
change. 
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… but Augar proposes no change on the 
proportion paid by taxpayers



Students still want more 
information on where 

their fees go

Student workload 
relatively stable since the 

Survey began in 2006

Under-represented 
groups provide less 
positive responses

One-third of students 
would do something 

different if choosing again

But apprenticeships have 
a long way to go in 

gaining appeal

Improving feedback is not 
rocket science – but 

needs resources

Students back more 
disclosure of mental 

health issues

Students want taxpayers 
to cover more of the costs 

of higher education 


