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For those working in higher education, the assumption is often that we know
what students want and need better than the students do themselves. At
Cengage we wanted to throw these assumptions out of the window and
undertake a comprehensive study into the real aspirations, needs and
experiences of today’s students – real student voices.
Using an independent market research company, we surveyed undergraduate
students across the UK, the Netherlands, Scandinavia and South Africa.
Our particular interest lay in a number of subjects: Accounting, Business,
Economics, Finance, Marketing, Computer Science, Mathematics, Chemistry,
Physics and Psychology. A mixture of students was achieved in the sample
although the majority classified themselves as female and were of standard
university age, whilst almost half the responses came from students currently
in their first year. The students had a range of grade expectations, with the
most working towards a mid-level grade; and the sample was pulled from a
diverse range of educational institutions. In total our research includes the
voices of 772 students.

60% of students are
studying to pursue
their interests.

Student Motivation
Whereas only 41% of undergraduates are studying for financial
prospects. However, our research found interesting regional
variations. In the UK, for example, 63% of students chose a degree
for graduate prospects, 20% higher than in Europe. This is in line
with other recent studies. Kings College London and the Quality
Assurance Agency for Higher Education found that the primary
purpose for a student entering higher education in the UK was
to improve their career prospects. Our research, however, also
further found that the most career-focused students were those
studying business-related degrees, with only 50% of them stating
that one of the reasons they were studying was to pursue their
interests.

Employability Skills
This includes management skills, leadership skills and teamwork,
all of which they thought would be useful in their future career.

90% of students
believe that
interpersonal
skills are the
most important
employability
skills they should
be learning at
university.

After this students value Study Skills - such as critical thinking,
creativity and presentation skills - over and above any careers
support that their university provides. It appears that students
place most importance on employability skills that have a direct
relevance to skills related to their studies and future career goals.
This is supported by a 2018 report by the UK’s National Audit
Office, which indicated that some of the skills graduates lack are
the softer transferable skills required for work. With awareness of
this, more emphasis might be given within teaching to show how
learning activities are preparing students for work. For students
in business-related subjects 97% thought interpersonal skills were
the most important, as were computing skills. Science students
favoured digital skills, whilst Psychology students thought verbal
communication skills would be the most useful.

ST U D ENT
C H A L L E NGE S

Students most
commonly cite
‘Writing elements’
as one of the
most challenging
aspects of their
undergraduate
course.

32% of undergraduate students, in fact. Students were given 15
course elements to choose from and could select as many as they
liked. Students of Accounting and Finance were more likely to
say that ‘the application of concepts to real-life scenarios’ was a
challenge (46%), whilst those studying Mathematics struggled with
the ‘theoretical elements’ of their course (59%). Other commonly
cited challenges included preparing for assessments, critical
thinking and interpreting data. Focusing more class time and online
support on these areas earlier within modules may ease and speed
up the learning of these more challenging elements.

This is perhaps hardly surprising, given that most new students
have come direct from school where there is generally more
guided support throughout the learning process. This is further

38% of first year
students struggle
with independent
learning.

evidenced by a wide range of research consolidated by the Higher
Education Academy, all of which suggests that first year students
need help in becoming autonomous learners. Our research found
that by the third year the most commonly cited challenge for
students is interpreting data (31%), suggesting that resources in
the third year could be directed more towards providing additional
guidance on the more complex elements of their studies.

Course Satisfaction
An open question asked students to think more generally about their course and make any
suggestions as to what could be offered to improve their learning experience. As expected,
students presented a rich and varied range of suggestions. Most commonly cited was the
request for more guidance and one-to-one sessions, although with only 16% of respondents
asking for this, it suggests that students are largely happy with the support they are receiving.

most
Other commonly made suggestions were moreStudents
digital resources
beingcommonly
made available to them,
more support and guidance with their assignments, as well as video tutorials, lecture capture,

cite ‘Writing elements’

and more practical and interactive elements within their studies. So, whilst course satisfaction

one
ofmore
the
most
is generally high, it does suggest that there is aas
desire
for a
diverse
range and delivery of
teaching. A wider use of digital resources may help provide this, as well as freeing up time for
individual student support.

When asked
about what can
improve course
satisfaction,
students are most
likely to request
more guidance
or one-to-one
sessions..

challenging aspects of
their undergraduate
course.

D I G I TAL
RE SO UR CE S

79% of students
think that digital
resources are an
essential part of
their course.

Linked to this most students indicate a positive attitude towards
digital resources and are keen to try out new digital tools. Recent
studies carried out by JISC also found that 70% of HE learners agree
that when digital technology is used on their course they are more
independent in their learning and can fit learning more easily into
their lives. Our research found that they agree to a lesser extent
that they only use the digital resources that lecturers recommend,
which suggests they would be open-minded to fresh digital ideas.
The good news is that 94% of students are satisfied with the quality
of resources that they are provided with.

Students believe
that the most
important feature
of any digital
learning resource
are test yourself
and practice
questions.

Digital elements such as these, that provide the students with some
guidance in regards to their individual learning, are also the most
widely used. Whereas more ‘innovative’ digital learning resources
– including audio function for readings, simulations, flash cards
and e-book note-taking facilities – are less widely used, perhaps
because they are less widely available. This suggests that digital
resources that provide guidance, allow revision of content, or a
chance to gain feedback are considered by students to be the most
important to their learning.

20% of students want
wider digital offerings
in their course or
recommendations.

They are also looking for more guidance and information
about the resources that are available and how to access and
use them. Similarly, our research shows that accessibility
appears to be key. Any new resources incorporated into their
learning need to be highly visible (such as through an
institutional VLE) and highlighted by their lecturers, easy to
use, remotely accessible and with minimal user restrictions.
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For a full copy of the Student Voices report or to get involved in future
Student Voices research, visit cengage.co.uk/student_voices
or contact your Cengage Learning Consultant.

