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5forEword 

forEword1 

It is very interesting how education and especially higher edu-
cation is portrayed in political debates during difficult periods 
of time, like the current economic crisis. These debates are of-
ten led by the governments and strongly linked to economic 
indicators such as the employability of graduates, drawing a 
picture of the so-called ›efficiency‹ of the higher education 
system. That understanding of the concept of quality of higher 
education from the policy-making arena has always been chal-
lenged by students’ unions, higher education institutions or 
teachers’ trade unions, that do often have another point of view on how quality should 
be understood.

It has been a challenging task to define a shared concept for the quality of higher ed-
ucation because stakeholders have had different views on it. The approach that has 
been taken towards quality assurance within the European Higher Education Area 
is a clear example of it, where the discussion about the understanding of quality was 
left out; notwithstanding it was possible to develop a common framework for quality 
assurance (the European Standards and Guidelines) with a great success.

The project called quest for Quality for Students is a contribution to the policy de-
velopments for the quality of higher education, shedding some light on the concept of 

quality from the perspective of European students. 
This publication contributes to achieving that goal 
in a significant way by explaining the outcomes of a 
survey conducted by esu on students’ perspectives 
on quality assurance in higher education.

This publication is the first part of Volume ii of the 
quest research. It follows-up on the work that has 
already been done and published in Volume i, con-
taining a desk research focusing on existing trends 
in student engagement in quality assurance, a sur-

vey to National Students’ Unions complemented with a focus group of student repre-
sentatives, and the reports of two case studies and three site visits of different higher 
education systems in Europe. The forthcoming second part of Volume ii will include 
the outcomes of several site visits to higher education institutions where focus groups 
with students and interviews with the institutional leadership and managers of the 
internal quality assurance systems took place. All those publications will together be 

“onE of oUr goalS 
ThroUghoUT ThIS 
projEcT haS BEEn To 
raISE awarEnESS aBoUT 
ThE UndErSTandIng of 
qUalITy from STUdEnTS’ 
poInT of vIEw.”
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the foundation of Volume iii, which will present how quality through students' eyes 
can be defined, reached and assured; as well as what information students think is 
important that higher education institutions provide to them. 

One of our goals throughout this project has been to raise awareness about the un-
derstanding of quality from students’ point of view. Thus, it can be considered and 
influence discussions on higher education, having a positive effect on it and improve 
its quality. 

Last but not least, we would like to express our greatest gratitude to the authors of 
this report, Jens Jungblut and Martina Vukasovic, whose work has been essential for 
achieving the aims of this project. We would also like to thank the higher education 
institutions that kindly agreed to distribute the questionnaire among their students 
and to all the students that participated in the survey, which is a key element in the 
project and we have managed to complete successfully.

Fernando Miguel Galán Palomares 
Vice-Chairperson of the European Students’ Union 2013–14
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EXEcUTIvE SUmmary2 

The aim of the quest project is to map students’ views on quality at different levels 
and in different disciplinary contexts. The survey that is the focus of this report, an 
integral part of the project, addressed the following research questions:

What is the students’ view on quality of higher education?qq

Do quality assurance mechanisms at the European, national and institutional qq
level actually enhance quality in the understanding of students?

What sort of information do students need to be provided to them in relation to qq
what they perceive as quality education?

Each of these areas was refined through more detailed items in the survey, which 
consisted of six sections focusing on (1) students’ motivations for and expectations of 
higher education, (2) their perspectives on quality, (3) awareness of quality assurance 
mechanisms, (4) needs and use of information, (5) perceptions about academic free-
dom and (6) demographic information. The full survey is provided in the appendix.

The survey was distributed electronically in eight European countries, selected be-
cause of different factors including region, difference in size and type of higher educa-
tion and quality system present in the country. Germany, France, UK, Spain, Poland, 
Norway, Latvia and Slovenia were selected. In each of the countries specific higher 
education institutions and programmes were targeted. In total there were more than 
8000 individual responses.

The different perspectives on quality in higher education were categorised following 
two classifications. The first one is based on Harvey and Green’s (1993) work on di-
mensions of quality: quality as excellence, quality as exceptional, quality as value for 
money, quality as fitness for purpose and quality as transformation. The second one 
was developed to reflect two distinct features of higher education, (1) added-value and 
inclusiveness as opposed to (2) selectivity and elitism.

The study points towards the fact that students have a multi-dimensional concept 
of quality in higher education, with the dimensions of quality as fitness for purpose, 
quality as transformation and quality as added-value being the ones with the highest 
level of agreement. At the same time, the dimensions of quality as selectivity and qual-
ity as value for money have the lowest agreement and the highest amount of disagree-
ment, pointing to the fact that they are less important for students. However, it is not 
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possible to define a typical comprehensive profile of a person that shares a particular 
view of quality in Harvey and Green’s terms.

Based on students’ responses concerning their expectations of higher education, two 
distinct views were constructed. The first Humboldtian one stresses traditional aca-
demic values (freedom of learning and teaching etc.), while the second consumerist 
one focuses on employability and implies a view of students as customers. In general, 
the more the respondent has expectations that are in line with the Humboldtian and 
the consumerist views, the more likely the respondent is also to agree with the differ-

ent views on quality, although the strength of cor-
relations differs across the dimensions of quality. 
Both the similarities and the differences between a 
Humboldtian and a consumerist view on the differ-
ent dimensions of quality in higher education offer 
multiple avenues for further research with a more 
refined dataset.

The general level of knowledge of quality assurance 
mechanisms is rather low, and the closer the mech-
anisms are situated to the participants’ day-to-day 
reality the more knowledge they seem to have on 
them. The highest level of knowledge is reported on 
the ways to get involved in quality assurance proc-

esses on the institutional level, while the three big European quality assurance initia-
tives, the esgs, eqar and enqa are more or less unknown to the participants. Around 
85 percentage of the participants report to regularly have the chance to take part in 
student evaluations and half of the respondents also see the results of these processes. 
Of those who see the results of these evaluations a large majority also reports to have 
witnessed follow-up activities on the results. More than half of the respondents think 
that evaluations have an effect on quality in higher education.

The relation between the knowledge of quality mechanisms and the support of cer-
tain concepts of quality is rather weak. The more the participants know about quality 
mechanisms on national or European levels, the more pronounced their support for 
different dimensions of quality is. On the one hand, there is no link or only a very weak 
one between expectations towards higher education, as conceptualised through the 
Humboldtian-versus-consumerist dichotomy, and the awareness of quality mecha-
nisms. On the other hand, there seems to be a stronger relationship between moti-
vational factors and the awareness of quality mechanisms. The strongest links can be 
found between motivations stemming from the social dimension and additional op-
portunities, and between a knowledge of quality mechanisms on the European level 
and the activities of student unions.

“ThE coUnTry comparI-
SonS USEd In ThIS STUdy 
alSo SUggEST ThaT ThE 
comparaTIvE approach 
IS a road worTh TakIng, 
and ThaT naTIonal SITU-
aTIonS mIghT havE an 
ImpacT on ThE STUdEnTS’ 
pErcEpTIon of qUalITy In 
hIghEr EdUcaTIon.”
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The respondents get most of their information from websites of higher education insti-
tutions and the respective programmes as well as other students. Least used to gather 
information are student unions and websites of public authorities. The same pattern 
was observed for the importance of the information for the students’ choice as well as 
the respondents’ assessment of the quality of the information provided. University 
rankings also seem to be used a lot by students to access information.

The findings of the study paint a multi-faceted picture of students’ view on quality in 
higher education. Even though this project has characteristics of a pilot study it does 
point towards interesting relations. The results offer several points of departure for 
future research projects to get an even clearer picture on the preferences, knowledge 
and need of students in Europe when it comes to quality in higher education. The 
country comparisons used in this study also suggest that the comparative approach is 
a road worth taking, and that national situations might have an impact on the students’ 
perception of quality in higher education.
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InTrodUcTIon3 

The European Students’ Union (esu), in partnership with the Romanian Agency for 
Quality Assurance in Higher Education (aracis), the National Unions of Students 
Scotland—student participation in quality Scotland (nus, Sparqs) and freier zussa-
menschluss von studentInnenschaften (fzs), and with support of the European Com-
mission (dg eac), launched the “Quest for Quality for Students” (quest) project.

The motivation for this project lies in the core of the issue of quality in both the major 
European initiatives related to higher education (the Bologna Process being the main 

example) as well as the different national policies 
and reforms taking place in the last ten years. The 
project is also motivated by the centrality of stu-
dents and their experiences, as evident in the shift 
towards student-centred learning and continuous 
emphasis on the importance of student participa-
tion in governance of higher education by major 
European stakeholders and esu and its members.

Therefore, the project seeks to connect these two 
central features of the recent higher education dy-
namics in Europe and uncover students’ perspec-
tives on quality and quality assurance in higher 
education. Apart from the survey on student per-
spectives on quality, which is the focus of this re-
port, the project also included a desk research fo-

cusing on existing trends in student engagement in quality assurance and study visits 
to a number of countries and higher education institutions (Finland, Spain—both na-
tional and institutional—, the Netherlands, Romania, Germany, Slovakia and Latvia), 
complemented with two case studies (Germany and Scotland).

“ThE moTIvaTIon for 
ThIS projEcT lIES In ThE 
corE of ThE ISSUE of 
qUalITy In BoTh ThE 
major EUropEan InITIa-
TIvES rElaTEd To hIghEr 
EdUcaTIon aS wEll aS 
ThE dIffErEnT naTIonal 
polIcIES and rEformS 
TakIng placE In ThE laST 
TEn yEarS.”
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aIm of ThE STUdy and rESEarch qUESTIonS 3.1 
addrESSEd ThroUgh ThE SUrvEy

The aim of the quest project is to map students’ views on quality at different levels 
and in different disciplinary contexts. The survey that is the focus of this report, an 
integral part of the project, addressed the following research questions:

What is the students’ view on quality of higher education?1 

What are the similarities and differences in students’ view on quality of a 
higher education when the higher education system, year of study, job 
while studying and student status (part-time or full-time) are taken into ac-
count?

What patterns can be identified in students’ view on quality of higher educa-b 
tion depending on students’ background, including elements of the socio-
economic background?

What patterns can be identified in students’ view on quality of higher edu-c 
cation depending on students’ motivations and expectations from higher 
education?

What is the relationship between students’ view on the role and purpose of d 
higher education and their view on quality of higher education?

In the understanding of students, do quality assurance mechanisms on the Eu-2 
ropean, national and institutional level actually enhance quality?

What is the students’ knowledge of quality assurance mechanisms at the Eu-a 
ropean, national and institutional level aiming at enhancing quality?

How do students see the capacity of these mechanisms to enhance quality?b 

What sort of information do students need to be provided to them in relation to 3 
what they perceive as quality education?
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STrUcTUrE and focUS of ThE qUESTIonnaIrE3.2 

In consultation with the experts involved in the project1, as well as the European Stu-
dents’ Union, the questionnaire was developed to cover the concepts relevant for an-
swering the research questions. The questionnaire was tested on a group of Bachelor 
level students at the Faculty of Education, University of Oslo. The full questionnaire 
is included in in the Appendix of this report.

The questionnaire consists of six different parts:

Motivations and expectations from higher educationa 

Perspectives on qualityb 

Awareness of quality mechanisms at different levelsc 

Information needs of students with respect to higher educationd 

Academic Freedome 

General higher education and demographic information about the respond-f 
ents

moTIvaTIonS and EXpEcTaTIonS from hIghEr EdUcaTIon

Part A includes questions concerning the choice whether to go into higher educa-
tion, as well as the choice of a particular higher education institution and a particular 
study programme, and what the major influence on these choices were (parents, peers, 
teachers, friends, etc.).2 In general, agreement or disagreement with the statements, or 
level of importance or strength of influence was always measured using a Likert-type 
scale, and respondents had the possibility to also choose a “do not know/do not want 
to answer” option, which was in the analysis coded as a missing value.

In relation to choosing to go into higher education, a number of aspects of higher 
education were included in the questionnaire. The respondents were asked to identify 
the importance of different aspects of higher education for their choice, covering a 
total of 18 aspects, including content, organisation, entry requirements, language of 
instruction, favourable study and financial conditions etc. (see Appendix for the full 

1  Members of the project Advisory Board: Sonia Cardoso (CIPES, Portugal), Mihai Paunes-
cu (ARACIS, Romania) and Bjørn Stensaker (University of Oslo, Norway).

2  For a model of student’s choice behavior see Chapman (1981).
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list, Part A, question 4). The options were organised in a five point Likert-type scale. 
Some of these were later in the analysis (see sections 4 and 5 of the report) combined 
into broad aspects of higher education3:

statements concerning the content and focus/specialisation of the programme, qq
its reputation and flexibility were combined into a study programme compos-
ite;

statements concerning scholarship opportunities, quality of student support qq
services and favourable conditions for studying and living were combined into 
a social dimension of higher education composite;

statements concerning the reputation of the programme and the higher educa-qq
tion institution were combined into a reputation composite;

statements concerning mobility, internship and scholarship opportunities qq
were combined into an additional opportunities composite;

statements concerning career prospects upon graduate and internship oppor-qq
tunities were combined into an employability composite, and

statements concerning learning infrastructure, research infrastructure and qq
quality of student support services were combined into an infrastructure com-
posite.

When it comes to expectations from higher education, a total of 14 expectations were 
formulated (Appendix, Part A, question 5) and the respondents were expected to indi-
cate their agreement with these expectations, using a five point Likert-type scale.

On the basis of the desk research conducted as part of the overall quest projects, 
some of the statements in the survey concerning expectations from higher education 
were formulated in order to construct the predominantly Humboldtian view of higher 
education that stresses freedom to learn, teach and research as well as the intrinsic 
value of knowledge, i.e. expectations that: higher education will provide the student 
with knowledge and personal growth; the programme will have an interesting topic; 
higher education will provide an experience of being part of an academic community 
and will contribute to the development of critical thinking; higher education will pre-
pare one to be an active citizen; and that students are an integral part of an academic 
community (namely statements 1, 4, 5, 6, 7 and 9, Part A, question 5).

3  The aspects are not seen as mutually exclusive, which is why some elements appear in more 
than one broad aspect of higher education.
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There were also statements linked closely to a more consumerist view that stresses 
efficiency and the link to the labour market, i.e. expectations that higher education en-
sures a higher salary and better employment opportunities; provides training relevant 
for the labour market; ensures successful and timely completion; prioritises skills rel-
evant for future employment over theoretical knowledge; and is organised by higher 
education institutions that maintain close links with business and industry (namely 
statements 2, 3, 10, 12, 13 and 14, Part A, question 5).

These two groups of statements were combined into two composite scores—one in-
dicating the level of agreement of the respondent with a predominantly Humboldtian 
view and the other indicating the level of agreement of the respondent with a predomi-
nantly consumerist/efficiency view of higher education.

pErSpEcTIvES on qUalITy

Part B of the questionnaire was constructed to uncover the respondents’ perspectives 
on quality in higher education. The students were asked to indicate to what extent 
they agree with each statement using a Likert scale ranging from “strongly disagree” 
(-2) to “strongly agree” (2).

The statements were as follows:

There are different views on what is perceived as quality in higher education by a 
professors and students.

In discussions about the quality of our study programmes professors seldom b 
have a unified position.

The quality of a study programme only depends on its academic excellence.c 

Programmes need to be taught by teachers who are exceptional experts in their d 
fields.

It is clear to me what the purpose of my study programme is.e 

The courses are well structured so they ensure that the aim of the programme f 
is achieved.

A good programme offers something that others don’t.g 

Good programmes offer novel approaches to core topics in a field. h 
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The higher the costs for a study programme the more I expect of it.i 

I am willing to pay more for my education if the quality of the study programme j 
is very high.

A good study programme has to broaden the horizon of the students.k 

A good study programme provides the students with additional competencies.l 

The quality of the study programme is measured by its selectivity.m 

A programme has a high quality when the participating professors are chosen n 
based on their reputation.

A programme has a high quality when after finishing it the students are amongst o 
the best in their field.

A programme is of high quality if it significantly increases the students’ knowl-p 
edge.

Students should play a significant role in shaping their curriculum.q 

Professors should design the curriculum according to their expertise in the r 
subject.

Some of these statements were combined into composite perspectives on quality. 
Firstly, following Harvey and Green (1993), five dimensions on quality were con-
structed, by calculating the mean of the scores for each groups of statements:

Quality as excellence—statements qq c and d above,

Quality as fitness for purpose—statements qq e and f above,

Quality as exceptional—statements qq g and h above,

Quality as value for money—statements qq i and j above, and

Quality as transformation—statements qq k and l above.

The dimensions should not be seen as mutually exclusive, which is also the reason 
why the study will not employ a factor analysis approach but rather compare levels of 
agreement with the relevant statements and employ simple correlational analysis.
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Furthermore, statements m and n were combined to reflect quality as a perspective of 
selectivity, while statements o and p were combined to reflect quality as a perspective 
of an added-value4. Statements q and r correspond to a student-centred perspective on 
higher education (see Appendix, Part B).

awarEnESS aBoUT qUalITy mEchanISmS aT dIffErEnT lEvElS

Part C of the questionnaire was designed to investigate the existence and the knowl-
edge of quality mechanisms. In four sections the respondents were asked to answer 
a set of questions covering different levels of knowledge concerning quality mecha-
nisms.

The first question covers the existence of quality measures in the respective higher 
education institutions and uses a simple yes/no/do not know scale. The focus is on 
students’ participation in evaluations, publication of the results of evaluations and fol-
low-up to such evaluations, as well as the existence of persons or structures explicitly 
responsible for quality assurance, effect and consequences of these evaluations.

The respondents were also asked to rate their knowledge of quality measures at differ-
ent levels of higher education: institutional (higher education institution), national 
(higher education system) and European, using a five point Likert-scale.

The institutional level includes a focus on ways in which quality of a study programme 
is ensured, how the entire institution works on quality assurance and whether stu-
dents participate in these processes. The national level focuses on ways in which qual-
ity of a higher education institution is ensured, what are the system level mechanisms 
for ensuring the quality of higher education as a whole, whether students are involved 
in these processes, as well as the work of the national union of students in general, and 
on quality assurance in particular. The European level includes focus on European 
initiatives in higher education in general, but also on the European Standards and 
Guidelines (esg) and the work of enqa and eqar, plus the work of esu both in general 
and on quality assurance in particular. In the analysis (see sections 5.3 and 5.4 of the 
report) the awareness of quality assurance mechanisms is constructed as four distinct 
composites (as usual, calculating the mean for the corresponding statements for each 
respondent):

4  Concerning the latter, there may be problems with construct validity, which are discussed 
in more detail in sections 4.4, 5.2 and 5.4)
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Institutional level—focusing on institutional processes as explained above;qq

National level—focusing on national processes as explained above, excluding qq
awareness of the work of the national union of students;

European level—focusing on European level processes as explained above, ex-qq
cluding awareness of the work of esu, and

Student unions—focusing on awareness about the work of the national union qq
of student and esu.

For specific statements related to these levels, please consult the Appendix, Part C, 
question 2.

STUdEnT InformaTIon nEEdS

Concerning the students’ need for information, the respondents were asked to indi-
cate the type of information sources they used and how important these sources were 
for their choice of higher education, as well as how they evaluated the quality of infor-
mation provided (Part D of the questionnaire, see Appendix).

With regards to the type of information sources, these included: website of the pro-
gramme; printed brochure of the programme; website of the institution; printed 
brochure of the institution; media reports (e.g. newspaper articles); university rank-
ings; website of public authorities (e.g. ministry of education); websites of quality as-
surance agencies or similar structures; recommendation from someone who studies/
studied there; employment statistics and labour market opportunities; information/
Open Days organised by the institution and student union. The respondents were first 
asked to indicate whether they used these sources of information (use was coded as 1, 
did not use as 0, while if the source was not available this was coded as missing value).

Afterwards they had to assess separately how important for their choice these sources 
of information were, by selecting an option from a five point Likert scale.

Finally, the respondents were asked to assess the quality of information provided by 
each of these sources. The assessment was done using a Likert-type scale, ranging from 
1 which corresponded to “very low quality, almost useless”, to 5 “excellent quality”.
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acadEmIc frEEdom

In this section of the survey the participants were asked to comment on statements 
that relate to the level of academic freedom at their institutions, as well as the link be-
tween these freedoms and quality. The statements related to freedom to express ones 
views on matters related to academic studies as well as on matters not closely related to 
studies, perception of possible adverse consequences for students who freely express 
their views, physical safety and well-being, and the relationship between freedom of 
expression and quality of the educational experience. Actual statements are given in 
the questionnaire in the Appendix. Each of the five statements could be judged using 
a five point Likert scale.

dEmographIc InformaTIon

Part F of the survey was designed to collect the usual demographic information about 
the students and to enable the analysis of the different aspects covered in previous 
parts of the survey in relation to their age, gender, duration of higher education expe-
rience so far, status (part-time or full-time student), education of parents, job while 
studying, as well as activity in the student union (see Appendix for more details).

caSE SElEcTIon and SamplIng3.3 

The process of sampling and case selection for this study is multi-levelled. On the first 
level the target countries were chosen. Since the aim of the research project is to shed 
more light on the perception of quality of students in Europe, the survey was launched 
in eight countries: Germany, France, UK, Spain, Poland, Norway, Latvia, and Slove-
nia. These countries were selected based on different factors including region (North-
ern countries, Mediterranean countries, Central-Eastern Europe etc.), difference in 
size and type of higher education and quality system present in the country. To ensure 
a higher and more even participation it was decided to translate the questionnaire in 
each of the local languages using professional translators.

On the second level higher education institutions within the countries were identi-
fied. Since this research had the characteristics of a pilot project, it was decided to fo-
cus on the Bachelor level5 in the largest public universities, since these were the study 
programmes that affected the biggest share of the student population and thus could 
be seen as being the most representative for the general student experience. Due to 
the limitations of the study, it was decided to choose as many public universities as 

5  In cases where study programs were not yet transferred to the 3-cycle structure or where 
integrated 5 year programs were in use these were included as well.
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needed to cover at least 25 percent of the student population of a country. For this the 
researchers obtained data from public sources, such as bureaus of statistics, listing the 
universities of each country by number of students as well as the overall number of 
students. Depending on the size of the universities and the number of students in the 
country, as many institutions were included as needed to fulfil the 25 percent condi-
tion. All these universities were then contacted by the European Students’ Union with 
information about the research project and asked whether they would like to partici-
pate. If a university refused to participate or did not respond after several reminders 
the next biggest but not yet included universities were approached to fulfil the 25 per-
cent condition. This led to a sample of approximately 60 institutions.

In a third and last level of sampling the researchers identified in each of the selected 
institutions four Bachelor programmes. These programmes were selected cover-
ing hard and soft as well as pure and applied subjects, following the classification of 
Becher (1994). By ensuring the participation of students from these different fields the 
researchers wanted to control subject-related quality perceptions and approaches.

Partially due to very slow responses by several higher education institutions and the 
timeframe of the project, the survey had to be launched in some countries without 
having the support of enough universities to fulfil the 25 percent condition. The re-
searchers tried to approach more institutions also after the survey was launched in the 
respective country. However, it was not possible in all cases to secure the support of 
enough institutions to fulfil the 25 percent condition (see the next section). Though, if 
a university launched the survey it was made sure that all four Bachelor programmes 
were included.
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dISSEmInaTIon of ThE SUrvEy and ImplIcaTIonS for 3.4 
ThE analySIS

Due to the multi-country nature of this research project, the questionnaire was dis-
seminated as an online-survey. As mentioned above, the text of the survey was trans-
lated into the local languages of all participating countries. The contact with the uni-
versities within the sample, as well as the promotion of the survey, follow-up activities 
and all practicalities connected with it, were handled by the secretariat of esu. The 
survey as well as the research project was promoted by esu to their national member 
unions and through them to the local unions at the universities. In some cases esu 
also directly approached the universities.

As mentioned above it was not possible to secure the support of enough higher educa-
tion institutions to fulfil the 25 percent condition set by the researchers. Furthermore, 
the response rate in the survey was limited to 10 percent in some countries and practi-
cally zero in others. The sample thus shows a difference in response levels between the 
countries. To address these problems the researchers decided to keep the survey open 
for a longer time and esu tried to motivate their local member unions and the universi-
ties to increase the promotion of the survey. All these activities showed only limited 
success in some countries. Since the timeframe of the research project demanded the 
survey to be closed at a certain point to have enough time for analysis, the researchers 
decided to include all responses gathered so far in their analysis of the general Euro-
pean picture on the students’ perception of quality, but only perform country specific 
analysis in countries, where the response level was comparable and at least covering 
10 percent of the students in the programmes that were part of the survey; this lead 
to France, Spain and the UK being eliminated for the country specific analysis. The 
other countries showed a better response rate and thus allowed for country compari-
sons. The universities and programmes that agreed to participate in these countries 
are presented in Table 1.
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Overview of the participating universities and programmes (per country)Table 1 

country University hard-pure hard-applied Soft-pure Soft-applied 

germany

distance Uni-
versity hagen

BSc mathe-
matik BSc Informatik Ba kulturwis-

senschaften
Bacherlor of 
law

University 
göttingen BSc Biologie

BSc ange-
wandte Infor-
matik

Ba  
philosophie

BSc Betriebs-
wirtschaft-
slehre

Techn. 
University 
dresden

BSc chemie diplom 
maschinenbau

Ba  
philosophie

BSc wirt-
schaftswis-
senschaften

ruhr-
University 
Bochum

BSc physik
BSc ange-
wandte Infor-
matik

Ba  
philosophie

Ba wirt-
schaftswis-
senschaften

lmU münchen BSc physik BSc Informatik Ba  
philosophie

BSc Betriebs-
wirtschaft-
slehre

University 
duisburg-
Essen

BSc physik
BSc mechani-
cal Engineer-
ing

Ba  
angewandte 
philosophie

BSc Betriebs-
wirtschafts-
lehre

rwTh aachen BSc chemie BSc Elektro-
technik

Ba  
philosophie

BSc wirt-
schaftswis-
senschaften

humboldt 
University 
Berlin

BSc Biologie BSc Informatik Ba p 
hilosophie

BSc Betriebs-
wirtschaft-
slehre

University 
heidelberg BSc physik Staatsexamen 

medizin
Ba  
philosophie

Staatsexam-
en jura

norway

University of 
oslo Ba kjemi profesjonsstu-

dium medisin
Ba filosofi og 
idéhistorie

Ba krimino-
logi

norwegian 
University of 
Science and 
Technology

Ba Biologi
ma (5 years) 
Bygg- og miljø-
teknikk

Ba filosofi ma (5 years) 
Samfunnsfag



25InTrodUcTIon 

country University hard-pure hard-applied Soft-pure Soft-applied 

Slovenia University of 
ljubljana

fizika I. stop-
nja

Enovitega 
magistrske-
ga študijske-
ga programa 
medicina (inte-
grated master) 
and Univerzi-
tetni študijski 
program prve 
stopnje STroj-
nIŠTvo

Študijski pro-
gram filozo-
fija, enopred-
metna smer

prvostopenjsk 
univerzitetni 
študijski pro-
gram pravo

poland

University of 
warsaw

Studia licen-
cjackie chemii

Informaty-
ka, stacjonar-
ne pierwszego 
stopnia

Studia I stop-
nia filozofii

Studia stacjo-
narne prawa i 
administracji 

jagiellonian 
University 
krakow

studia stacjo-
narne I stop-
nia chemii

kierunek lekar-
ski, studija sta-
sjonarne

licencjackie fi-
lozofii st.

administracja 
st. jednolite

adam 
mickiewicz 
University 
poznan

studia stacjo-
narne I stop-
nia Biologii

ochrona środo-
wiska specjal-
ność hydrobio-
logia i ochrona 
wód

filozofia, Stu-
dia prowadzą 
do uzyskania 
tytułu zawo-
dowego licen-
cjata

prawo, Stu-
dia prowadzą 
do uzyskania 
tytułu zawo-
dowego ma-
gistra

latvia

University of 
latvia BSc Biology medicine Ba Sociology Ba law

riga Technical 
University BSc chemistry BSc me-

chatronics
Ba Technical 
Translation

Ba Business 
and manage-
ment

Looking at the participating institutions it becomes clear, that Germany is slightly 
overrepresented. This is due to the fact that the national union of students in Germany 
was one of the main project partners in the quest project and thus easier to activate 
for promotional activities.

In total there were 8173 respondents. The distribution in terms of the countries they 
were studying in at the time of the survey is presented in Table 2.
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Distribution of respondents in terms of countries they were studying in at the time of Table 2 
the survey

frequency valid percent

valid

germany 3480 52.4 %

latvia 283 4.3 %

norway 329 5.0 %

poland 1897 28.6 %

Slovenia 654 9.8 %

Total 6643 100.0 %

missing System 1530

Total 8173

The sample used in this study has some clear weaknesses and is, partly due to the lack 
of cooperation at many universities, for sure not as good as it could be. However since 
this project has the characteristics of a pilot-study the researchers feel confident that 
the quality of the data gathered is high enough to point towards interesting trends 
and structures in the data. The responses show that the questionnaire used is a valid 
instrument for studying the perception of quality of students, nevertheless, the data 
can also only offer a very rough glance at this perception and follow-up studies that 
focus on increased response rates should be considered.
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STrUcTUrE of ThE rEporT3.5 

Section 4 focuses on a univariate analysis, i.e. descriptive statistics in terms of ba-
sic characteristics of the respondents in terms of their socio-economic background 
and student status (subsection 4.1); their motivations and expectations from higher 
education (subsection 4.2.); their information needs and perception of quality of the 
information provided on higher education (subsection 4.3); their prevailing percep-
tions about quality of higher education (subsection 4.4); their awareness of quality 
mechanisms at different levels (subsection 4.5); and their views on academic freedom. 
At the end of each subsection a short summary of key findings is provided.

Section 5 focuses on bivariate analysis, i.e. interpretations of correlations and compar-
ison of means of different measured constructs. In light of the research questions (see 
above), the correlations between different perspectives on quality (following Harvey 
and Green classification) and respondents demographic characteristics, motivations 
and expectations from he are analysed (subsection 5.1). This is followed by the fo-
cus on the selectivity and added-value perspectives on quality in relation to these last 
variables (subsection 5.2). The relationship between respondents’ awareness of quality 
mechanisms and their demographic characteristics is explored in subsection 5.3. Sub-
section 5.4 focuses on the relationship between the awareness of quality mechanisms 
and different perspectives on quality (the Harvey and Green classification as well as 
the selectivity/added-value distinction). Finally, subsection 5.5 explores the relation-
ship between the awareness of quality mechanisms in relation to motivations for and 
expectations from higher education. Similar to section 4, at the end of each subsec-
tion a short summary of key findings is provided.

The conclusions are summarised in section 6. At the end, the actual questionnaire 
used is provided in the Appendix of this report.
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UnIvarIaTE analySIS—dEScrIpTIvE 4 
STaTISTIcS

BaSIc characTErISTIcS of ThE rESpondEnTS4.1 

This section provides an overview of the respondents in terms of their demographic 
characteristics and various elements of their higher education experience.

Most of the respondents were female (58.2 percentage), with more than half of them 
(54.4 percentage) of typical higher education age (18–25). This reflects the composi-

tion of the student population as analysed in the 
eurostudent IV report6, though the number 
of students of non-traditional age in this study is 
somewhat lower.7

In terms of parental education, majority of the stu-
dents have parents with some form of higher educa-
tion (almost 70 percentage of fathers and almost 60 

percentage of mothers, see Table 3), which is in line with the findings from eurostu-
dent IV. The country differences are notable: (1) from 85.3 percentage of mothers of 
Latvian respondents with high education attainment, to 44 percentage of mothers of 
German respondents; (2) from 80.9 percentage of fathers of Norwegian respondents 
with high education attainment to 62.3 percentage in Germany.

6  http://www.eurostudent.eu/download_files/documents/EIV_Synopsis_of _Indicators.pdf 
(accessed 3 May 2013)

7  The difference is due to a certain overrepresentation of non-traditional students in the 
sample, due to the inclusion of a distance-learning higher education institution from Germany 
catering to lifelong learners.

“In TErmS of parEnTal 
EdUcaTIon, majorITy of 
ThE STUdEnTS havE par-
EnTS wITh SomE form of 
hIghEr EdUcaTIon …”

http://www.eurostudent.eu/download_files/documents/EIV_Synopsis_of_Indicators.pdf
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Distribution of respondents in terms of education of parents, in percentagesTable 3 

Education of mother Education of father

none or incomplete primary 
education 1.1 % 1.4 %

only primary education 23.0 % 16.0 %

Secondary education 16.9 % 13.0 %

higher vocational education 11.9 % 20.1 %

higher university education (first 
degree) 11.8 % 11.2 %

higher education (second degree) 29.7 % 27.9 %

higher education (phd) 5.4 % 10.4 %

Total 100.0 % 100.0 %

When it comes to the degree the students are studying towards (Table 4), in this sam-
ple 2 out of 5 students are enrolled in Bachelor programmes, while the eurostudent 
iv study shows a proportion of 2 in 3 students in a Bachelor programme. This diver-
gence is deliberate, given that the aim of this study is to adequately capture the per-
spectives on quality by Master students as well.

It is interesting to note (a) a low proportion of 4-year bachelor and 1-year master stu-
dents and (b) a large proportion of students (almost 30 percent) that are enrolled into 
integrated master programmes. Both can be linked to the sampling procedure (see 
sections 3.3 and 3.4). However, it should be stressed that the 3+2 combination of the 
two Bologna cycles is in general more common in Europe than the 4+1 combination 
and integrated 5-year master programmes are also relatively common (especially in 
areas where previous degrees lasted 5 years), though in the latter case the particular 
pattern observed here can also indicate differences in the understanding of the terms 

“integrated master”. Concerning this, Slovenian responses are particularly interest-
ing given that all Slovenian respondents reported being part of integrated master pro-
grammes.

The large majority of respondents (over 80 percent) are full-time students, which is in 
line with the eurostudent iv data. The vast majority of part-time students in the 
sample of this study comes from Germany (almost 90 percent of the number of part-
time respondents). The latter is clearly linked to the sampling procedure and the fact 
that the German sample also included a large distance-learning institution.
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Distribution of respondents in terms of the final degree they are studying towardsTable 4 

valid percent cumulative percent

Bachelor, 3 years 33.2 % 33.2 %

Bachelor, 4 years 7.6 % 40.8 %

master, 1 year 1.1 % 41.9 %

master, 2 years 14.1 % 55.9 %

Integrated master, 5 years 29.1 % 85.1 %

non-Bologna degree 14.9 % 100.0 %

Total 100.0 %

Slightly more than half of the respondents claim not to pay tuition or registration fees, 
while in the eurostudent iv data around 40 percent claim not to have such costs. 
This difference can be explained by the fact that the eurostudent data includes both 
the UK and Ireland. Country specific analysis reveals that the average students pay for 
one year is lowest in Slovenia and Norway, which is in line with the fact that in these 
two countries there is no tuition, only relatively low semester registration fees. The av-
erage amount paid is highest in Latvia (a bit less than 500 EUR on average). Minority 
of students receive loans (11.5 percent) or grants and scholarships (22.1 percent), with 
the sources of such support primarily being public (around 90 percent). Slovenian 
students do not receive a loan but the proportion of them receiving grants and schol-
arships is quite high (around ¾ of the total number of Slovenian respondents). Not 
surprisingly, Norwegian students are better supported than their colleagues in the 
other four countries with more than 80 percent of them claiming to receive a grant or 
scholarship and more than 90 percent receiving a loan.

In general, a bit less than half of the respondents (46.5 percent) are working while 
studying, with 52.3 percent having a job that is not related to their study and 56 percent 
spending more than 15 hours per week on that job. A country specific analysis shows 
that while more than half of the respondents from Germany and Norway are working 
while studying, it is only one in four respondents in Poland and only one in three in 
Latvia who do the same. In Slovenia a bit more than 40 percent of respondents work 
while studying. However, while respondents who work in Norway spend relatively 
little time working (only 20 percent works more than 15 hours per week), around 65 
percent of respondents working in Poland and Latvia spend more than 15 hours per 
week on their job, compared to 60 percent in Germany and 34 percent in Slovenia. 
Comparing these results to the data from eurostudent iv discrepancies only exist 
in relation to Germany and Latvia; in both countries there is a higher proportion of 
students working more than 15 hours per week in this study than in eurostudent 
iv. In terms of other activities, around 42 percent of the respondents were involved in 
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extra-curricular activities (not including work), with the highest proportions in Slov-
enia (66.5 percent) and Norway (62.1 percent).

Similar to eurostudent iv, most of the respondents were, at the time of the survey, 
studying in their country of origin (almost 94 percent). Almost 80 percent of those 
who were not from the country they were studying in indicated that they do plan to 
complete their entire degree outside of their country of origin. The highest proportion 
of foreign students amongst the respondents was identified in Germany (8.5 percent) 
and Norway (6.5 percent), and this is where almost ¾ of students also expected to 
complete their entire degree outside of their country of origin. Contrary to this, all 
respondents who were at the time of the survey studying in Latvia were Latvians, and 
less than 1 percent of respondents from Poland were not Polish. In general, one quarter 
of the students planned to study elsewhere after they complete their current degree, 
with the highest proportion of those in Slovenia (64 percent) and Latvia (49 percent).

In terms of student activism, 10.5 percent of respondents were active in the student 
unions, primarily on the department or faculty level (5.3 percent). Less than 1 percent 
of respondents were active on the national or European level. The proportion of re-
spondents who were at some point active in the student union was highest in Norway 
(26.1 percent) and Latvia (22.7 percent) and lowest in Germany (8.7 percent) and Po-
land (8.6 percent). However, these differences should be primarily seen in light of how 
the survey was distributed (through the student unions or through the universities) 
and how student unions in these countries are organised, and less so in terms of differ-
ences in the overall level of activism amongst the students.

Distribution of respondents in terms of their perception of own academic performanceTable 5 

valid percent cumulative percent

among the bottom 25 % of your class/
course 5.2 % 5.2 %

average of your class/course 61.8 % 66.9 %

among the top 25 % of your class/
course 33.1 % 100.0 %

Total 100.0 %

Majority of the students (around 60 percent, see Table 5) perceive themselves as aver-
age in terms of academic performance. Latvian students seem most confident, given 
that around 2/3 perceive themselves to be among the top 25 of their class/course, while 
in the other countries proportion of such confident students is between 31 percent and 
34 percent.
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moTIvaTIonS and EXpEcTaTIonS from hIghEr 4.2 
EdUcaTIon

One section of the survey focused on the influences on respondents’ choice to pursue 
higher education in general, as well as on the influences on their choice of a particular 
higher education institution and study programme.

chooSIng hIghEr EdUcaTIon aS SUch

Respondents were first asked to indicate level of agreement with a number of state-
ments concerning their choice to pursue higher education, by using Likert-type scale, 
from 1 corresponding to “strongly disagree” to 5 corresponding to “strongly agree”. As 
indicated in Table 6, respondents disagree with the view that their choice of higher 
education was connected to their family expectations, though they agree with the link 
between their own choice and choice of their peers. Job prospects are important for 
choosing to pursue higher education, though it is more about better employment or 
employment that is desirable to the respondents and much less related to the poor 
employment opportunities with only a high school degree. Finally, an interest in the 
topic of the study seems to be the most important amongst this group of reasons.

Reasons for choosing to pursue higher education: Percentage of total respondents per Table 6 
level of agreement, mean and standard deviation

It w
as expected from

 m
y 

fam
ily 

m
ost of m

y friends from
 

high school w
ent to h

E

I am
 expecting a higher sal-

ary or better em
ploym

ent 

I w
as very m

uch interested 
in this topic

I need a h
E degree in order 

to get the job I w
ant

I did not find suitable em
-

ploym
ent after high school

Strongly disagree (1), % 32.5 11.9 5.0 1.2 6.9 58.6

disagree (2), % 21.6 16.0 3.7 2.4 5.8 18.8

neither disagree nor agree 
(3), % 15.2 16.0 8.1 9.0 13.5 11.5

agree (4), % 19.6 30.6 31.1 31.4 21.4 6.4

Strongly agree (5), % 11.1 25.5 52.1 55.9 52.4 4.8

mean 2.54 3.42 4.21 4.39 4.09 1.79

Standard deviation 1.390 1.332 1.080 0.835 1.218 1.153
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Country differences in this respect are analysed by comparing means (and their 
standard deviations) on different statements between the five countries. The analy-
sis reveals that, comparatively speaking, family expectations are least important in 
Poland, with an average score of 2.03 (small standard deviation 1.176), correspond-
ing closely to “disagree”. Average score for Germany is 2.58 (standard deviation 1.397), 
with 51.9 percent of respondents disagreeing or strongly disagreeing and 31.2 percent 
agreeing or strongly agreeing. On the other end is Latvia with the average score of 
3.62, 58.9 percent agreeing or strongly agreeing and only 19.6 percent disagreeing or 
strongly disagreeing with the statement about family expectations.

Concerning the statement “most of my friends from high school went to higher educa-
tion”, while in all five countries the average score is above 3 (from 3.3 in Germany to 
3.75 in Slovenia, suggesting a higher proportion of agree and strongly disagree) the 
dispersion is also relatively high (and highest in Poland, with the 1.425 standard devia-
tion). Expectations of higher salary and better employment opportunities as well as 
the requirements for jobs that are of interest to the respondents seem highest in Nor-
way, with 4.58 and 4.54 scores respectively, opposed to Germany (4.14 and 4.01). Re-
spondents from Germany seem however less concerned with regards to job prospects 
with only a high school degree (average score 1.62) compared to Norway or Poland 
(averages scores of 2 and 2.1 respectively).

In general, when it comes to students’ choice to pursue higher education, an interest 
in the topic studied is the most important, followed by expectations of higher salary/
better employment and necessity to have a higher education degree in order to qualify 
for the job of interest. Expectations from family and lack of suitable jobs after high 
school are least important.

chooSIng a parTIcUlar hIghEr EdUcaTIon InSTITUTIon and 
parTIcUlar fIEld/dIScIplInE of STUdy

Once the student chooses to go into higher education, the choice becomes which 
higher education institution s/he will attend. The respondents were asked to assess 
the strength of influence of each choice, using a Likert-type scale, ranging from 1—no 
influence at all to 5—very strong influence. The respondents seemed in general rather 
independent in their choices given that the different influences presented in Table 7 
had all been estimated to be none or very weak for at least 50 percent of the respond-
ents. What stands out is the influence of parents and close friends: with respondents 
reporting strong or very strong influence in 23.3 percent and 20.2 percent of cases re-
spectively (average scores 2.47 and 2.28). Alumni of the higher education institution 
and other relatives seemed to have the least influence (1.59 and 1.62 average scores). 
Teachers are also not very prominent in terms of influence on student choice of a par-
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ticular institution, and neither are peers, siblings or other students of a prospective 
institution.

Strength of influence on the choice of a particular higher education institution: Table 7 
Percentage of total respondents per level of agreement, mean and standard deviation

parents

Siblings

o
ther relatives

peers

close friends

Teachers

alum
ni

o
ther students

no influence at 
all (1), % 31.7 58.1 64.0 58.5 38.8 57.7 68.0 58.7

very little influ-
ence (2), % 19.8 18.1 17.1 18.5 19.5 16.7 13.9 16.8

medium influ-
ence (3), % 25.2 14.2 12.6 15.4 21.6 15.4 11.4 14.3

Strong influence 
(4), % 16.3 6.9 4.9 5.7 15.0 7.7 5.2 7.2

very strong influ-
ence (5), % 7.0 2.7 1.4 1.9 5.2 2.5 1.5 3.0

mean 2.47 1.79 1.62 1.73 2.28 1.81 1.59 1.79

Standard devi-
ation 1.263 1.090 0.968 1.027 1.258 1.099 0.978 1.108

With regards to comparison between countries, parents seem to have the strongest in-
fluence in Norway (mean 3.17) and the weakest in Germany (2.22). Influence of close 
friends is stronger in Norway (2.99) than in other countries, with weakest influence in 
Poland and Germany (2.20 and 2.22, respectively). Siblings and alumni of prospective 
higher education institutions have the highest influence in Latvia, while other rela-
tives, peers, teachers and other students have the highest influence in Norway, com-
pared to other countries. Combining the scores for different sources of influence, Nor-
wegian respondents, on average, reported the strongest influence (with a 2.56 mean 
score and 0.72 standard deviation) while German respondents reported the weakest 
influence (with a 1.69 mean and 0.63 standard deviation).
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Strength of influence on the choice of a particular field or discipline: percentages of Table 8 
total respondents per level of agreement, mean and standard deviation

parents

Siblings

o
ther relatives

peers

close friends

Teachers

alum
ni

o
ther students

no influence at 
all (1) 36.1 62.9 66.1 63.9 47.1 53.9 74.1 67.7

very little influ-
ence (2) 19.1 17.8 16.2 18.0 20.5 17.6 11.4 14.5

medium influ-
ence (3) 24.1 12.3 12.0 12.9 18.9 16.0 9.8 11.7

Strong influence 
(4) 14.3 5.2 4.3 4.0 10.6 9.0 3.5 4.9

very strong influ-
ence (5) 6.4 1.7 1.3 1.2 2.9 3.5 1.2 1.1

mean 2.36 1.65 1.59 1.60 2.02 1.90 1.46 1.57

Standard devi-
ation 1.274 0.997 0.951 0.937 1.159 1.167 0.893 0.952

With regards to the choice of a particular field or discipline, the respondents were 
asked to assess the influence of the different sources in the same way as for choosing a 
particular higher education institution. As presented in Table 8, the parents and close 
friends still have more influence than others overall, though in this case the influence 
of teachers is somewhat stronger than in the case of choosing a particular higher edu-
cation institution.

With regards to comparison between countries, and similar to the situation with the 
choice of a particular higher education institution, parents seem to have the strongest 
influence in Norway (mean 3.1, standard deviation 1.255), and weakest influence in 
Germany (mean 2.16, standard deviation 1.233). The situation is similar with regards to 
influence of close friends: Norwegian respondents’ mean is 2.66 (standard deviation 
1.257) while in Germany and Poland the influence of close friends is much lower (1.96 
and 1.97 respectively). The pattern repeats for influences that are in general less impor-
tant, with Norwegians scoring these influences highest and Germans lowest (expect 
in the case of peers, where Polish scored the lowest). Combining the scores for differ-
ent sources of influence, Norwegian respondents reported on average the strongest 
influence (with a 2.39 mean and 0.72 standard deviation) while German respondents 
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reported the weakest influence (with a 1.64 mean and 0.6 standard deviation), fol-
lowed by Poland (1.67 mean, 0.572 standard deviation).

In general, when it comes to choosing a particular hei and a particular programme/
discipline, the influence of parents and close friends seems more relevant than others, 
while the influence of alumni, other students and other relatives seems least relevant. 
Furthermore, it seems that the respondents rely on others’ opinions slightly more 
when it comes to choosing a particular hei (mean 1.82, standard deviation 0.660) than 
when it comes to choosing a programme/discipline (mean 1.71, standard deviation 
0.628).

ImporTancE of dIffErEnT aSpEcTS of hIghEr EdUcaTIon for 
STUdEnT choIcE

The overview of importance of different aspects of higher education for student choice 
is provided in Table 9 (means, number of observations and standard deviations). Over-
all, the most important aspects for respondents’ choice are: career prospects upon 
graduation (mean 3.78, standard deviation 1.260), reputation of higher education in-
stitutions as a whole (mean 3.68, standard deviation 1.172), content of the programme 
(mean 3.63, standard deviation 1.179) and focus/specialisation of the programme 
(mean 3.52, standard deviation 1.145). Given that all means are higher than 3.5, the ma-
jority of the respondents assessed these as being of strong or very strong importance. 
Least important aspects are scholarship opportunities (mean 1.96, standard deviation 
1.232), suggesting that a large majority was assessing scholarship opportunities as ei-
ther of no importance at all or of very little importance. Favourable financial condi-
tions for living, as well as mobility and internship opportunities also do not seem to 
be of significant importance for the respondents.

When it comes to country differences, Norway and Latvia lead in terms of impor-
tance of each individual aspect. In Norway the content of the programme (mean 4.42, 
standard deviation 0.859), location in a particular city (M=3.64, SD=1.160), reputation 
of the programme (M=4.01, SD=0.972), favourable financial conditions for studying 
(M=3.11, SD=1.428) and language of instruction (M=2.93, SD=1.226) are more impor-
tant than in other countries. For Latvian respondents the focus and specialisation 
of the programme (M=4.06, SD=1.074), career prospects upon graduation (M=4.34, 
SD=1.012), reputation of institution as a whole (M=4.25, SD=0.934), opportunities 
from scholarships (M=3.06, SD 1.402), mobility opportunities (M=3.21, SD=1.312), 
internship opportunities (M=3.74, SD=1.172), learning (M=3.29, SD=1.219) and re-
search infrastructure (M=2.93, SD=1.281), quality of student support services (M=3.05, 
SD=1.280) and entrance requirements (M=3.44, SD=1.275) are more important than 
for other respondents, although financial conditions for studying also ranked quite 
high (M=3.09, SD=1.608). The only two aspects that are not considered to be among 
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the most important in Norway or Latvia are: distance from home (most important in 
Poland, M=2.94, SD=1.383) and flexibility of study programmes where Germany leads 
the way (M=3.05, SD=1.559).

Importance of different aspects of higher education for student choiceTable 9 

Total

mean n Sd

content of the programme (1) 3.63 7940 1.179

focus/specialisation of the programme (2) 3.52 7838 1.145

location in particular city (3) 2.85 7892 1.436

distance from home (4) 2.74 7891 1.419

career prospects upon graduation (5) 3.78 7921 1.260

reputation of the programme (6) 3.41 7897 1.246

reputation of the institution as a whole (7) 3.68 7897 1.172

Scholarship opportunities (8) 1.96 7781 1.232

mobility opportunities (9) 2.44 7879 1.352

Internship opportunities (10) 2.44 7805 1.356

learning infrastructure (11) 2.70 7876 1.300

research infrastructure (12) 2.29 7793 1.282

quality of student support services (13) 2.36 7856 1.243

Entrance requirements (14) 2.83 7853 1.416

language of instruction (15) 2.65 7840 1.401

flexibility of the study programme (16) 2.86 7821 1.449

favourable financial conditions for studying (17) 2.94 7852 1.508

favourable financial conditions for living (18) 2.37 7775 1.337

The individual aspects were combined to reflect more general characteristics of higher 
education (see section 3.2). The results (means, number of observations, standard de-
viations) are provided in Table 10.
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Importance of combined aspects for student choiceTable 10 

mean n Sd

Importance of programme characteristics for stu-
dent choice 3.3559 8044 0.71969

Importance of reputation for student choice 3.5445 8003 1.04918

Importance of additional opportunities for student 
choice 2.2924 7992 1.00922

Importance of employability for student choice 3.1165 8015 1.07099

Importance of infrastructure for student choice 2.4641 7992 0.95941

It can be observed that, when related aspects are combined into more general charac-
teristics of higher education, it is the reputation that seems to be the most important 
aspect for students’ choice, closely followed by programme characteristics. Addition-
al opportunities (mobility, scholarship, internship) seem to be least important.
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EXpEcTaTIonS from hIghEr EdUcaTIon

The survey also asked the students to indicate their level of agreement with the state-
ments corresponding to various expectations from higher education. The average 
scores for level of agreement are summarised in Table 11.

Level of agreement with different expectations from higher educationTable 11 

I am expecting… mean n Sd

hE to provide me with knowledge and personal 
growth (1) 1.65 7951 0.612

that a hE degree will ensure higher salary (2) 1.12 7918 1.035

to have better employment opportunities (3) 1.30 7915 0.970

the hE programme I am pursuing to have an interest-
ing topic (4) 1.55 7939 0.680

hE to provide me with experience of being part of ac-
ademic community (5) 0.67 7869 1.130

hE to contribute to the development of my abilities 
of critical thinking (6) 1.25 7914 0.909

hE to prepare me to be an active citizen (7) 0.35 7843 1.230

my professors to be specialists in their field (8) 1.48 7890 0.778

as a student to be an integral part of the scholarly 
community (9) 0.55 7817 1.061

to benefit from training that is relevant to the labour 
market (10) 0.66 7871 1.223

that pursuing a higher education degree would ena-
ble me to work in a university (11) -0.09 7831 1.260

my study programme to ensure successful and time-
ly completion (12) 1.12 7848 1.022

my study programme to prioritise skills relevant for 
future employment over theoretical knowledge (13) 0.59 7885 1.258

my hEI to maintain close links with business and in-
dustry (14) 0.26 7841 1.296
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As can be seen, the three statements with the highest average level of agreement over-
all are:

“I am expecting qq he to provide me with knowledge and personal growth”,

“I am expecting qq he programme I am pursuing to have an interesting topic”, 
and

“I am expecting my professors to be specialist in their field”.qq

The three least supported statements on average are:

“I am expecting that pursuing a qq he degree would enable me to work in a uni-
versity”,

“I am expecting my higher education institution to maintain close links with qq
business and industry”, and

“I am expecting qq he to prepare me to be an active citizen”.

In general, these results reflect to a great extent the respondents’ motivations and 
background for pursuing higher education (see above).

With regards to country differences, Norwegian respondents, compared to other 
countries, have a generally higher level of agreement with the majority of the state-
ments and in most cases are more similar to each other than respondents from other 
countries. German respondents, on the other hand, show generally lower levels of 
agreement.

Some of the statements concerning expectations from higher education were formu-
lated in order to construct the predominantly Humboldtian view of higher education 
that stresses a freedom to learn, teach and research as well as the intrinsic value of 
knowledge (namely statements 1, 4, 5, 6, 7 and 9). There were also statements linked 
closely to a more consumerist view that stresses efficiency and the link to the labour 
market (statements 2, 3, 10, 12, 13 and 14, see section 3.2).

In general, the Humboldtian view seems somewhat more dominant (M=1.0042, 
SD=0.58301) than the consumerist view (M=0.8561, SD=0.75839). The lower SD for 
the Humboldtian view also suggests that the respondents are less different from each 
other in terms of this view than in with regards to consumerist positions, i.e. the sam-
ple is more homogeneous with regards to the Humboldtian view of higher education 
than with the consumerist view. With regards to country differences, while in Norway, 
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Poland and Slovenia the differences between the two different views are not very high 
(means differ by less than 0.1), in Latvia and Germany they are (means differ by 0.3 or 
more). In Germany it is the Humboldtian view that dominates, in Latvia it is the other 
way around—the consumerist view dominates.

In sum, with regards to expectations from higher education, the respondents expect 
most of all personal growth and interesting studies taught by specialist in the field. 
The respondents overall slightly favour the Humboldtian view of higher education.

The main findings in relation to students’ choice, motivations and expectations from 
higher education:

When it comes to choice to pursue higher education, an interest in the topic qq
studied is the most important, followed by expectations of higher salary/better 
employment and necessity to have a higher education degree in order to qualify 
for the job of interest.

In terms of choosing a particular higher education institution and a particular qq
programme/discipline, the influence of parents and close friends seems more 
relevant than others, while the influence of alumni, other students and other 
relatives seems least relevant.

The most important aspects of higher education for the respondents’ choice are: qq
career prospects upon graduation, reputation of higher education institutions 
as a whole, the content of the programme and focus/specialisation of the pro-
gramme. The least important aspects are scholarship opportunities.

With regards to expectations from higher education, the respondents expect qq
most from a personal growth and interesting studies to be taught by specialist 
in the field.

The respondents are overall slightly in favour of the Humboldtian view of high-qq
er education.
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STUdEnT InformaTIon nEEdS4.3 

USE of InformaTIon

As can be seen from Table 12, respondents rely primarily on online sources of infor-
mation (such as a website of the programme or the higher education institution) and 
less so on printed information. Open/information days organised by the institution 
are used by approximately 1/3 of the respondents. In terms of country differences, it is 
interesting to observe a very high proportion of respondents from Slovenia who rely 
on information/open days organised by their institutions (87 percent). Information/
open days are least used in Norway.

Use of information sources provided by higher education institutions (percentages Table 12 
calculated within categories of responses)

website of the programme

not available 1.2 %

did not use 9.6 %

Used 89.2 %

printed brochure of the programme

not available 8.2 %

did not use 43.0 %

Used 48.9 %

website of the institution

not available 0.6 %

did not use 6.6 %

Used 92.8 %

printed brochure of the institution

not available 6.9 %

did not use 46.8 %

Used 46.3 %

Information/open days organised by institution 

not available 2.8 %

did not use 63.0 %

Used 34.2 %

When it comes to other sources of information, the picture is quite diverse (Table 13). 
Overall, the least used are student unions and websites of public authorities (such as 
ministries responsible for higher education): they were only used by 9.5 percent and 
12.3 percent of the respondents respectively. The reason for this could be that the in-
formation that is relevant for the choice of higher education is not provided by student 
unions or on websites of public authorities. Alternatively, the needs of students for in-
formation could well be satisfied by other sources, indicating that the student unions 
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and public authorities do not provide an added-value information-wise. An exception 
to this is Slovenia where the use of student union information and information from 
websites of public authorities is quite high (22.8 percent and 28.2 percent respectively). 
In this case, the student unions and public authorities may well be compensating for 
the identified lack of information available at higher education institutions.

Apart from the websites of programmes and institutions themselves the most used 
information sources are other students who are currently studying or used to study 
in the higher education institution of choice (used by 59.6 percent of respondents), 
followed by university rankings (used by 52.4 percent of respondents). Social media, 
media reports and employment statistics are on average used by 1/3 of the respondents 
(31.6 percent, 31.3 percent and 30.2 percent respectively).

In terms of country differences, other students are the information source mostly 
used in Slovenia (84.1 percent) and least in Germany (48.5 percent). Social media 
seems to be least used in Norway (18.1 percent) and most used in Latvia (44.9 percent) 
and Slovenia (45.9 percent). Latvian respondents also seem to use more media reports 
than respondents from other countries (58.2 percent). University rankings are very 
much used in Poland (72 percent) and least so in Norway (26 percent). While this 
could be linked to the mushrooming of private higher education institutions in the 
past in Poland, it is interesting to observe a rather high use of rankings in Germany 
(50.3 percent) and Latvia (43.9 percent) as well. Employment statistics and labour 
market opportunities are least used in Germany (18.7 percent) and most in Slovenia 
(61.5 percent).
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Use of other information sources (percentages calculated within categories of Table 13 
responses)

Social media

not available 5.0 %

did not use 63.4 %

Used 31.6 %

media reports

not available 6.7 %

did not use 62.0 %

Used 31.3 %

University rankings

not available 2.7 %

did not use 44.9 %

Used 52.4 %

website of public authorities 

not available 3.5 %

did not use 84.2 %

Used 12.3 %

recommendation from someone who studies/stud-
ied there 

not available 6.5 %

did not use 33.8 %

Used 59.6 %

Employment statistics and labour market opportu-
nities 

not available 4.2 %

did not use 65.5 %

Used 30.2 %

Student Union

not available 2.5 %

did not use 88.0 %

Used 9.5 %

Overall, the respondents seem to get most of their information from websites of pro-
gramme/higher education instutions, from other students and a lot of them also seem 
to use university rankings. Least used are student unions and websites of public au-
thorities.
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ImporTancE of dIffErEnT SoUrcES of InformaTIon

The respondents were asked to assess separately how important for their choice were 
these sources of information, by selecting an option from a Likert-type scale in which 

“completely unimportant” was ranked as -2 while “very important” was ranked as +2. 
The overview of the means for each source of information (with corresponding stand-
ard deviations and numbers of relevant observations) is provided in Table 14. The 
closer the mean is to 2, the more it correspondents to “very important”, and the closer 
the mean is to -2, the closer it corresponds to “completely unimportant. Mean around 
0 corresponds to “neither important nor unimportant”.

Importance of different information sources (M-mean, N- number of valid responses, Table 14 
SD—standard deviation)8

Importance of m n Sd

website of the programme 0.95 6898 1.149

printed brochure of the programme -0.15 6897 1.334

website of the hEI 0.92 6895 1.139

Social media -0.65 6895 1.245

printed brochure of the hEI -0.30 6894 1.303

media reports -0.52 6894 1.207

University rankings 0.13 6896 1.391

website of public authorities -1.05 6893 1.088

website of qaa8 -1.05 6895 1.117

recommendation from someone who studies/stud-
ied there 0.37 6894 1.376

Employment statistics -0.31 6897 1.360

open days organised by the hEI -0.31 6892 1.397

Student Union -0.96 6894 1.133

As can be seen, not only are the websites of programmes and higher education institu-
tions the most used but also considered to be the most important sources of informa-
tion. All other sources of information are far behind in importance: the third most 
important source of information is “recommendation from other students” with the 

8 Due to problems in exporting data, there was a high number of missing responses for the 
use of website of QAA, but sufficient responses with regards to importance and quality of such 
information. Therefore, the data about QAA website was not reported in Table 13, but is re-
ported in Tables 14 and 15.



47UnIvarIaTE analySIS—dEScrIpTIvE STaTISTIcS 

mean of 0.37. The only other source of information with a positive mean is university 
rankings. The least important sources of information are websites of public authorities 
and quality assurance agencies. While in general the diversity amongst respondents 
does not seem very high, the respondents are most diverse with regards to importance 
assigned to open/information days organised by higher education institutions and 
university rankings (compare standard deviations).

In terms of country differences, the programme and higher education institutions 
websites are more important in Germany and Latvia (means higher than 1) than in 
Slovenia (means a bit below zero). Recommendations from other students are most 
important in Slovenia (M=0.98) and least in Germany (M=0.16). University rankings 
are most important in Poland (M=0.69) and least in Norway (M=-0.68).

In sum, patterns with regards to importance assigned to sources of information follow 
the patterns identified with regards to use of information, both in general and in terms 
of country differences.

qUalITy of InformaTIon

Finally, the respondents were asked to assess the quality of information provided by 
each of these sources. The assessment was done using a Likert-type scale, ranging from 
1 which corresponds to “very low quality, almost useless”, to 5 “excellent quality”.

As can be seen from Table 15, information provided by (a) programme and institution 
websites and (b) recommendations provided by those who used to or are currently 
attending said institution, is considered to be of higher quality than other sources, 
though it should be noted that for the latter the respondents were more diverse in their 
responses than for the former (compare standard deviations). The quality of informa-
tion provided by public authorities and quality assurance agencies, as well as student 
unions and social media is, on the other hand, considered of least quality (in relative 
terms).
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Quality of different information sources (M-mean, N- number of valid responses, Table 15 
SD—standard deviation)9

quality of m n Sd

website of the programme 3.60 6427 0.878

printed brochure of the programme 3.36 4767 0.917

website of the hEI 3.62 6523 0.873

Social media 2.79 4399 1.046

printed brochure of the hEI 3.27 4547 0.951

media reports 2.89 4478 0.979

University rankings 3.18 5571 1.092

website of public authorities 2.55 3458 1.050

website of qaa9 2.53 3371 1.055

recommendation from someone who studies/studied 
there 3.66 5484 1.076

Employment statistics 2.95 4379 1.113

open days organised by the hEI 3.26 4475 1.156

Student Union 2.78 3508 1.127

In terms of country differences, the patterns observed with regards to the use and im-
portance of information sources are reflected in how the quality of these resources has 
been assessed. Overall, in the entire sample the quality of information provided has 
been assessed as relatively high (M=3.3077, SD=0.61685).

In sum, the respondents seem to get most of their information from the websites of 
a programme/institution and from other students. A lot of them also seem to use 
university rankings. Least used are student unions and websites of public authori-
ties. The same pattern exists with regards to importance of information for students’ 
choice as well as respondents’ assessment of the quality of the provided informa-
tion.

9 Due to problems in exporting data, there was a high number of missing responses for the 
use of website of QAA, but sufficient responses with regards to importance and quality of such 
information. Therefore, the data about QAA website was not reported in Table 13, but is re-
ported in Tables 14 and 15.
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pErSpEcTIvES on qUalITy4.4 

This section focuses on the respondents’ perspectives on quality in higher education, 
namely the different dimensions of quality as conceptualised by Harvey and Green 
(1993) and the distinction between quality as selectivity/elitism and quality as added-
value/inclusion (see section 3.2 and Appendix).

STakEholdErS’ vIEwS on qUalITy

The first statement addressed differences in views concerning quality between profes-
sors and students: “There are different views on what is perceived as quality in higher 
education by professors and students.”

Overall 5944 students responded to this statement. The mean value of the answers is 
0.53 and the median and mode are 1. The Standard Deviation is 1.03. These numbers 
point to the fact that the respondents rather agree with the statement. The detailed 
reaction is presented in Table 16.

Differences between students and professors in the perception of qualityTable 16 

frequency valid percent cumulative 
percent

Strongly disagree 181 3.0 % 3.0 %

disagree 888 14.8 % 17.8 %

neither disagree nor agree 1476 24.6 % 42.5 %

agree 2453 40.9 % 83.4 %

Strongly agree 996 16.6 % 100.0 %

Total 5994 100.0 %

More than half of the respondents (57.5 percent) either agreed or strongly agreed with 
the statement and that only 17.8 percent disagreed or strongly disagreed with it. When 
looking into the responses per country Germany, Norway, Poland and Slovenia mir-
ror the general results. The responses from Latvia however show stronger amount 
of disagreement with the statement. Only around one fifth of the respondents from 
Latvia either agreed or strongly agreed to the statement.

The second statement addressed the difference in the views on quality within the 
group of professors: “In discussions about the quality of our study programmes pro-
fessors seldom have a unified position.”
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To this statement 5061 participants responded. The mean value is 0.23, the median 0 
and the mode 1. The Standard Deviation is 1.02. These figures indicate that the respond-
ents were rather neutral in their judgement with a slight tendency towards agreeing 
with the statement. In detail the respondents reacted as presented in Table 17.

Differences in the perceptions of quality within the group of professorsTable 17 

frequency valid percent cumulative 
percent

Strongly disagree 232 4.6 % 4.6 %

disagree 1024 20.2 % 24.8 %

neither disagree nor agree 1641 32.4 % 57.2 %

agree 1700 33.6 % 90.8 %

Strongly agree 464 9.2 % 100.0 %

Total 5061 100.0 %

Around one quarter of the respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed with the state-
ment, while 32.4 percent had a neutral position. 42.8 percent of the students agreed 
or strongly agreed. The tendency of the answers is less clear in the second statement 
compared to the first but the tendency of the responses is towards an agreement with 
the statement and thus the opinion that the group of professors has a varying view in 
quality discussions of specific study programmes.

The country specific analysis shows similar results as the one connected to statement 1. 
Germany, Poland, Norway and Slovenia mirror more or less the general results, while 
Latvia shows differing outcomes. Here more than half of the respondents disagree or 
strongly disagree with the statement, thus pointing towards a more unified position 
of the group of professors.

dImEnSIonS of qUalITy BaSEd on harvEy and grEEn

The following ten statements (3-12) address the different dimensions of quality pro-
posed by Harvey and Green. Each dimension will be addressed by two statements. 
The first two statements cover the idea of quality as excellence and read as follows:

“The quality of a study programme only depends on its academic excellence.”qq

“Programmes need to be taught by teachers who are exceptional experts in their qq
fields.”
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The first of the two statements was answered by 5852 students and has a mean value of 
0.5 with a mode and median of 1 and a Standard Deviation of 1.01. The second one was 
answered by 6342 respondents and has a mean value of 0.91 with a median of 1 and a 
mode of 2. Here the Standard Deviation is 1.08. These results show that generally there 
is a tendency to agree to both statements with the second one being supported by 
more students. The detailed results of the responses are provided in Table 18.

Quality as excellenceTable 18 

Statement 1 Statement 2

Strongly disagree (1) 246 (4.2 %) 157 (2.5 %)

disagree (2) 596 (10.2 %) 679 (10.7 %)

neither disagree nor agree (3) 1935 (33.1 %) 1054 (16.6 %)

agree (4) 2139 (36.5 %) 2147 (33.9 %)

Strongly agree (5) 936 (16.0 %) 2305 (36.3 %)

Total 5852 (100 %) 6342 (100 %)

The detailed responses to both statements show rather similar results concerning the 
amount of people (strongly) disagreeing with them. In both cases roughly 14 percent 
showed some form of disagreement. Also the amount of students agreeing with the 
statements is with about 36 percent rather similar. The major difference between both 
statements is that while the first one was strongly agreed by 16 percent, the second was 
strongly agreed by 36 percent. In both cases the strengthness of the agreement leads to 
the conclusion that more than half of the respondents, in one way or another, support 
the idea that quality in higher education is linked to excellence.

In the country specific analysis the first statement shows a rather common picture in 
the case of Germany, Latvia, Poland and Slovenia, while the Norwegian data shows 
an especially strong support for the statement. For the second statement the picture 
is different. While Germany and Norway show results rather similar to the general 
findings, Latvia, Poland and Slovenia show an especially large number of responses 
strongly agreeing with the statement.

The next two statements address the dimension of quality as fitness for purpose:

“It is clear to me what the purpose of my study programme is.”qq

“The courses are well structured so they ensure that the aim of the programme qq
is achieved.”
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The first one of these two statements was answered by 6337 students. The mean value 
is 1.17, the median is 1 and the mode is 2. The Standard Deviation is 0.99. The second of 
the statements was answered by 6270 respondents. The mean value is 1.27, the median 
is 1 the mode is 2. The Standard Deviation is 0.92. These values show that a large part 
of the respondents agrees with the statements and that the second statement is sup-
ported even stronger than the first one (see Table 19).

Quality as fitness for purposeTable 19 

Statement 1 Statement 2

Strongly disagree (1) 197 (3.1 %) 106 (1.7 %)

disagree (2) 255 (4.0 %) 269 (4.3 %)

neither disagree nor agree (3) 709 (11.2 %) 574 (9.2 %)

agree (4) 2272 (35.9 %) 2210 (35.2 %)

Strongly agree (5) 2904 (45.8 %) 3111 (49.6 %)

Total 6337 (100 %) 6270 (100 %)

Both statements show also in the detailed results many similarities. In both cases more 
than 40 percent strongly agreed with the statements and around 35 percent agreed 
with each of them. Only a small percentage of 7.1 percent and 6 percent respectively 
disagrees with the statements in any form. This shows the strength of the support for 
the idea of quality as fitness for purpose.

In the country specific analysis the results of all countries are rather similar and mir-
ror the general findings. The only outcome worth pointing to is that compared to the 
other countries the amount of disagreement to the two statements is much higher in 
Poland. Here, around 15 percent of respondents either disagreed or strongly disagreed 
to the two statements.

The next dimension of quality covered is the concept of quality as exceptional, repre-
sented through these two statements:

“A good programme offers something that others don’t.”qq

“Good programmes offer novel approaches to core topics in a field.”qq

The first statement was answered by 6262 students. Its mean value is 0.58, the median 
and the mode have a value of 1. The Standard Deviation is 1.08. The second statement 
has 6243 respondents. The mean value is 0.92 and the mode and median are 1. Its 
Standard Deviation is 0.91. These results already show that the agreement with this 
concept is similar to the concept of quality as excellence and a bit weaker than with 
the idea of quality as fitness for purpose (Table 20).
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Quality as exceptionalTable 20 

Statement 1 Statement 2

Strongly disagree (1) 253 (4.0 %) 88 (1.4 %)

disagree (2) 717 (11.5 %) 305 (4.9 %)

neither disagree nor agree (3) 1819 (29.0 %) 1397 (22.4 %)

agree (4) 2073 (33.1 %) 2683 (43.0 %)

Strongly agree (5) 1400 (22.4 %) 1770 (28.3 %)

Total 6262 (100 %) 6243 (100 %)

The responses show a stronger support to the second statement then to the first one. 
While 55.6 percent (strongly) agree with the first one, 71.3 percent (strongly) agree 
with the second one. The level of disagreement is also lower in the second statement 
with only 6.3 percent (strongly) disagreeing as compared to 15.5 percent. Overall, the 
results mirror rather well the ones from the set of statements that addressed the idea 
of quality as excellence.

The responses analysed by country show rather similar results. Only two findings 
stand out: for the first statement the responses from Latvia show an exceptionally 
strong agreement with the statement and for the second statement the replies from 
Slovenia are very strongly agreeing with the proposed statement. All other countries 
mirror the general results.

The next two statements address the dimension understanding quality as value for 
money:

“The higher the costs for a study programme the more I expect of it.”qq

“I am willing to pay more for my education if the quality of the study programme qq
is very high.”

The first of the two statements was answered by 5983 respondents. Its mean value is 
0.24, the median is 0 and the mode 2. The Standard Deviation is 1.46. The second state-
ment was commented by 6049 students with a mean value of 0.1. The median is 0 and 
the mode is 1. The Standard Deviation is 1.33. These values indicate that the amount of 
agreement with these two statements is much lower than with all prior ones. However, 
the large Standard Deviation gives reason to believe that the differences within the 
dataset are rather large. This could point towards the fact that the statements polarise 
more than others (Table 21).
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Quality as value for moneyTable 21 

Statement 1 Statement 2

Strongly disagree (1) 1046 (17.5 %) 996 (16.5 %)

disagree (2) 962 (16.1 %) 1032 (17.1 %)

neither disagree nor agree (3) 1171 (19.6 %) 1452 (24.0 %)

agree (4) 1118 (18.7 %) 1521 (25.1 %)

Strongly agree (5) 1686 (28.1 %) 1048 (17.3 %)

Total 5983 (100 %) 6049 (100 %)

The table shows that the percentage of those respondents that do not agree with both 
statements lies around 33 percent and is much higher than it was the case for prior 
statements. However, there are also around 40 percent of the respondents that agree 
with the statements. This shows that the students are much more divided in the judge-
ment of this dimension of quality as they were concerning the previous dimensions.

The country specific analysis shows that the division in the answers can be partially 
traced back to the country in which the students study. In the case of the first state-
ment respondents from Latvia, Poland and Slovenia rather agree with it, while re-
spondents from Germany tend to have a more balanced view and respondents from 
Norway rather disagree with it. The second statement is overall judged more or less 
neutral by respondents from Germany and Norway while students from Latvia, Po-
land and Slovenia are rather agreeing with it. This hints towards a regional impact 
on the question in how far a value for money dimension of quality is supported by 
respondents.

The last two statements referring to dimensions of quality based on Harvey and Green 
capture the concept of quality as transformation:

“A good study programme has to broaden the horizon of the students.”qq

“A good study programme provides the students with additional competencies.”qq

The first statement was answered by 6325 students and has a mean value of 1.59. The 
median and mode are 2 and the Standard Deviation is 0.69. The second statement has 
6265 responses with a mean value of 1.46 and also a median and mode of 2. The Stand-
ard Deviation here is 0.75. Based on these numbers one can conclude that this one of 
Harvey and Green’s dimensions of quality finds the strongest agreement within the 
group of respondents. Furthermore, the lower Standard Deviation points towards a 
more unified view of the respondents on this issue (Table 22).
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Quality as transformationTable 22 

Statement 1 Statement 2

Strongly disagree (1) 62 (1.0 %) 58 (0.9 %)

disagree (2) 29 (0.5 %) 96 (1.5 %)

neither disagree nor agree (3) 298 (4.7 %) 361 (5.8 %)

agree (4) 1690 (26.7 %) 2110 (33.7 %)

Strongly agree (5) 4246 (67.1 %) 3640 (58.1 %)

Total 6325 (100 %) 6265 (100 %)

Both statements are agreed by more than 90 percent of the respondents and in both 
cases more than half of the students strongly agreed with the statements. This un-
derlines what was already concluded above, that this dimension of quality is strongly 
supported by the respondents of this study. Also the picture in the country specific 
analysis is very homogeneous. All countries show a coherent and strong agreement 
with the statements.

The following table shows the level of agreement (percentage of respondents agree-
ing or strongly agreeing) and disagreement (percentage of respondents disagreeing or 
strongly disagreeing) for each of the five dimensions conceptualised by Harvey and 
Green: excellence, fitness for purpose, the exceptional, value for money & transforma-
tion. The levels are constructed by creating the average percentage of both statements 
for each of the dimensions (Table 23).

Overview over the dimension of quality based on Harvey and GreenTable 23 

dimension level of agreement level of disagreement

quality as excellence 61.35 % 13.8 %

quality as fitness for purpose 83.3 % 6.55 %

quality as exceptional 63.4 % 10.9 %

quality as value for money 44.7 % 33.55 %

quality as transformation 92.8 % 1.95 %

This table sums up what was debated already before: the respondents agree most with 
the statements connected to the ideas of quality as transformation and quality as fit-
ness for purpose while the disagreement is strongest with the statements connected 
to quality as value for money. However, the levels of agreements in all dimensions 
also point to another conclusion: quality in the eyes of the respondents seems to be 
a multi-dimensional concept and the respondents seem to be rather homogeneous in 
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their agreements with the dimensions of quality as transformation and quality as fit-
ness for purpose.

STUdEnTS’ rolE In ThE cUrrIcUlUm procESS

The final dimension of quality that is covered by the study investigates the view of the 
students towards student centred learning and the roles of professors and students in 
the curriculum process. The two statements connected with it read as follows:

“Students should play a significant role in shaping their curriculum.”qq

“Professors should design the curriculum according to their expertise in the qq
subject.”

The first sentence was commented on by 6252 respondents. The mean value is 0.65 and 
the median and mode have a value of 1. The Standard Deviation is 1.08. The second 
statement has 6147 responses with a mean value of 0.46 and a median and mode of 1. 
The Standard Deviation is 1.07. Both statements seem to be rather agreed on by the stu-
dents, however the first one seems to be supported by more respondents (Table 24).

Students’ role in the curriculum processTable 24 

Statement 1 Statement 2

Strongly disagree (1) 227 (3.6 %) 276 (4.5 %)

disagree (2) 707 (11.3 %) 915 (14.9 %)

neither disagree nor agree (3) 1641 (26.2 %) 1676 (27.3 %)

agree (4) 2140 (34.2 %) 2276 (37.0 %)

Strongly agree (5) 1537 (24.6 %) 1004 (16.3 %)

Total 6252 (100 %) 6147 (100 %)

Each of the statements has more than 50 percent of responses agreeing or strongly 
agreeing with it and less than 20 percent disagreeing or strongly disagreeing with it. 
At the same time, both statements have slightly contradicting directions, with the 
first putting the emphasis on the students’ participation and the second emphasising 
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the professors’ role in the curriculum process. The stronger agreement and the lower 
disagreement with the first statement indicate that the students’ role is seen as a bit 
more important in the curriculum process. However, since both statements are not 
completely contradictory and one could agree to both of them, the participants clearly 
favour a curriculum process including both students and professors.

The country specific analysis shows different patterns for both statements. The first 
one, which emphasises the students’ role in the curriculum process, was agreed upon 
more by respondents from Poland and Norway, while the other countries reflected 
the general findings. The second statement, pointing towards the professors’ role, was 
agreed more by students from Latvia, less by students from Slovenia and the rest an-
swered in line with the finding above.

To sum up, from the description of the survey in this section one can expand the 
already presented table on the level of (dis-)agreement to the dimensions of quality 
by Harvey and Green with the results from the dimensions covering selectivity and 
added-value (Table 25).

Overview of all measured dimensions of qualityTable 25 

dimension level of agree-
ment (in %)

level of disagree-
ment (in %)

quality as excellence 61.35 13.80

quality as fitness for purpose 83.30 6.55

quality as exceptional 63.40 10.90

quality as value for money 44.70 33.55

quality as transformation 92.80 1.95

quality as selectivity 29.65 33.05

quality as added-value 82.00 6.40

This table shows once more that the concept of quality in the eyes of the respondents 
seems to be a multi-dimensional one and that the dimensions with the highest level of 
agreement and thus the strongest homogeneity in support are quality as transforma-
tion, quality as fitness for purpose and quality as added-value. At the same time the 
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concepts of quality as selectivity and quality as value for money have both the lowest 
level of agreement and the highest level of disagreement.

The main findings with regards to perspectives on quality are:

The participants’ concept of quality in higher education is multi-dimensional.qq

The dimensions of quality as fitness for purpose, quality as transformation and qq
quality as added-value have the strongest agreement.

The dimensions of quality as value for money and quality as selectivity have the qq
lowest amount of agreement and the highest level of disagreement.

The respondents agree that there are different views on quality by students and qq
professors and also within the group of professors.

The participants agree also to a curriculum process that gives both students and qq
professors an important role.

qUalITy aS SElEcTIvITy and qUalITy aS addEd-valUE

To get an even more detailed picture of the students’ view on quality the survey also 
covered the divide between selectivity and added-value of higher education. Also 
those two dimensions were analysed using two statements each. For the selectivity 
part these statements are:

“The quality of the study programme is measured by its selectivity.”qq

“A programme has a high quality when the participating professors are chosen qq
based on their reputation.”

The first statement was commented on by 5643 students with a mean value of -0.23 and 
a median and mode of 0. The Standard Deviation is 1.09. The second sentence was an-
swered by 6105 respondents. Here the mean value is 0.09 with a median and mode of 0. 
The Standard Deviation is 1.14. These numbers indicate that the agreement with those 
statements is very low and also that there seems to be a bigger spread in the answers. 
The detailed responses thus look as presented in Table 26.
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Quality as selectivityTable 26 

Statement 1 Statement 2

Strongly disagree (1) 884 (15.7 %) 584 (9.6 %)

disagree (2) 1185 (21.0 %) 1209 (19.8 %)

neither disagree nor agree (3) 2217 (39.3 %) 2156 (35.3 %)

agree (4) 1045 (18.5 %) 1388 (22.7 %)

Strongly agree (5) 312 (5.5 %) 768 (12.6 %)

Total 5643 (100 %) 6105 (100 %)

The agreement with the first statement is with 24 percent lower than with the second 
statement, which is agreed by 35.3 percent. At the same time the disagreement with 
the first statement is higher with 36.7 percent versus 29.4 percent in the case of the 
second statement. Overall these statements find even less support than the dimension 
of quality as value for money and the smaller Standard Deviation indicates that the 
respondents are more united in their rather disagreeing view.

In the country specific analysis, different patterns for each statement emerge. The 
answers from Norway, Poland and Slovenia to the first statement reflect the general 
picture, while the ones from Latvia show more agreement with the statement and the 
ones from Germany more disagreement with the statement. For the second statement 
the groups shift a bit. Here the answers from Latvia and Norway show stronger agree-
ment, while the ones from Slovenia show less agreement and the ones from Germany 
and Poland reflect the general picture.

Now, to investigate the dimension of added-value of higher education the following 
two statements are used:

“A programme has a high quality when after finishing it the students are amongst qq
the best in their field.”

“A programme is of high quality if it significantly increases the students’ knowl-qq
edge.”

The first sentence was commented on by 6281 students. The answers have a mean value 
of 0.95, a median of 1 and a mode of 2. The Standard Deviation is 1.08. The second state-
ment was answered by 6342 participants with a mean value of 1.48 and a median and 
mode of 2. The Standard Deviation is 0.73. This indicates that the concept of added-
value of higher education finds more agreement with the respondents than the one of 
selectivity. The detailed responses are given in Table 27.
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Quality as added-valueTable 27 

Statement 1 Statement 2

Strongly disagree (1) 230 (3.7 %) 47  (0.7 %)

disagree (2) 429 (6.8 %) 99 (1.6 %)

neither disagree nor agree (3) 1131 (18.0 %) 331 (5.2 %)

agree (4) 2115 (33.7 %) 2135 (33.7 %)

Strongly agree (5) 2376 (37.8 %) 3730 (58.8 %)

Total 6281 (100 %) 6342 (100 %)

Both statements show very high levels of agreement with the second one having espe-
cially high support with more than 58 percent agreeing strongly with it. At the same 
time the percentage of students disagreeing with the statement is also very low. The 
first statement only has 10.5 percent and the second statement 2.3 percent of respond-
ents who disagree with it.

As indicated earlier the differences in answers between both statements might hint 
towards a problem with constructing validity. There is a chance that both statements 
don’t actually measure the same attitude towards quality as was intended by the re-
searchers. This will be taken into consideration in further analysis.

The country specific results show rather small variations. Concerning the first state-
ment the responses from Germany and Slovenia reflect the general results while the 
ones from Poland, Norway and Latvia are more positive towards the statement. The 
answers from Poland and Slovenia show comparatively less support for the second 
statement than the ones from Latvia, Germany and Norway.

awarEnESS of qUalITy mEchanISmS on dIffErEnT 4.5 
lEvElS

Concerning awareness of quality mechanisms on different levels, as indicated in sec-
tion 3.2, the survey first focuses on eight questions related to the existence and func-
tioning of different quality measures. The first of these questions investigates whether 
students have the possibility to participate in student evaluations on a regular basis. 
Here 84.5 percent of the 5549 respondents answer positively while the rest answers 
negatively. On the question whether the students have ever seen the results of such 
evaluations, only 56,8 percent of 5863 respondents replies with yes while the rest have 
never seen those results. When asking whether there was a follow-up to such evalua-
tions of the 3560 respondents roughly 2/3 (65.8 percent) say yes.
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This part of the survey also investigated more structured student involvement in qual-
ity mechanisms. Out of 5330 respondents only 18.2 percent participate in structures 
that have a particular mandate for quality assurance. 52.1 percent of 3225 students 
responding don’t know whether there is anyone explicitly responsible for quality as-
surance.

When asked whether evaluations have an effect on quality in higher education 4131 
students responded. Of these 57.1 percent are of the opinion that evaluations have an 
effect. As a follow-up the question was asked whether the respondents are aware of 
incidents when staff suffered consequences from negative evaluation or where posi-
tive evaluations led to incentives. Almost 3/5 (59.8 percent) of 2320 respondents say 
that they are not aware of negative consequences at their institutions, while 78 per-
cent of 2987 students answer that they know of cases where positive incentives were 
implemented.

The respondents were also asked to indicate how well they judged their knowledge on 
quality mechanisms in their institution. On the question how well they know how the 
quality of their study programme is ensured 6259 participants responded. The mean 
value is 2.34, with a median and mode of 2 and a Standard Deviation of 1.00. This indi-
cates a rather limited knowledge (Table 28).

Knowledge on quality processes on the program levelTable 28 

frequency valid percent cumulative 
percent

no knowledge at all 1415 22.6 % 22.6 %

very limited knowledge 2202 35.2 % 57.8 %

Some knowledge, but not in 
depth 1835 29.3 % 87.1 %

rather good knowledge 698 11.2 % 98.3 %

In-depth knowledge 109 1.7 % 100.0 %

Total 6259 100.0 %
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It seems that students themselves judge their knowledge on quality assurance proc-
esses connected to their study programme as being rather limited. 57.8 percent have 
either no knowledge or very limited knowledge and only 12.9 percent claim to have 
good or in-depth knowledge. Analysing the data per country uncovers that students 
from Norway and Latvia seem to feel that they have more knowledge than the re-
spondents from the other countries.

When asked to judge their knowledge in the way that their higher education insti-
tution works on quality assurance 6259 students replied. The mean value of the re-
sponses is 2,28 with a median and mode of 2 and a Standard Deviation of 1,01. These 
results are only slightly different from the previous ones indicating a similar level of 
knowledge on the programme and institutional level (Table 29).

Knowledge on quality processes on the institutional levelTable 29 

frequency valid percent cumulative 
percent

no knowledge at all 1614 25.8 % 25.8 %

very limited knowledge 2148 34.3 % 60.1 %

Some knowledge, but not in 
depth 1722 27.5 % 87.6 %

rather good knowledge 681 10.9 % 98.5 %

In-depth knowledge 94 1.5 % 100.0 %

Total 6259 100.0 %

The answers to this question are rather similar to the prior ones with only a small 
number of students claiming to know even less about the quality assurance work of 
their institution. The results per country are rather similar to the general findings with 
only Polish students reporting a bit better knowledge on the issue then the others.

The final question concerning the institutional level investigates in how far students 
know about ways in which they can get involved in quality assurance process in their 
institution. 6259 students answered this question. The mean value is 2.55 with a me-
dian and mode of 3 and a Standard Deviation of 1.12. This leads to the impression that 
the knowledge of the respondents on possible ways to get involved in quality debates 
at their institutions is better than the knowledge on their programmes’ or institutions’ 
quality processes. It points towards the conclusion that the participants might be 
aware of ways how to initialize comments on questions concerning quality, but are 
less knowledgeable about the actual processes that follow. This is underlined in Table 
30.
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Knowledge on how to get involved in quality assurance processes on the institutional Table 30 
level

frequency valid percent cumulative 
percent

no knowledge at all 1345 21.5 % 21.5 %

very limited knowledge 1731 27.7 % 49.1 %

Some knowledge, but not in 
depth 1825 29.2 % 78.3 %

rather good knowledge 1133 18.1 % 96.4 %

In-depth knowledge 225 3.6 % 100.0 %

Total 6259 100.0 %

The percentage of respondents claiming to have good or in-depth knowledge is nearly 
twice as high as with the first two questions. This leads to the conclusion that even 
though many participants don’t know a lot about the quality assurance processes at 
their institution, the knowledge on possibilities to get involved is more present. How-
ever, nearly half of the respondents also claim to have very limited or no knowledge on 
ways to get involved in their institution. Looking into the country specific results only 
Norway shows numbers that stand out where the knowledge on ways to get involved 
seems to be better than in the other countries included in the study.

Taking into consideration that the institutional and especially the programme level 
are closest to the students’ every-day reality and should be best known, the results 
seem to be on a rather low level. Turning now to national quality assurance processes, 
the first question addresses the knowledge students think they have on the way the 
quality of their institution is assured. Here 6247 students answered. The mean value 
is 2.18, the median and mode is 2 and the Standard Deviation is 0.98. These values 
suggest a level of knowledge which is only a little below what was indicated on the 
institutional level (Table 31).



64 qUEST for qUalITy for STUdEnTS

Knowledge on quality processes on the national level concerning the respondents’ Table 31 
universities

frequency valid percent cumulative 
percent

no knowledge at all 1743 27.9 % 27.9 %

very limited knowledge 2316 37.1 % 65.0 %

Some knowledge, but not in 
depth 1600 25.6 % 90.6 %

rather good knowledge 496 7.9 % 98.5 %

In-depth knowledge 92 1.5 % 100.0 %

Total 6247 100.0 %

Nearly two-thirds of the respondents has only very limited or no knowledge on the 
way their institution’s quality is assured on the national level and less than 10 percent 
claim to have good or in-depth knowledge. In the country specific analysis the re-
spondents from Poland and Latvia seem to have a level of knowledge on these issues, 
which is a bit better than the ones of the other countries.

Asked about their knowledge on the question, in which way quality in higher educa-
tion in their country is ensured, 6247 participants answered. The mean value is 2.21, 
the median and mode is 2 and the Standard Deviation is 0.96. These results are very 
similar to the ones of the first question on the national level quality mechanisms (Ta-
ble 32).

Knowledge on quality processes on the national level in generalTable 32 

frequency valid percent cumulative 
percent

no knowledge at all 1647 26.4 % 26.4 %

very limited knowledge 2284 36.6 % 62.9 %

Some knowledge, but not in 
depth 1756 28.1 % 91.0 %

rather good knowledge 474 7.6 % 98.6 %

In depth knowledge 86 1.4 % 100.0 %

Total 6247 100.0 %

These results also show the similarity between the answers to the previous question. 
More than 60 percent of the students have very limited or no knowledge at all of na-
tional quality assurance processes that address the institutions’ quality. Also in the 
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country specific analysis the picture is very similar with Poland and Latvia showing a 
better level of knowledge than the average.

The third question asked was about knowledge on ways on how students can get in-
volved in quality assurance on a national level. This question was answered by 6247 
respondents. The mean value is 2.15, the median and mode is 2 and the Standard De-
viation is 0.98. These answers show less knowledge on the ways on how students can 
get involved on the national level compared to the institutional, but a similar level of 
knowledge than in the other questions connected to the national level (Table 33).

Knowledge on how to get involved in quality assurance processes on the national levelTable 33 

frequency valid percent cumulative 
percent

no knowledge at all 1880 30.1 % 30.1 %

very limited knowledge 2174 34.8 % 64.9 %

Some knowledge, but not in 
depth 1627 26.0 % 90.9 %

rather good knowledge 491 7.9 % 98.8 %

In-depth knowledge 75 1.2 % 100.0 %

Total 6247 100.0 %

Also the detailed results reflect the previous ones connected to the national level. Fur-
thermore, the difference in knowledge on students’ involvement between the institu-
tional and national level becomes clearer. While on the national level about 30 percent 
have no knowledge at all, 35 percent have only very limited knowledge and only 9.1 
percent have good or in-depth knowledge, at the institutional level these numbers are 
22 percent, 28 percent and 21.7 percent respectively. In the country specific analysis it 
also becomes clear that the results from Germany are below the average while results 
from Poland and Latvia show above average knowledge.

The final questions concerning the national level asked for the knowledge of the stu-
dents on the work of the national union of students in general and more specifically 
on quality assurance. These two questions were answered by 6247 respondents. Con-
cerning the general activities of the national union of students the mean answer was 
1.89 with a median of 2, a mode 1 and a Standard Deviation of 1.02. The mean value con-
cerning the quality related work of the national union of students is 1.82, the median 
is 2, the mode 1 and the Standard Deviation is 0.96. These numbers indicate that the 
knowledge of the activities of the national student union is rather low and even lower 
on specific quality assurance activities (Table 34).
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Knowledge on the activities of the national unions of studentsTable 34 

general activities quality assur-
ance activities

no knowledge at all (1) 2939 (47.0 %) 3056 (48.9 %)

very limited knowledge (2) 1662 (26.6 %) 1722 (27.6 %)

Some knowledge. but not in depth (3) 1089 (17.4 %) 1060 (17.0 %)

rather good knowledge (4) 507 (8.0 %) 364 (5.8 %)

In-depth knowledge (5) 50 (0.8 %) 45 (0.7 %)

Total 6247 (100 %) 6247 (100 %)

In both cases nearly half of the respondents have no knowledge at all on the activities 
of their national union of students, be it in general or specifically on quality assurance. 
Rather good or in-depth knowledge is claimed in both cases by less than 10 percent of 
the participants. This might indicate that national unions of students have problems 
reaching out to the grass-roots level. The country specific analysis uncovers interest-
ing groupings. The answers from German respondents to both questions indicate a 
level of knowledge below average, while the Norwegian results reflect more or less the 
general picture. Slovenia, Poland and Latvia show a higher level of knowledge both on 
general and quality related activities of the respective student union.

In the last section the students were asked about their knowledge on European proc-
esses in quality assurance. The first question referred to European initiatives con-
nected to quality in higher education in general. It was answered by 6245 respondents. 
The mean value is 1.8, the median is 2, the mode 1 and the Standard Deviation is 0.95 
(Table 35).

Knowledge on European initiatives in quality assuranceTable 35 

frequency valid percent cumulative 
percent

no knowledge at all 3090 49.5 % 49.5 %

very limited knowledge 1747 28.0 % 77.5 %

Some knowledge, but not in 
depth 995 15.9 % 93.4 %

rather good knowledge 377 6.0 % 99.4 %

In-depth knowledge 36 0.6 % 100.0 %

Total 6245 100.0 %
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The answers to this question portray a level of knowledge comparable to the one con-
cerning the activities of national unions of students and below the level of knowledge 
on other national quality assurance processes. Generally, the knowledge of European 
activities can be seen as rather low, with around 50 percent of the students having no 
knowledge at all and below 7 percent claiming to have rather good or in-depth knowl-
edge. The country specific analysis shows that students in Poland and Latvia claim to 
have a better knowledge of European initiatives than the remaining countries.

The second, third and fourth question asked for the students’ knowledge of the Eu-
ropean Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (esg), 
the European Quality Assurance Register (eqar) and the European Association for 
Quality Assurance in Higher Education (enqa) respectively. The question concern-
ing the esg was answered by 6243 students, with a mean value of 1.63, a median and 
mode of 1 and a Standard Deviation of 0,90. The question concerning eqar had 6245 
respondents. The mean value was 1.46, the median and mode were 1 and the Stand-
ard Deviation was 0.80. The question addressing enqa was also answered by 6245 
respondents. Its mean value was 1.45. The median and mode were 1 and the Standard 
Deviation is 0.79. All these concrete initiatives were less known then the general term 
of European initiatives (Table 36).

Knowledge on the ESGs, EQAR and ENQATable 36 

ESg Eqar Enqa

no knowledge at all (1) 3724 (59.7 %) 4328 (69.3 %) 4365 (69.9 %)

very limited knowl-
edge (2) 1490 (23.9 %) 1190 (19.1 %) 1167 (18.7 %)

Some knowledge, but 
not in depth (3) 713 (11.4 %) 544 (8.7 %) 542 (8.7 %)

rather good knowl-
edge (4) 277 (4.4 %) 146 (2.3 %) 132 (2.1 %)

In-depth knowledge (5) 39 (0.6 %) 37 (0.6 %) 39 (0.6 %)

Total  6243 (100 %) 6245 (100 %)  6245 (100 %)

All three initiatives have more than 80 percent of respondents claiming they have very 
limited or no knowledge at all and between 5 percent and 3 percent stating to have 
rather good or in-depth knowledge. Since those three initiatives are the most promi-
nent European quality assurance activities this calls the results on the first question 
concerning European initiatives in general a bit into question and leads to the possible 
conclusion that the knowledge in the first question concerning the European level 
could have been overstated by some participants. Looking into the analysis per coun-
try concerning the knowledge about the esg, Latvian, Slovenian and Polish respond-
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ents claim to have more knowledge, while German and Norwegian ones seem to have 
less knowledge. Concerning eqar, German participants have again less knowledge, 
while Slovenia ones claim to have more knowledge and the rest showing an average re-
sult. On the question related to enqa, Latvian respondents claim to have more knowl-
edge, Germans have again less knowledge and the rest shows an average result.

The final two questions in this section address the knowledge of the work of the Eu-
ropean Students Union (esu) in general and on quality assurance in specific. Both 
questions were answered by 6245 respondents. The mean value connected to esu’s 
general activities is 1.53, the median and mode is 1 and the Standard Deviation is 0.82. 
Concerning esu’s activities related to quality assurance the mean value is 1.49. The 
median and mode have a value of 1 and the Standard Deviation is 0.81 (Table 37).

Knowledge on the activities of the European Students UnionTable 37 

general activities quality assur-
ance activities

no knowledge at all (1) 3980 (63.7 %) 4177 (66.9 %)

very limited knowledge (2) 1471 (23.6 %) 1330 (21.4 %)

Some knowledge, but not in depth (3) 586 (9.4 %) 527 (8.4 %)

rather good knowledge (4) 171 (2.7 %) 171 (2.7 %)

In-depth knowledge (5) 37 (0.6 %) 40 (0.6 %)

Total 6245 (100 %) 6245 (100 %)

Comparing the knowledge of esu and of the national unions of students it shows that 
the respondents know less about esu than about their national representation. While 
nearly 90 percent claim to have very limited or no knowledge at all on esu’s activi-
ties, be it in general or related to quality assurance, on the national level this is “only” 
around 75 percent. The country specific analysis shows similar patterns as in the case 
of the questions connected to the national unions of students. German participants 
report especially low levels of knowledge on esu’s general activities, while Latvians 
claim to have more knowledge and the other countries show average results. Con-
cerning esu’s activities in quality assurance Latvians again report a higher level of 
knowledge and Germans and Norwegians claim to know less. The other countries 
show again average results.

Overall, this section showed that the further away from the students’ day-to-day real-
ity a quality assurance actor or mechanism is the less the students know about it. This 
also applies to the activities of student unions at the different levels. In general, the 
overall level of information seems to be rather low, taking into consideration that even 
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on the level of the study programme more than half of the students claimed to have 
very limited or no knowledge at all about quality assurance mechanisms.

The main findings with regards to students’ awareness of quality mechanisms:

Around 85 percent of the participants had regularly the chance to participate in qq
student evaluations and half of the respondents saw the results of these process-
es. Of those who saw the results of the evaluations a large majority also reported 
to have witnessed follow-up activities on these results.

More than half of the respondents thought that evaluations had an effect on the qq
quality of higher education.

The level of knowledge on quality mechanisms was generally rather low. The qq
closer the mechanisms were situated to the participants’ day-to-day reality, the 
more knowledge they seemed to have about them.

The participants reported the highest amount of knowledge on the question qq
about ways to get involved in quality assurance processes in their institution 
if needed.

The three big European initiatives and organisations connected to quality as-qq
surance, the esg, eqar and enqa were more or less unknown to the partici-
pants.
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acadEmIc frEEdom4.6 

In this section of the survey the participants were asked to comment on statements 
that were related to the level of academic and intellectual freedom at their institutions. 
Again each of the five statements could be judged using a Likert scale ranging from 

“strongly disagree” (-2) to “strongly agree” (2).

The first statement was: “Students at my institution are free to express their views on 
matters related to their academic studies in class and in written academic papers with-
out fear of censorship, penalty or intimidation.”

In total 5740 respondents commented on this statement. The mean value of the an-
swers is 0.87, the median and mode is 1 and the Standard Deviation is 1.066. This 
means that in general students agreed with the statement and that there seems to be 
a level of academic and intellectual freedom linked to study related topics in the class 
rooms of European universities (Table 38).

Freedom to express views on academic issuesTable 38 

frequency valid percent cumulative 
percent

Strongly disagree 176 3.1 % 3.1 %

disagree 535 9.3 % 12.4 %

neither disagree nor agree 1011 17.6 % 30.0 %

agree 2140 37.3 % 67.3 %

Strongly agree 1878 32.7 % 100.0 %

Total 5740 100.0 %

The table shows that more than 2/3 of the respondents either agreed or strongly agreed 
with the proposed statement and only 12.4 percent disagreed or strongly disagreed 
with it. This supports the conclusion that there is a certain level of academic freedom 
concerning study related topics in European universities. However, there also seems 
to be a certain number of students that face problems related to academic and intel-
lectual freedom.

Looking into the data per country three clusters seem to appear. The first cluster con-
sists of Germany and Latvia, where the results mirror more or less the overall picture. 
The second cluster consists of Poland and Slovenia. Here we can find more students 
answering negatively to the statement and thus the situation seems to be worse. The 
third cluster encompasses Norway, where we can find more positive answers thus the 
situation seems to be better.
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The second statement to be commented on by the respondents was: “Students at my 
institution are free to express their views on matters outside of their academic studies, 
without fear of censorship, penalty or intimidation, including through participation 
in student activities, political and social organizations, unions and other groups (in-
cluding in-person and online social media groups).”

It was answered by 5673 participants. The mean value is 0.9 and the mode and median 
is 1. The answers to this statement have a Standard Deviation of 0.995. Overall, the 
picture resembles the answers to the first statement and thus allows for the same con-
clusion. When looking more in detail on the answers given, it becomes clear that the 
judgment of this statement is even more positive (Table 39).

Freedom to express views on non-academic issuesTable 39 

frequency valid percent cumulative 
percent

Strongly disagree 151 2.7 % 2.7 %

disagree 385 6.8 % 9.4 %

neither disagree nor agree 1051 18.5 % 28.0 %

agree 2362 41.6 % 69.6 %

Strongly agree 1724 30.4 % 100.0 %

Total 5673 100.0 %

Only 9.4 percent of the respondents either disagreed or strongly disagreed with the 
statement and more than 70 percent agreed or strongly agreed with it. So the level 
of academic and intellectual freedom at European universities seems to be sufficient 
both concerning study related and other activities on campus.

Looking into the data per country the three clusters appear again. While Germany 
and Latvia have again results that mirror the overall picture, Poland and Slovenia 
show results pointing towards a conclusion that the situation seems to be worse and 
Norway shows more positive answers thus the situation seems to be better.

The third statement in this section addressed the general fear of repressions: “Students 
at my institution regularly worry that if they freely express their views they may be 
prohibited from continuing their studies, such as by termination of scholarships or 
stipends; by denial of registration, permissions or permits; or by arrest, prosecution 
or detention.”
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This statement was answered by 5532 respondents. The mean value is -1.22, the median 
and mode is -2 and the Standard Deviation is 1.03. Generally it seems that most partici-
pants disagree with this statement. Due to the negative formulation this is in line with 
the previous findings. Also, the detailed answers support this view (Table 40).

Fear of expulsion due to expressing one’s opinionTable 40 

frequency valid percent cumulative 
percent

Strongly disagree 2904 52.5 % 52.5 %

disagree 1530 27.7 % 80.2 %

neither disagree nor agree 654 11.8 % 92.0 %

agree 294 5.3 % 97.3 %

Strongly agree 150 2.7 % 100.0 %

Total 5532 100.0 %

More than half of the respondents strongly disagreed with the statement and only 8 
percent strongly agreed or agreed with it. This also supports the previous findings. 
Although the number of students agreeing to this statement is below 10 percent, these 
answers indicate that even though the overall level of academic freedom seems to be 
good there are also some students facing problems with academic freedom.

Connected to the third statement, the data per country also shows three clusters. 
Germany and Latvia have once more results that mirror the overall picture, Poland 
and Slovenia show results pointing to a situation that seems to be worse and Norway 
shows again more positive answers.

The fourth statement addressed more serious fears of physical well-being: “Physical 
safety and well-being are a significant worry for students at my institution, whether 
because of crime, violence, or intimidation on the way to/from the institution; state 
security, military or police presence on or surveillance at the institution; or intimida-
tion or threats from non-state religious, cultural, political or other groups within the 
institution.”

It was answered by 5777 respondents and has a mean value of -1.48, a median and mode 
of -2 and the Standard Deviation is 0.945. The results are rather similar to the ones of 
the prior statement with an even lower mean value indicating a stronger disagreement 
to this statement than to the one before (Table 41).
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Fear of physical harm due to the expressing one’s opinionTable 41 

frequency valid percent cumulative 
percent

Strongly disagree 3983 68.9 % 68.9 %

disagree 1048 18.1 % 87.1 %

neither disagree nor agree 391 6.8 % 93.9 %

agree 220 3.8 % 97.7 %

Strongly agree 135 2.3 % 100.0 %

Total 5777 100.0 %

The detailed answers to this statement indicate a strong disagreement with it. More 
than 2/3 of the students strongly disagree and only 6.1 percent agree or strongly agree 
with it. This underlines the general picture that the overall situation concerning aca-
demic freedom is quite good, however there also seems to be a small but consistent 
number of students facing serious problems.

For this statement the data per country shows slight differences. While Germany‘s 
results still mirror the overall picture, Poland, Slovenia and Latvia show results point-
ing towards a more negative situation. Norway once more has mainly positive answers 
and thus the situation seems to be better.

The final statement linked the issue of academic freedom to the perception of quality: 
“If students at my institution felt freer to express their academic and non-academic 
views without fear of censorship, penalty or intimidation, it would improve the quality 
of the learning experience at the institution.”

4884 participants answered it and the mean value of these answers is -0.55. The median 
is -1 and the mode -2. The Standard Deviation is 1.33. This shows several things. First, 
students rather seem to disagree with the link between academic freedom and the 
quality of the learning experience. However, the results also show that the answers to 
this statement are more spread then to the prior ones in this section, indicating that 
the views of the respondents differ more strongly (Table 42).
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The link between academic freedom and qualityTable 42 

frequency valid percent cumulative 
percent

Strongly disagree 1726 35.3 % 35.3 %

disagree 749 15.3 % 50.7 %

neither disagree nor agree 1369 28.0 % 78.7 %

agree 567 11.6 % 90.3 %

Strongly agree 473 9.7 % 100.0 %

Total 4884 100.0 %

Half of the respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement and thus 
also agreed with the connection between academic freedom and quality of the educa-
tional experience. Only 21.3 percent agreed or strongly agreed with the statement.

The disagreement with this statement might, however, be linked to the rather positive 
views on the level of academic freedom given by the students earlier in this section. 
Perhaps the positive experience of the respondents makes them take a certain level of 
academic and intellectual freedom for granted, thus not linking it to the level of qual-
ity of their educational experience? Looking into the data per country one can find a 
certain support for this hypothesis. While respondents from Germany and Norway, 
both countries with rather positive answers concerning the level of academic freedom, 
mainly disagreed with the statement that connects academic freedom to educational 
quality, students from Poland, Latvia and Slovenia, countries with more negative an-
swers to earlier statements, agreed with the connection. This is also supported by the 
fact that statements 1-4 all correlate significantly on a 0.01 level with statement 5 with 
the following coefficients (Table 43).

Correlations between statements on academic freedomTable 43 

Statements kendall’s tau correlation coefficient

Statement 1 & 5 -0.189

Statement 2 & 5 -0.188

Statement 3 & 5 0.267

Statement 4 & 5 0.264

The coefficients are at a medium level but the consistency and the high level of signifi-
cance support the thesis offered earlier that there is a connection between the experi-
ence concerning academic freedom and the connection between academic freedom 
and quality of the educational experience.
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The main findings with regards to views on academic freedom can be summarised as 
follows:

The overall level of academic and intellectual freedom seems to be good.qq

However, there is a persistent percentage of respondents reporting problems qq
connected to their academic freedom.

There seems to be a regional or country-specific impact on the judgment of the qq
level of academic freedom.

Half of the participants disagree with the idea that academic freedom is linked qq
to the quality of education.

There seems to be a connection between how problematic one’s own situation qq
concerning academic freedom is and whether one sees academic freedom as 
enhancing educational quality.
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BIvarIaTE analySIS—corrElaTIonS 5 
and comparISon of mEanS

This section focuses on a bivariate analysis of the data set, i.e. calculations and inter-
pretations of correlations between responses to different parts of the survey. The sec-
tion is organised as follows:

The first subsection focuses on the relationship between perspectives on quality qq
as defined by Harvey and Green and demographic characteristics of respond-
ents, as well as their motivations and expectations from higher education;

The second subsection focuses on the selectivity vs. added-value vision of qual-qq
ity and how it relates to demographics, motivation and expectations;

The third subsection explores the relationship between the awareness of quality qq
mechanisms and demographic characteristics of the respondents;

The fourth subsection focuses on the relationship between the awareness of qq
quality mechanisms and perspectives on quality (both the Harvey and Green 
classification and the selectivity/added-value distinction); and

The fifth subsection focuses on how the awareness of quality mechanism relates qq
to students motivations for and expectations from higher education.

harvEy and grEEn pErSpEcTIvES on qUalITy In 5.1 
rElaTIon To dEmographIc characTErISTIcS, 
moTIvaTIonS and EXpEcTaTIonS

As previously indicated, a number of responses in the “Perspectives on quality” sec-
tion of the survey were formulated to follow the five dimensions of Harvey and Green: 

quality as excellence, quality as fitness for purpose, 
quality as exceptional, quality as value for money 
and quality as transformation. Each dimension 
corresponded to two statements (see subsection 
3.2) and the combined score is the average of the 

two responses of each respondent. The higher the combined score the more the re-
spondent shares that view of quality.

“ThIS SEcTIon focUSES 
on a BIvarIaTE analySIS 
of ThE daTa SET …”
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pErSpEcTIvES on qUalITy In rElaTIon To dEmographIc 
characTErISTIcS

The different perspectives on quality were first correlated with a number of demo-
graphic characteristics: age, type of studies (full-time or part-time), semester attend-
ed, mother’s educational attainment, father’s educational attainment, paid job, and 
activity in the student union.

The results of correlation calculations (using Kendall’s tau-b coefficient10) between 
perceptions of quality in terms of Harvey and Green’s dimensions and the demo-
graphic characteristics are summarised in Table 44. A number of correlations are sig-
nificant on a 0.01 level, though all of them have a rather small value.

Correlation: Harvey and Green perspectives on quality vs. demographic characteristicsTable 44 

q
uality as excel-

lence

q
uality as

fitness for purpose

q
uality as excep-

tional

q
uality as

value for m
oney

q
uality as trans-

form
ation

age -0.065** 0.045** -0.021* -0.013 -0.027**

full-time/part-time -0.039** 0.020 -0.014 0.021 -0.025*

Semester -0.067** 0.012 -0.054** -0.041** -0.032**

mother’s education 0.0043** -0.028** 0.003 0.037** 0.017

father’s education 0.017 0.017 -0.010 0.021* 0.021

paid job -0.037** 0.055** -0.002 -0.018 -0.029*

Student union -0.059** -0.101** -0.054** -0.041** -0.095**

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed test)
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed test)

In general, perceptions of quality in terms of Harvey and Green’s dimensions are most 
strongly correlated with student union activity, suggesting that students who are/
were at some governance level active in student unions agree to a lesser extent with 
statements corresponding to each of the dimensions.

10  Following Agresti and Finlay (1997), Kendall’s tau-b coefficient is recommended for calcu-
lating correlations between ordinal variables where the number of levels is very similar.
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Quality as excellence and quality as value for money correlate positively with mother’s 
education attainment, suggesting that respondents whose mothers are better educat-
ed are slightly more inclined to agree with the statements stressing the excellence and 
value for money aspects of quality. The opposite is the case for quality as fitness for 
purpose: respondents with better educated mothers are slightly less inclined to agree 
with the statements stressing this aspect of quality.

Respondents who have a paid job are somewhat more inclined towards the view of 
quality as fitness for purpose and somewhat less inclined towards the view of quality 
as excellence, compared to respondents who do not have a paid job.

Given that the responses for full-time were coded as 1 and for part-time as 2, the results 
indicate that, though small, this status seems to have an influence on the view of qual-
ity as excellence and quality as transformation: full-time students are slightly more 
inclined towards both of these views than part-time students.

The semester students are currently enrolled in seems to have a rather small, yet sig-
nificant negative influence on perspectives of quality: the higher the number of semes-
ters (i.e. the longer time the student has spent in higher education), the less inclined 
the student is to agree with the perspective of quality as excellence, as the exceptional, 
as value for money and as transformation. The situation is similar when it comes to the 
age of respondents, though in this case a small positive influence is visible for quality 
as fitness for purpose (older students tend to agree somewhat more with this) and no 
statistically significant influence exists for quality as value for money.

pErSpEcTIvES on qUalITy In rElaTIon To moTIvaTIonS for and 
EXpEcTaTIonS from hE

As was previously indicated (see section 3.2), the responses, which relate to how im-
portant the different aspects of higher education were for the respondents’ choice to 
pursue higher education studies, are combined to reflect six broad aspects of higher 
education: programme characteristics, social dimension, reputation (of the institu-
tion and the programme), availability of additional opportunities for students (e.g. 
scholarships, mobility and internships), expected employability and infrastructure. 
The correlations of these characteristics with different dimensions of quality (as de-
fined by Harvey and Green) are provided in Table 45 (all coefficients are Kendall’s 
tau-b). As was the case with regards to demographic characteristics, there are statisti-
cally significant correlations, despite being generally rather weak.
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Correlation: Harvey and Green perspectives on quality vs. broad aspects of higher Table 45 
education

q
uality as 

excellence

q
uality as

fitness for purpose

q
uality as 

exceptional

q
uality as

value for m
oney

q
uality as 

transform
ation

programme characteristics 0.111** 0.153** 0.100** 0.024** 0.074**

Social dimension 0.047** -0.056** 0.047** -0.017 -0.019*

reputation 0.150** 0.114** 0.081** 0.024* 0.063**

additional opportunities 0.085** -0.058** 0.068** 0.049** -0.005

Employability 0.122** 0.035** 0.094** 0.083** 0.050**

Infrastructure 0.046** 0.008 0.081** 0.015 0

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed test)
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed test)

As can be expected, with regards to quality as excellence the strongest correlation 
is with the reputational characteristics, followed by employability and programme 
characteristics. This suggests that respondents for whom the reputation, employabil-
ity and programme characteristics were more important were more inclined to agree 
with the view of quality as excellence. The same patterns exist for the view of quality 
as exceptional, though in this case the programme characteristics and employability 
have a slightly stronger influence than reputation (and infrastructure).

A similar pattern exists for the view of quality as fitness for purpose: those valuing 
programme characteristics and reputation are slightly more inclined to share this 
view, while it seems that valuing the social dimension and additional opportunities 
for students has a very small, though statistically significant, negative influence on the 
view of quality as fitness for purpose. With regards to quality as transformation, again, 
those valuing programme characteristics, reputation and employability are more in-
clined to share this view. The view of quality as value for money seems to be somewhat 
more present amongst respondents who also see additional opportunities for students 
and employability as more important.

The different expectations respondents had from higher education, asked in terms of 
level of agreement, were, as indicated in subsection 3.2, combined to reflect two dif-
ferent views on higher education: a predominantly Humboldtian view that stresses 
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freedom to learn, teach and research as well as the intrinsic value of knowledge and 
a predominantly consumerist view that stresses efficiency and the link to the labour 
market. Correlations between these different views and the Harvey and Green dimen-
sions of quality are provided in Table 46 (all coefficients are Kendall’s tau-b).

Correlation: Harvey and Green perspectives on quality vs. Humboldt/consumerist view Table 46 
on HE

q
uality as 

excellence

q
uality as

fitness for purpose

q
uality as 

exceptional

q
uality as

value for m
oney

q
uality as 

transform
ation

humboldt view 0.186** 0.144** 0.160** 0.046** 0.256**

consumerist view 0.175** 0.099** 0.160** 0.122** 0.142**

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed test)

While there are statistically significant correlations, not all of them are equally strong. 
In general, the more the respondent has expectations that are in line with the Hum-
boldt and the consumerist view, the more likely the respondent is also to agree with 
the different views on quality.

However, while respondents who agree with the views of quality as exceptional and 
quality as excellence are, more or less, equally likely to exhibit both Humboldtian 
and consumerist expectations from higher education, the situation is different with 
regards to quality as fitness for purpose, quality as value for money and most of all 
quality as transformation. Respondents who have more Humboldtian expectations 
from higher education agree more strongly with the quality as fitness for purpose and 
quality as transformation perspectives than those who share a more consumerist view. 
The situation is the opposite with regards to quality as value for money—those more 
oriented towards the consumerist view more strongly agree with this perspective, 
than those of a more Humboldtian persuasion. Both the similarities and the differ-
ences between a Humboldtian and a consumerist view on the different dimensions 
of quality in higher education offer multiple avenues for further research with a more 
refined set of data.
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The main findings with regards to the relationship between perspectives on quality as 
defined by Harvey and Green and demographic characteristics of respondents, as well 
as their motivations for and expectations from higher education can be summarised 
as follows:

While most of the demographic characteristics, motivations for and expecta-qq
tions from higher education correlate in a statistically significant way with Har-
vey and Green’s dimensions of quality, the correlations are relatively weak.

Given this, it is not possible to define a typical comprehensive profile of a per-qq
son that shares a particular view of quality Harvey and Green’s terms.

Reputation, programme characteristics and employability correlative posi-qq
tively with all dimensions of quality, although there are differences in terms of 
strength of correlation. Reputation and employability correlate most strongly 
with the perspective of quality as excellence, while programme characteristics 
correlate most strongly with quality as fitness for purpose.

In terms of Humboldtian vs. consumerist expectations from higher education, qq
there is no significant difference with regards to strength of correlations with 
the perspectives of quality as excellence and quality as exceptional in higher 
education.

A strong agreement with the Humboldtian view of higher education correlates qq
more strongly with the quality as fitness for purpose and quality as transfor-
mation, while a strong agreement with the consumerist view correlates more 
strongly with quality as value for money.

SElEcTIvITy vS. addEd-valUE vIEw of qUalITy 5.2 
In rElaTIon To dEmographIc characTErISTIcS, 
moTIvaTIonS and EXpEcTaTIonS

As previously indicated, two pairs of responses in the “Perspectives on quality” sec-
tion of the survey were formulated in order to attempt to contrast the view of quality 
that stresses selectivity (and elitism) with the view of quality that stressed the added-
value of higher education. Each view corresponded to two statements (see section 
3.2) and the combined score is the average of the two responses of each respondent. 
The higher the combined score the more the respondent shares that view of quality. 
It should be borne in mind that, as presented in section 3.2, the way the “added-value 
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view” in particular was operationalised in this study may not be particularly strong in 
terms of construct validity, implying that the results reported below should be taken 
with reservation.

These two views were, similar to the five perspectives of Harvey and Green, correlated 
with demographic characteristics (Table 47), importance of different aspects of higher 
education for students’ choice (i.e. their motivation to pursue higher education, Table 
48) and their expectations from higher education (i.e. their position with regards to 
Humboldtian vs. consumerist view of higher education, Table 49). All correlations 
were calculated as Kendall’s tau-b coefficients.

Correlation: Quality as selectivity/added-value vs. demographic characteristics of Table 47 
respondents

quality as selectivity quality as added-value

age -0.047** -0.122**

full-time/part-time 0.015 -0.128**

Semester -0.080** -0.111**

mother’s education 0.019 0.079**

father’s education -0.037** 0.063**

paid job -0.024* -0.118**

Student union -0.020 -0.083**

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed test)
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed test)

With regards to the relationship between the views of quality as selectivity and qual-
ity as added-value, the most striking result is the existence of statistically significant, 
though not necessarily very strong correlations between the view of quality as added-
value and demographic characteristics, and the lack of as much and as strong correla-
tions between the view of quality as selectivity and demographic characteristics. In 
general, respondents are more likely to agree with the view of quality as added-value, 
or, given the aforementioned concerns about construct validity, with the two state-
ments used to construct this measure: the younger they are, if they are fulltime stu-
dents, earlier in their education, and if they do not have a paid job. In addition, though 
the relationship is weaker, the same pattern exists the more their father and mother 
are educated, and if they were not active in the student union. With regards to the 
quality as selectivity view, the only statistically significant though very weak correla-
tions exist with age, semester and father’s education.
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Correlation: Quality as selectivity/added-value vs. broad characteristics of higher Table 48 
education

quality as selectivity quality as added-value

programme characteristics 0.079** 0.044**

Social dimension 0.127** -0.005

reputation 0.117** 0.174**

additional opportunities 0.154** 0.044**

Employability 0.176** 0.122**

Infrastructure 0.109** 0.032**

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed test)

With regards to the relationship between the importance of different aspects of higher 
education and the selectivity/added-value perspective on quality, most of the correla-
tions are statistically significant, though not equally strong. The quality as selectivity 
correlates most strongly with employability expectations, availability of additional 
opportunities and the social dimension of higher education, suggesting that those 
who assign more importance to these characteristics of higher education when mak-
ing their choice are also more likely to have a quality as selectivity view. The qual-
ity as added-value (see above for concerns over construct validity) correlates most 
strongly with reputation and employability, while the correlation is the weakest with 
programme characteristics and availability with additional opportunities, with no 
significant correlation with the social dimension.

Correlation: Quality as selectivity/added-value vs. Humboldt/consumerist view on Table 49 
higher education

quality as selectivity quality as added-value

humboldt view 0.083** 0.184**

consumerist view 0.180** 0.198**

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed test)

All correlations between the Humboldtian/consumerist view of higher education and 
selectivity/added-value view of quality are statistically significant, and, compared to 
other correlations (see above), relatively stronger. All of the results point to the fol-
lowing: the more the respondents agree with the Humboldtian or consumerist point 
of view, the more they agree with seeing quality in terms of selectivity and added-
value. However, it seems that quality as added-value correlates more strongly with 
both views then quality as selectivity. Those agreeing more with the consumerist view 
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are more likely inclined to have views of quality as selectivity and as added-value, than 
those agreeing more with the Humboldtian view. These results in particular point to-
wards construct validity of the “quality as added-value” measure.

The main findings regarding the relationship between perspectives on quality as se-
lectivity or as added-value and demographic characteristics of respondents, as well 
as their motivations for and expectations from higher education can be summarised 
as follows:

The operationalisation of “quality as added-value” suffers from problems with qq
construct validity, so the results reported below should be seen in terms of 
agreement with the two statements used to calculate the scores for “quality as 
added-value” view.

While most of the demographic characteristics, motivations for and expecta-qq
tions from higher education correlate in a statistically significant way with both 
the quality as selectivity and the quality as added-value views, the correlations 
are relatively weak.

However, it can be concluded that older, full-time students, who have a paid job qq
and have spent a longer time in higher education are less likely to view quality 
as added-value.

All aspects of higher education correlate positively with both dimensions of qq
quality, though there are differences in terms of strength of correlation. Avail-
ability of additional opportunities and employability correlate most strongly 
with the quality as selectivity perspective, while reputation and employability 
correlate most strongly with quality as added-value.

Both those who agree more with Humboldtian and those who agree more with qq
consumerist expectations from higher education are more inclined to agree 
with the quality as added-value perspective, although the correlation is strong-
er in the case of consumerist expectations towards higher education.

Those agreeing more with the consumerist view are more likely inclined to have qq
a quality as selectivity and quality as added-value view, than those agreeing 
more with the Humboldtian view.
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dEmographIc characTErISTIcS and ThE awarEnESS 5.3 
of qUalITy mEchanISmS and dEmographIcS

The following section analyses the correlations between the demographic variables of 
the survey with the combined scores covering the awareness of quality mechanisms 
on different levels and the awareness for the work of student unions. The idea behind 
this analysis is to see whether there is a common pattern between awareness for qual-
ity mechanisms and certain demographical features, for example if respondents with 
a higher number of semesters behind them have a better level of knowledge of quality 
mechanisms.

The combined scores for the awareness of quality mechanisms are constructed by 
creating the mean of responses to statements in connection with the respective level 
of higher education, i.e. institutional, national, and European (see section 3.2). For 
the institutional level, all three statements of the respective section of the question-
naire have been included. The national level composite includes the first three ques-
tions from the section on awareness of national quality mechanisms, excluding the 
two statements on national unions of students. The combined score for the European 
quality mechanisms consists of the first four questions in this section, excluding the 
two last ones that cover the activities of esu. The questions addressing the work of stu-
dent unions on both the national and European level correlate strongly and thus can 
be compiled to a fourth score, addressing student union activities in general.

In terms of demographics, the most interesting variables are whether the participants 
are part-time or full-time students, the number of semesters already studied as well as 
whether the respondents were already active in any form in a student union. All these 
characteristics seem to have the potential of being connected to the level of aware-
ness of quality mechanisms. For example, a student who is enrolled full-time and thus 
spends more time at her university should have a better knowledge about how quality 
assurance works.

awarEnESS of qUalITy mEchanISmS and parT-TImE/fUll-TImE 
STUdEnTS

In this first set of correlations, the variable for part-time/full-time student and the 
composite measurements for the awareness of the quality mechanisms on different 
levels are used. The variable for part-time/full-time students is measured nominally 
with 1 being the value assigned to full-time students and 2 to part-time students. The 
value for the composite can lie between 1 (no knowledge at all) and 5 (in-depth knowl-
edge). The Kendall’s tau correlation coefficients for the four correlations are summa-
rized in Table 50.
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Correlation: Awareness of quality mechanisms and full-time/part-time studentTable 50 

awareness of … full-time/part-time student

Institutional quality mechanisms -0.129**

national quality mechanisms -0.072**

European quality mechanisms -0.055**

Student unions -0.084**

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed test)

All correlation coefficients are negative and on a small or very small level, and show a 
rather high level of significance. This suggests that being a part-time student has a very 
weak negative effect on the awareness of quality mechanisms. The strongest effect ex-
ists at the institutional level, and the further away from the participants’ day-to-day 
reality the quality mechanisms are situated, the weaker the effect of being a part-time 
student is. This is in line with the findings in the descriptive part that uncovered a 
generally declining level of awareness of quality mechanisms the further away they 
are from the everyday reality of the respondents. Since the participants already have a 
very low level of awareness of national and European quality mechanisms to start with, 
the influence of being a part-time student is only very limited. A similar argument can 
be made concerning the awareness of student unions. Since the overall awareness was 
described as being rather low already in the descriptive analysis, the effect of being a 
part-time student is only very weak.

awarEnESS of qUalITy mEchanISmS and ThE nUmBEr of 
SEmESTErS STUdIEd

This section analyses the link between the aforementioned composites measuring 
awareness of quality mechanisms and the variable measuring the number of semes-
ters the respondents have studied (Table 51). This variable has a range from 1 to 36 and 
consists only of full numbers.
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Correlation: Awareness of quality mechanisms and semester studiedTable 51 

awareness of … Semester

Institutional quality mechanisms +0.025*

national quality mechanisms -0.011

European quality mechanisms +0.013

Student unions +0.009

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed test)

The correlation coefficients in this set of correlations vary greatly. Only one of the 
coefficients, the one connected to institutional level mechanisms, reaches a level of 
significance making it interesting for further analysis. The others seem to be only 
valid for the dataset as such and do not have enough significance for the purposes of 
generalisation. Overall, the coefficients are very weak, indicating a very limited con-
nection between the two variables.

When analysing more in detail, the coefficient that describes the relation between the 
number of semesters and the awareness of institutional quality mechanisms, it seems 
logical that there is a positive relation between the two. Since the quality mechanisms 
on the institutional level are connected more strongly to the day-to-day reality of stu-
dents, spending more time as a student at an institution might have a positive impact 
on the level of knowledge of these mechanisms. However, the coefficient is very small 
so the relation should be treated with caution.

awarEnESS of qUalITy mEchanISmS and BEIng acTIvE In ThE 
STUdEnT UnIon

The final set of correlations in this section explores links between the awareness of 
quality mechanisms and the variable measuring whether the respondent was active in 
a student union before (Table 52). This variable is dichotomous with 0 representing no 
active involvement in student unions and 1 measuring involvement.
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Correlation: Awareness of quality mechanisms and active involvement in the student Table 52 
union

awareness of … active involvement in student union

Institutional quality mechanisms +0.116**

national quality mechanisms +0.116**

European quality mechanisms +0.130**

Student unions +0.139**

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed test)

All coefficients in this set of correlations are significant. Although the coefficients 
are weak, there seems to be a rather strong tendency for people who were involved in 
student unions to have more knowledge on quality mechanisms at all levels and on 
student unions.

The coefficient is strongest in relation to the knowledge on student unions, which 
seems logical. However, this coefficient is surprisingly weak at +0.139, indicating that 
the involvement in a student union has only a marginal influence, especially consider-
ing the fact that this variable was dichotomous.

To summarise one can see a contradicting pattern in the effect of demographic vari-
ables on the knowledge and awareness of quality mechanisms. On the one hand, while 
the questions whether the respondent is a full-time or part-time student and whether 
s/he was involved in a student union have a constant and highly significant effect on 
all composite measures, the effect is very weak. On the other hand, the number of 
semesters already studied has a significant effect only on the knowledge on quality 
mechanisms at the institutional level.



90 qUEST for qUalITy for STUdEnTS

The main findings of this section:

In general, the effect of demographic variables on the knowledge and aware-qq
ness of quality mechanisms is limited.

The questions whether one is a part-time/full-time student and whether one qq
was involved in a student union have a constant and highly significant positive 
effect on the awareness of quality mechanisms at all levels.

The negative effect of being a part-time student on the knowledge of quality qq
mechanisms is stronger at the institutional level then on the national or the 
European level.

The number of semesters already studied has a significant positive effect on the qq
knowledge of quality mechanisms at the institutional level.

ThE awarEnESS of qUalITy mEchanISmS and 5.4 
pErSpEcTIvES on qUalITy

The following section analyses correlations between composite measures covering 
the awareness of quality mechanisms at different levels as well as the awareness of 
the work of student unions with composite measures for the different perspectives on 
quality. The logic behind this analysis is to see whether there is a link between having 
a certain perspective on what is quality in higher education and having knowledge on 
quality mechanisms, and vice versa.

The composite measurements covering the awareness of quality measures are the same 
as in the previous section. The composite measures covering different perspectives on 
quality are constructed by creating the mean of the two statements used to explore 
each of the dimensions in the survey (see also the descriptive part of the analysis).
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awarEnESS of qUalITy mEchanISmS and ThE dImEnSIonS of 
qUalITy By harvEy and grEEn

The first set of correlations will cover the dimensions of quality based on Harvey and 
Green and the awareness of quality mechanisms (Table 53, all coefficients are Kend-
all’s tau-b). Each of the dimensions of quality is represented through a single compos-
ite measure.

Correlation: Awareness of quality mechanisms and dimensions of quality by Harvey Table 53 
and Green

aw
areness of …

q
uality as  

excellence

q
uality as fitness 

for purpose

q
uality as 

exceptional

q
uality as value 

for m
oney

q
uality as 

transform
ation

Institutional 
quality mecha-
nisms

-0.022* -0.009 -0.025** -0.031** -0.06**

national quality 
mechanisms +0.01 -0.054** -0.011 -0.004 -0.055**

European quality 
mechanisms -0.025* -0.133** 0 -0.017 -0.115**

Student unions +0.013 -0.119** 0.12 -0.001 -0.079**

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed test)
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed test)

Looking at the coefficients in general, one can state several things. Firstly, only around 
half of the coefficients are significant either at the 0.01 or 0.05 level. Secondly, the coef-
ficients show both positive and negative relations, but all significant coefficients are 
negative. Finally, all coefficients are either weak or very weak, with only three having 
a strength of more than 0.1.

When it concerns the dimension of quality as excellence only two coefficients are sig-
nificant at a 0.05 level. These are related to the awareness of quality mechanisms at the 
institutional as well as the European level. However, both are very weak and thus offer 
no solid ground for interpretation.
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Correlating quality as fitness for purpose and the awareness of quality mechanisms 
leads to three coefficients that are significant at the 0.01 level. Only the coefficient 
connected to the institutional level is not significant. Looking at the strength of the 
coefficients, one has to point out the fact that all of them are negative and the one 
linked to the national level quality mechanisms is much weaker than the ones linked 
to the European level and the student unions. The latter two are also the strongest 
coefficients in the complete set.

The dimension of quality as exceptional only shows one significant coefficient. It is 
linked to the awareness of quality mechanisms at the institutional level and is signifi-
cant at the 0.01 level. However, with its strength of -0.025, it is also very weak and thus 
not properly interpretable.

When looking at the dimension of quality as value for money, the correlation uncov-
ered also only one significant coefficient. It is again linked to the institutional level 
and significant at the 0.01 level. However, also here the strength of the coefficient is 
very weak at -0.031 and gives no basis for further interpretation.

The dimension of quality as transformation shows the highest number of significant 
coefficients. All four are significant at the 0.01 level. However, those connected to the 
institutional and the national level as well as the student unions have a much weaker 
strength with -0.06, -0.055 and -0.079 than the remaining one. The coefficient rep-
resenting the correlation between the composite for quality as transformation and 
European level quality mechanisms is the third one in the complete set of this section 
showing a relation that is a bit stronger with a value of -0.115.

Looking in more detail at the three coefficients that are significant and show a stronger 
relation, one can see that two of them are connected to the dimension of quality as fit-
ness for purpose. The more participants supported this view the less knowledge they 
had on European quality mechanisms or student unions and vice versa. The remain-
ing coefficient is linked to the view of quality as transformation. Also here, the more 
the participants supported this view the less knowledge they had on European quality 
mechanisms and vice versa.

There is one interesting factor that needs to be addressed. All significant correlation 
coefficients are negative. This means that there seems to be a weak but existing nega-
tive link between supporting the different dimensions of quality and knowledge of 
quality mechanisms. This is puzzling for two reasons. Firstly, there is no big differ-
ence between the different dimensions of quality. Secondly, the relation is negative. 
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This means that supporters of a specific dimension of quality are not more likely to 
know more about quality mechanisms at different levels. To the contrary, strongly 
supporting one of the quality dimensions is actually linked to less knowledge of qual-
ity mechanisms. Similarly, the more participants know about quality mechanisms, the 
less likely they are to strongly support one of the dimensions of quality. Thus, it seems 
that knowledge of quality mechanisms and having strong support for one of Harvey 
and Green’s dimensions is either unrelated or, at best, negatively related.

awarEnESS of qUalITy mEchanISmS and qUalITy aS SElEcTIvITy 
and addEd-valUE

After analysing the dimensions of quality based on Harvey and Green, this section 
addresses the divide between quality as selectivity and quality as added-value (Table 
54). The composites for these two dimensions will be correlated with measurements 
for the awareness of quality mechanisms.

Correlation: Awareness of quality mechanisms and quality as selectivity & added-Table 54 
value

awareness of … quality as selectivity quality as added-
value

Institutional quality mechanisms -0.005 -0.009

national quality mechanisms 0.069** -0.026**

European quality mechanisms 0.134** -0.089**

Student unions 0.154** -0.064**

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed test)

These coefficients offer some interesting results. First, there is no significant or strong 
coefficient connected to quality mechanisms at the institutional level, meaning that 
there is no stable link between having a specific view on quality and having a certain 
level of knowledge about mechanisms at the institutional level. All the other coeffi-
cients are significant at the 0.01 level, although differing in strength and direction. The 
effect between having the view of quality as added-value and knowledge about quality 
mechanisms at the national and European level as well as knowledge about student 
unions is very weak and negative. This means that participants who strongly sup-
ported this view reported to have less knowledge on quality mechanisms. At the same 
time the coefficients connected to the concept of quality as selectivity are stronger 
and positive, leading to the conclusion that those who strongly supported this dimen-
sion of quality also reported to have a good knowledge of quality mechanisms and 
vice versa.
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It is necessary to point out that the strength of the coefficients connected to the added-
value dimension are very weak while the one connected to the dimension of selectivity 
is a bit stronger but still weak. It is also interesting to mention that the strength of the 
coefficient grows in both dimensions when moving from national level mechanisms 
to those on the European level, a phenomenon that has been observed as well in the 
section covering the dimensions of Harvey and Green. In addition, the knowledge 
of students unions seems to be stronger connected to certain dimensions of quality. 
Based on the correlation coefficients one can conclude that respondents with good 
knowledge of student unions are more likely to support a view of quality as selectivity 
and score rather low on quality as fitness for purpose and to a lesser extent on quality 
as transformation or added-value. Participants with a good knowledge on European 
quality mechanisms show a similar pattern of links. The only differences are that they 
are even less supportive of quality as transformation and also show a very weak nega-
tive link to the concept of quality as excellence.

It is interesting that knowledge of European quality mechanisms and student unions 
only has a positive link with the concept of quality as selectivity. However, due to 
the low response rate of this study and the weakness of some of the coefficients used 
it seems to be too far a stretch to give an encompassing explanation for this, but it is 
definitely worth analysing in more detail in later studies.

Since the descriptive analysis pointed towards a possible problem with the construct 
validity of the combined score for the dimension of quality as added-value, we ran a 
separate correlation with the scores for the single statements that form the construct 
(Table 55). This correlation showed significantly different results for both statements, 
supporting the earlier finding that the construct might not have been measured well. 
As a reminder, these were the two statements that formed the combined score:

“A programme has a high quality when after finishing it the students are amongst 1 
the best in their field.”

“A programme is of high quality if it significantly increases the students’ knowl-2 
edge.”
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Correlation: Awareness of quality mechanisms and statements concerning quality as Table 55 
added-value

awareness of … Statement 1 Statement 2

Institutional quality mechanisms 0.017 -0.041**

national quality mechanisms -0.002 -0.05**

European quality mechanisms -0.035** -0.125**

Student unions -0.008 -0.113**

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed test)

All correlations with the second statement are significant at a 0.01 level. Furthermore, 
the strength of the correlations is also bigger, thus the weak coefficients of the com-
bined score might be connected with a problem of construct validity. This would be an 
issue to be addressed by a follow-up study. For this study, it means that the interpreta-
tion of the results connected with the dimension of quality as added-value should be 
treated with caution.

The main findings of this section:

Overall, the number of significant coefficients was rather limited and most of qq
them had a very weak impact. This leads to the conclusion that the relation be-
tween knowledge of quality mechanisms and the support of certain concepts 
of quality is rather weak.

Only the coefficients for the concept of quality as selectivity have a positive qq
impact, while all the others are negative. This means that strong supporters of 
quality of as selectivity have a better knowledge of quality mechanisms while 
strong supporters of other dimensions either show no special pattern concern-
ing their knowledge or have less knowledge of quality mechanisms.

The further away from the respondent’s day-to-day reality the level of the qual-qq
ity mechanisms is, the stronger the impact of supporting certain quality per-
ceptions is on the knowledge of these mechanisms.

Respondents that show a high level of knowledge of the activities of the student qq
unions as well as European quality mechanisms are more likely to support a 
view of quality as selectivity.
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ThE awarEnESS of qUalITy mEchanISmS In rElaTIon 5.5 
To moTIvaTIonS for and EXpEcTaTIonS from hIghEr 
EdUcaTIon

The aim of this part of the analysis is to investigate whether the expectations of the 
participants concerning higher education or the motivation for their current study 
programme and higher education institution are somehow connected to their aware-
ness of quality mechanisms. For the latter part of the analysis, the same composite 
measures as those used in the previous chapters have been used.

The expectations towards higher education are measured through two contrasting 
composites. The first encompasses a view of higher education more in line with clas-
sical academic values that could be described as a Humboldtian view of higher edu-
cation. The second one is labelled as a consumerist view of higher education and is 
linked to expectations concerning future employability, work-related skills, etc. Each 
composite is constructed by creating the mean of six statements that are linked to the 
specific point of view.

For the analysis of the link between the awareness of quality mechanisms and motiva-
tions for the current study programme or institution, six composites covering differ-
ent aspects of motivation have been created. Each composite is constructed by creat-
ing the mean from varying numbers of statements from the questionnaire. The first 
composite measures motivational factors stemming from programme characteristics 
and it consists of four statements. The second composite covers motivation through 
factors linked to the social dimension and is also composed by four statements. The 
third composite measure is composed by two statements and addresses motivational 
factors linked to reputation. The fourth covers motivation through additional oppor-
tunities and is constructed using three statements. The fifth composite covers employ-
ability and consists of two statements and the sixth addresses infrastructure and is 
constructed out of three statements (Table 56). The composites addressing the expec-
tations towards higher education were correlated first with the composites covering 
the awareness for quality mechanisms.
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Correlation: Awareness of quality mechanisms and Humboldtian & Consumerist view Table 56 
on HE

awareness of… humboldtian consumerist

Institutional quality mechanisms 0.026** -0.005

national quality mechanisms 0.025** 0.018

European quality mechanisms -0.048** 0.009

Student unions -0.011 0.05**

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed test)

Only half of the reported coefficients are significant at the 0.01 level. All have a very 
weak impact factor. While the Humboldtian view seems to be positively connected 
to better knowledge of institutional and national quality mechanisms and negatively 
connected to knowledge of European quality mechanisms, the consumerist view only 
shows a positive connection with knowledge about student unions. However, since all 
the coefficients have a strength below 0.1 the relationship is too weak to give a proper 
explanation of the results, thus these coefficients can only serve as an indication of the 
need for further study.

Now, we can turn to the analysis of the relation between the awareness of quality 
mechanisms at different levels and the respondents’ motivation for their current study 
programme or higher education institution (Table 57).

Correlation: Awareness of quality mechanisms and respondents’ motivationTable 57 

awareness of …

program
m

e  
characteristics

Social
d

im
ension

reputation

additional  
o

pportunities

Em
ployability

Infrastructure

Institutional quali-
ty mechanisms 0.016 0.053** 0.069** 0.11** 0.057** 0.121**

national quality 
mechanisms 0.02* 0.112** 0.04** 0.166** 0.099** 0.136**

European quality 
mechanisms -0.018 0.212** -0.004 0.254** 0.14** 0.199**

Student unions -0.014 0.210** 0.019* 0.279** 0.176** 0.199**

* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed test)
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed test)
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When interpreting the coefficients by motivational composites three different groups 
emerge. Firstly, it seems that there is no strong link between motivation based on pro-
gramme characteristics and awareness of quality mechanisms. Only the coefficients 
linking awareness of national quality mechanisms and programme characteristics are 
significant at the 0.05 level, but their strength indicates a very weak basis for interpre-
tation.

Secondly, the link between motivation based on reputation and awareness of quality 
mechanisms shows a very weak link. Here three coefficients are significant, two at the 
0.01 level and one at the 0.05 level, and only the coefficient linked to the European level 
does not deliver a significant result. However, all significant coefficients show very 
weak relations, with the one connected to the institutional level being the strongest 
at 0.069. All of these coefficients are positive indicating that participants who chose 
their programme and institution based on its reputation report better knowledge of 
quality mechanisms at the institutional and national level as well as of student union 
activities.

The remaining four motivational composites all show positive and significant coef-
ficients at the 0.01 level for all measures of awareness. The strength of all coefficients 
increases from the institutional to the national and on to the European level. This 
shows that respondents who are aware of European level quality mechanisms choose 
their study programme more often based on employability, infrastructure, social di-
mension or additional opportunities related motivations or vice versa. In the context 
of this study especially strong coefficients with a value of more than 0.2 can be found 
linking awareness of European quality mechanisms and motivation based on addi-
tional opportunities and the social dimension.

Knowledge of student unions is positively correlated with motivation based on em-
ployability, infrastructure, social dimension or additional opportunities. Also here, 
the coefficients linking it with motivation based on the social dimension and addition-
al opportunities has an impact above 0.2. This either shows that people who choose 
their studies based on these factors are also more knowledgeable about their student 
unions, or that respondents who are knowledgeable about their student unions are 
more likely to be driven by motivations stemming from the social dimension or ad-
ditional opportunities.

Comparing these coefficients to the ones concerning perceptions on quality, it be-
comes clear that the motivational factors have more impact on the awareness of qual-
ity mechanisms than perceptions of quality or expectations towards higher education. 
Especially links between motivational factors and knowledge about European quality 
mechanisms and student unions seems to be meaningful and deserves closer analy-
sis.



99BIvarIaTE analySIS—corrElaTIonS and comparISon of mEanS 

The four main findings of this section:

There is only a very weak or no link between expectations from higher educa-qq
tion, as conceptualised through the Humboldtian-versus-consumerist debate, 
and the awareness of quality mechanisms.

There seems to be a stronger relationship between motivational factors and the qq
awareness of quality mechanisms.

For motivations based on employability, infrastructure, social dimension or qq
additional opportunities only positive and significant coefficients can be ob-
served. These are especially strong concerning mechanisms at the European 
level and the activities of student unions.

The strongest links can be found between motivation stemming from the so-qq
cial dimension and additional opportunities, and from knowledge of quality 
mechanisms at the European level and of the activities of student unions.
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conclUSIonS6 

The aim of this study was to shed light on the European students’ perception of quality, 
both in terms of their views on the dominant perspectives on quality of higher educa-
tion, as well as in terms of their awareness of different mechanisms of quality assur-
ance at the European, national and institutional levels. In addition, the study aimed at 
uncovering students’ use of information about higher education and their assessment 

of the quality of that information. The survey was 
designed to address these issues focused on several 
questions around the choice of higher education, 
knowledge of quality assurance mechanisms, per-
ceptions of quality in higher education, the needs 
of students for information as well as their motiva-
tions.

Due to challenges connected to the dissemination 
of the survey, this study has the characteristics of 
a pilot project mapping interesting patterns that 

pave the way for further research. Nevertheless, the findings provide new insight into 
students’ views on quality and enlarge the knowledge base on patterns between stu-
dents’ perceptions of quality, their motivation and personal (demographic) character-
istics such as the educational background of the parents, year of study, etc.

STUdEnTS’ choIcE In hIghEr EdUcaTIon and rElaTEd 6.1 
USE of InformaTIon

In the students’ choice to pursue higher education, the main driving force seems to be 
the interest in the topic/subject of study followed by factors linked to success on the la-
bour market, e.g. higher salary, better employment opportunities and the necessity to 
have a specific degree in order to qualify for a certain job. The least important factors 
were the expectations from family and a lack of suitable jobs after secondary school. 
When it comes to choosing a particular higher education institution or discipline, the 
influence of parents and close friends seems more relevant than other groups, with 
alumni, other students and other relatives being the least relevant.

The most important aspects of higher education for the respondents’ choice are ca-
reer prospects upon graduation, the reputation of the higher education institution 
as a whole, the content of the programme as well as its focus or specialisation. The 

“... ThE STUdy aImEd aT 
UncovErIng STUdEnTS’ 
USE of InformaTIon 
aBoUT hIghEr EdUca-
TIon and ThEIr aSSESS-
mEnT of ThE qUalITy of 
ThaT InformaTIon.”
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least important aspects are scholarship opportunities. When aggregating aspects into 
more general characteristics of higher education, reputation seems to be the most 
important aspect for students, closely followed by programme characteristics. At the 
same time additional opportunities (mobility, scholarships, and internships) seem to 
be least important.

Concerning students’ expectations from higher education, the respondents expect a 
personal growth and interesting studies to be taught by specialists in the field most of 
all. Overall, it seems that the students favour a view of higher education that matches 
the Humboldtian one, and is characterised by the freedom to learn, teach and research 
as well as the intrinsic value of knowledge.

The respondents get most of their information from the websites of higher education 
institutions and programmes as well as from other students. Least used to gather in-
formation are student unions and websites of public authorities. The same pattern was 
observed in relation to the importance of the information for the students’ choice as 
well as the respondents’ assessment of the quality of the information provided.

University rankings also seem to be used a lot by students to access information. Of 
those who used rankings, respondents from Poland and Latvia stated that they were 
more important for their choice than respondents from Norway and Slovenia, while 
respondents from Germany were neutral. Although the survey did not test what rank-
ings were used, the respondents found, in general, that the quality of rankings was 
above average, with those from Poland and Latvia judging the quality of rankings the 
highest.

pErSpEcTIvES on qUalITy6.2 

The study points towards students having a multi-dimensional concept of quality in 
higher education, with the dimensions of quality as fitness for purpose, quality as 
transformation and quality as added-value being the ones with the highest level of 
agreement.

At the same time, the dimensions of quality as selectivity and quality as value for 
money have the lowest agreement and the highest amount of disagreement among 
respondents, pointing to the fact that they are less important for students. The partici-
pants agree that there are differing views on quality between students and professors 
as well as within the group of professors. They also agree that the processes related to 
curriculums should include both professors and students as active participants.
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The general level of knowledge of quality assurance mechanisms is rather low and the 
closer the mechanisms are situated to the participants’ day-to-day reality the more 
knowledge they seem to have about them. The highest level of knowledge is reported 
on the ways how to get involved in quality assurance processes at the institutional 
level, while the three big European quality assurance initiatives, the esg’s, eqar and 
enqa are more or less unknown to the participants.

While most of the demographic characteristics, motivations for and expectations from 
higher education correlate in a statistically significant way with the Harvey and Green 
dimensions, the coefficients are relatively weak. Therefore, it is not possible to define 
a typical comprehensive profile of a person that shares a particular view of quality in 
Harvey and Green’s terms. Reputation, programme characteristics and employabil-
ity correlate positively with all dimensions of quality. However, there are differences 
in terms of strength of the coefficients. Reputation and employability correlate most 
strongly with the quality as excellence perspective, while programme characteristics 
correlate most strongly with quality as fitness for purpose. Furthermore, strong agree-
ment with the Humboldtian view of higher education correlates more strongly with 
the quality as fitness for purpose and quality as transformation perspectives, while 
strong agreement with the consumerist view correlates most strongly with the notion 
of quality as value for money.

The relationship between the perspectives of quality as selectivity or quality as added-
value and the demographic characteristics of the respondents and their motivations 
for and expectations from higher education mostly show statistically significant cor-
relations. However, most of these are relatively weak. Nevertheless, it can be conclud-
ed that older, full-time students, who have a paid job and have spent a longer time in 
higher education are less likely to have the quality as added-value perspective. The 
availability of additional opportunities and employability correlate strongly with the 
quality as selectivity perspective, while reputation and employability correlate most 
strongly with the quality as an added-value perspective.

Both those who agree more with the Humboldtian view and those who agree with the 
consumerist expectations from higher education are more inclined to agree with the 
quality as an added-value, although the correlation is stronger in the case of the con-
sumerist expectations. Those who are more likely to agree with the consumerist view 
are more likely inclined to have a quality as selectivity and quality as added-value view 
than those agreeing more with the Humboldtian expectations. However, all these re-
sults need to be seen in the light of the problem related to the construct validity of the 
operationalisation of examining quality as an added-value.

Those respondents who agree with the views of quality as exceptional and quality as 
excellence are, more or less, equally likely to exhibit both Humboldtian and consum-
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erist expectations from higher education. The situation is different with regards to 
quality as fitness for purpose, quality as value for money and, most of all, quality as 
transformation. Respondents who have more Humboldtian expectations from higher 
education agree more strongly with the quality as fitness for purpose and quality as 
transformation perspectives than those who share a more consumerist view. It is the 
opposite with regards to the perspective of quality as value for money—those more 
oriented towards consumerist views agree more strongly with this perspective, than 
those of a more Humboldtian persuasion. These similarities as well as the differences 
between a Humboldtian and a consumerist view on the different dimensions of qual-
ity in higher education offer multiple avenues for further research with a more refined 
dataset. Furthermore, two aspects need to be remembered: 1) Harvey and Green’s 
dimensions on quality and the Humboldtian/consumerist classifications are inde-
pendent from each other, and 2) they do not have the same degree of exclusivity of 
categories.

awarEnESS of qUalITy aSSUrancE mEchanISmS6.3 

When it comes to the awareness of quality assurance mechanisms, around 85 percent 
of the participants report to regularly have the chance to take part in student evalua-
tions and half of the respondents also see the results of these processes. Of those who 
see the results of these evaluations, a large majority also reports to have witnessed 
follow-up activities on the results. More than half of the respondents think that evalu-
ations have an effect on quality in higher education.

The effect of demographic variables on the knowledge and awareness of quality mech-
anisms is limited. Being a full-time student has a constant and highly significant posi-
tive effect on the awareness of quality mechanisms at all levels, as does being involved 
in a student union. The negative effect of being a part-time student on the knowledge 
on quality mechanisms is stronger on the institutional then on the national or Euro-
pean level. The number of semesters studied has a significant positive effect on the 
knowledge on quality mechanisms at the institutional level.

The relation between the knowledge of quality mechanisms and the support of cer-
tain concepts of quality is rather weak. Only the coefficients for the concept of qual-
ity as selectivity indicate a positive relation, while all others are negative, pointing 
towards the fact that strong supporters of the quality as selectivity view have a better 
knowledge of quality mechanisms, while strong supporters of other dimensions of 
quality either show no special pattern or have less knowledge of quality mechanisms. 
The further away from the day-to-day reality of the participants the level of the quality 
mechanisms is, the stronger the impact of supporting certain quality perceptions is 
on the knowledge of these mechanisms. Or to put it the other way around, the more 
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the participants know about quality mechanisms on national or European levels, the 
more pronounced their support for different dimensions of quality is. Respondents 
reporting a high level of knowledge on the activities of student unions as well as Euro-
pean initiatives are more likely to support a view of quality as selectivity.

On the one hand, there is only a very weak or no link between expectations towards 
higher education as conceptualised through the Humboldtian-versus-consumerist 
dichotomy and the awareness of quality mechanisms. There seems to be a stronger 
relationship between motivational factors and the awareness of quality mechanisms. 
For motivations based on employability, social dimension or additional opportunities, 
only positive and significant correlation coefficients can be observed. These are espe-
cially strong in relation to quality mechanisms at the European level and the activi-
ties of student unions. The strongest link can be found between motivation stemming 
from the social dimension and additional opportunities on the one side and knowl-
edge on quality mechanisms at the European level and on the activities of student 
unions on the other.

fInal rEflEcTIonS6.4 

Concerning the respondents’ perceptions of the level of academic freedom, the study 
points towards the fact that the overall level of academic freedom seems to be good. 
However, it can also be observed that a persistent percentage of the respondents re-
ports having problems connected with their level of intellectual freedom. Further-
more, there seems to be a regional or country-specific impact on the judgement of the 
level of academic freedom. While the Norwegian respondents report more positively 
about their level of academic freedom, the Polish and Slovenian respondents draw a 
more negative picture. Additionally, half of the respondents disagree with the idea 
that academic freedom is linked to the quality of education. However, there seems 
to be a connection between how problematic one’s own situation concerning intel-
lectual freedom is and whether one sees academic freedom as enhancing educational 
quality.

The findings described above paint a multi-faceted picture of the students’ view on 
quality in higher education and even though this project has characteristics of a pilot 
study it does point towards interesting relations. The results offer several points of 
departure for future research projects, so that we can get an even clearer picture on the 
preferences, knowledge and the needs of students in Europe when it comes to quality 
in higher education. The country comparisons used in this study also suggest that the 
comparative approach is a road worth taking, and that different national situations 
might have an impact on the students’ perception of quality in higher education.
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appEndIX—qUESTIonnaIrE8 

parT a—moTIvaTIonS and EXpEcTaTIonS from hIghEr EdUcaTIon

Statements below are connected to your choice to pursue higher education. 1 
Please indicate using the scale on the right how much do you agree with each 
of the statements.

It was expected by my family2 

Most of my friends from high school went to higher education.a 

I am expecting to have a higher salary or better employment opportunities b 
if I complete higher education.

I was very much interested in this topic.c 

In order to get the job I want I need a higher education degree.d 

I did not find suitable employment or traineeship after finishing high e 
school.

Other (specify)f 

Which of the following influenced your choice to study in this particular insti-3 
tution: parents, siblings, other relatives, peers, close friends, teachers, alumni, 
other students, others?

Which of the following influenced your choice to study in this particular field/4 
discipline: parents, siblings, other relatives, peers, close friends, teachers, alum-
ni, other students, others?

The following section is about your of higher education, please indicate how 5 
important the following factors were for your choice:

Content of the programme (e.g. which courses are part of the programme)a 

Focus/specialisation of the programmeb 

Location in a particular cityc 
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Distance from homed 

Career prospects upon graduatione 

Reputation of the programmef 

Reputation of the institution as a wholeg 

Scholarship opportunities (e.g. there was a scholarship you could apply for)h 

Mobility opportunities (e.g. there are possibilities to spend some time stud-i 
ying in another country)

Internship/traineeship/placement opportunities (possibility for practical j 
work in a company or an organization)

Learning infrastructure (library, access to journals, quiet rooms for reading k 
or rooms for group work)

Research infrastructure (e.g. laboratory equipment)l 

Quality of student support services (sports/leisure facilities, cantinas, dor-m 
mitories etc.)

Entrance requirementsn 

Language of instructiono 

Flexibility of the study programme (e.g. opportunity to choose which p 
courses to take when or to have a break during the studies)

Favourable financial conditions for studying (e.g. no or very low tuition q 
fee)

Favourable financial conditions for living (e.g. low living costs)r 

The following section is about your expectations from higher education. Please 6 
indicate using the scale on the right how much you agree with the following 
statements:

I am expecting higher education to provide me with knowledge and per-a 
sonal growth.
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I am expecting that a higher education degree will ensure me a higher salary b 
later on.

I am expecting to have better employment opportunities after completing c 
higher education.

I am expecting the higher education programme I am pursuing to have an d 
interesting topic.

I am expecting higher education to provide me with experience of being e 
part of the academic community.

I am expecting higher education to contribute to the development of my f 
abilities for critical thinking/reasoning.

I am expecting higher education to prepare me to be an active citizen in a g 
democratic society.

I am expecting my professors to be specialists in their fields.h 

I am expecting as a student to be an integral part of the scholarly commu-i 
nity.

I am expecting to benefit from training that is relevant for the labour mar-j 
ket.

I am expecting that pursuing a higher education degree would enable me to k 
work in a university.

I am expecting my study programme to be constructed in such a way as to l 
ensure timely and successful completion.

I am expecting my study programme to prioritise skills relevant for future m 
employment over theoretical knowledge.

I am expecting my higher education institution to maintain close links with n 
business and industry.

parT B—pErSpEcTIvES on qUalITy

Using the scale on the right please indicate to what extent you agree with the 1 
following statements
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There are different views on what is perceived as quality in HE by professors 2 
and students.

In discussions about the quality of our study programmes professors seldom 3 
have a unified position.

The quality of a study programme only depends on its academic excellence.4 

Programmes need to be taught by teachers who are exceptional experts in their 5 
fields.

It is clear to me what the purpose of my study programme is.6 

The courses are well structured so they ensure that the aim of the programme 7 
is achieved.

A good programme offers something that others don't.8 

Good programmes offer novel approaches to core topics in a field.9 

The higher the costs for a study programme the more I expect of it.10 

I am willing to pay more for my education if the quality of the study programme 11 
is very high.

A good study programme has to broaden the horizon of the students.12 

A good study programme provides the students with additional competencies.13 

The quality of the study programme is measured by its selectivity.14 

A programme has a high quality when the participating professors are chosen 15 
based on their reputation.

A programme has a high quality when after finishing it the students are amongst 16 
the best in their field.

A programme is of high quality if it significantly increases the students’ knowl-17 
edge.

Students should play a significant role in shaping their curriculum.18 
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Professors should design the curriculum according to their expertise in the 19 
subject.

parT c—awarEnESS of qUalITy mEchanISmS aT dIffErEnT lEvElS

Please respond to the questions below with a yes, no or do not know.1 

Do you have the possibility to participate in student evaluations on a regular 2 
basis?

Have you ever seen the results of such evaluations?a 

Has there been a follow-up to such an evaluation?b 

Do you participate in any structures that have a particular mandate for qual-c 
ity assurance?

Do you know whether there is anyone explicitly responsible for quality as-d 
surance?

In your opinion, do these evaluations have an effect on quality of higher e 
education?

Have there been cases in which staff has suffered consequences from nega-f 
tive evaluations?

Have there been cases in which staff has received positive incentives due to g 
good evaluations?

How would you rate your knowledge of the following aspects of quality assur-3 
ance processes in higher education?

Institutional processesa 

The ways in which the quality of your study programme is ensured?i 

The ways in which your institution works on quality assurance?ii 

The ways in which students can get involved in quality assurance in your iii 
institution?

National processesb 
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The ways in which the quality of your institution is ensured?i 

The ways in which the quality of higher education in your country is en-ii 
sured?

The ways in which students can get involved in quality assurance in your iii 
country?

The work of your national union of students (student parliament, student iv 
association) in general.

The work of your national union of students (student parliament, student v 
association) on quality assurance in higher education.

European processesc 

European initiatives in the area of higher educationi 

European Standards and Guidelines for Quality Assurance in Higher ii 
Education (ESG)

European Quality Assurance Register (EQAR)iii 

European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education iv 
(ENQA)

The work of the European Students’ Union in generalv 

The work of the European Students’ Union on QA in HEvi 

parT d—STUdEnT InformaTIon nEEdS

Please indicate by choosing options on the right what sources of information 1 
you used when making your decision concerning higher education? Please in-
dicate how important was this information for your choice?

Website of the programme.2 

Printed brochure of the programme.a 

Website of the institution.b 



113appEndIX—qUESTIonnaIrE 

Printed brochure of the institution.c 

Media reports (e.g. newspaper articles)d 

University rankings.e 

Website of public authorities (e.g. ministry of education)f 

Websites of quality assurance agencies or similar structures.g 

Recommendation from someone who studies/studied there.h 

Employment statistics and labour market opportunities.i 

Information/Open Days organised by the institution.j 

Student Union.k 

Other (specify)l 

How do you rate the quality of the information provided? Please use the scale 3 
on the right.

Website of the programme.a 

Printed brochure of the programme.b 

Website of the institution.c 

Printed brochure of the institution.d 

Media reports (e.g. newspaper articles)e 

University rankings.f 

Website of public authorities (e.g. ministry of education)g 

Websites of quality assurance agencies or similar structures.h 

Recommendation from someone who studies/studied there.i 

Employment statistics and labour market opportunities.j 
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Information/Open Days organised by the institution.k 

Student Union.l 

Other (specify)m 

parT E—acadEmIc frEEdom

The following section addresses the extent to which academic and intellectual free-
dom are respected in your university. Please indicate how much you agree or disagree 
with the following statement using the scale on the right.

Students at my institution are free to express their views on matters related to their 
academic studies in class and in written academic papers without fear of censorship, 
penalty or intimidation.

Students at my institution are free to express their views on matters outside 1 
of their academic studies, without fear of censorship, penalty or intimidation, 
including through participation in student activities, political and social or-
ganizations, unions and other groups (including in-person and online social 
media groups).

Students at my institution regularly worry that if they freely express their views 2 
they may be prohibited from continuing their studies, such as by termination 
of scholarships or stipends; by denial of registration, permissions or permits; or 
by arrest, prosecution or detention.

Physical safety and well-being are a significant worry for students at my institu-3 
tion, whether because of crime, violence, or intimidation on the way to/from 
the institution; state security, military or police presence on or surveillance at 
the institution; or intimidation or threats from non-state religious, cultural, po-
litical or other groups within the institution.

If students at my institution felt more free to express their academic and non-4 
academic views without fear of censorship, penalty or intimidation, it would 
improve the quality of the learning experience at the institution.

parT f—dEmographIc and hE rElaTEd InformaTIon

Indicate which country (if necessary also province/Land/region), institution, 1 
programme you are studying in.
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What is the final degree you are studying towards (BA, old degrees etc.)2 

Which semester/trimester are you currently in?3 

Are you a full-time or part-time student?4 

Do you pay a tuition fee, do you receive a loan from a public or private source, 5 
do you receive a grant from a public or private source?

Are you currently studying in your country of origin?6 

Did you already study for some period of time in your country of origin?a 

Do you plan to complete your entire degree outside of your country of ori-b 
gin?

What is your country of origin? (open ended question)c 

Do you plan on studying in another country after you complete this de-d 
gree?

What is your gender?7 

How old are you?8 

What is the education level of your parents?9 

Separate information for mother and fathera 

Do you have a paid job besides studying?10 

Is this job related to your field of study?a 

Do you spend more than 15 hours per week in that job?b 

Have you ever been active in the student union or acted as a student representa-11 
tive in a decision-making structure?

On what level (department/faculty, university, national, European)?a 

Are you involved in any other extra-curricular activities at your university?12 
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Would you consider yourself to be:13 

Among the top 25 % of your class.a 

Average of your class.b 

Among the bottom 25 % of your class.c 

Do not want to answer.d 
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