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Consumers or partners…? 



Partners mostly… 



UHI campuses:

• Argyll College

• Highland Theological College

• Inverness College

• Lews Castle College

• Moray College

• NAFC Marine Centre

• North Highland College

• Orkney College

• Perth College 

• Sabhal Mór Ostaig

• SAMS UHI

• Shetland College 

• West Highland College

SRUC 

Campuses:

• Aberdeen

• Ayr

• Barony 

• Edinburgh

• Elmwood

• Oatridge
UWS campuses:

• Ayr

• Dumfries

• Hamilton

Scotland’s HEIs

Heriot Watt 

campuses:

• Edinburgh

• Scottish Borders

• Orkney

Glasgow School of Art 

campuses:

• Glasgow

• The Creative Campus, 

Highlands and Islands



15 Universities

2 small specialist 

institutions

1 tertiary institution

The Open University in 

Scotland

Scotland’s Higher Education Institutions



Who are our students?

253,475 students 

Including 64,320 
postgraduates

22.9% students from 
outside the UK

Source: HESA (2018-19)



But are they consumers or partners…? 

• Around half of undergraduates say they regard themselves as a customer 

of their university (47%), while the other half say they would not (53%)

• Four-fifths of students (79%) value the relationship they have with their 

university and 87% say their university treats its students fairly, indicating 

high levels of trust across the higher education sector

• A high proportion of students (80%) said that personalised advice and 

support are among the top three things they want from their relationship 

with their university

ComRes survey carried out for Universities UK in January 

2017. 



‘What is clear from this survey is that students value a 

personalised and collaborative relationship [with their 

university] rather than a superficial consumer transaction. While 

students have clear expectations of their university, they also 

expect to shape their own experience.’

- Nicola Dandridge, Chief Executive of Universities UK

ComRes survey carried out for Universities UK in January 

2017. 



Much of the rhetoric about the value of a 

higher education market treats students as 

purchasers, customers or consumers. 

These terms are anathema to much of 

higher education… because teaching and 

learning are seen as symbiotic. Students 

do not consume knowledge but 

construct it… they are co-producers and 

collaborators.
- Graham Gibbs

Gibbs, G (2012) Implications of ‘Dimensions of Quality’ in 

a market environment. HEA research series.

http://www.heacademy.ac.uk/alldisplay?type=news&newid=2012/implications_dimensions_of_quality&site=york


As early as 400 BC, Socrates cautioned against creating 

‘merchants of knowledge’ who are willing to give 

students what they want rather than what they need in 

order to keep the money flowing. He warned such a 

market-based exchange would have a corrupting 

effect on the teaching and learning process. 

J Angulo, Guardian, Wed 6 Jul 2016



Impact of ‘student-as-consumer’ on 
academic performance analysis found:

Having a consumer orientation mediates the 
traditional relationships between learner 
identity, grade goal and academic 
performance

Having a higher consumer orientation 
was associated with lower academic 
performance

Louise Bunce, Amy Baird & Siân E. Jones (2017) The student-as-consumer 

approach in higher education and its effects on academic 

performance, Studies in Higher Education





Evaluating the quality of learning & teaching 

through an enhancement-led approach since 2003
Enhancement-

Led 
Institutional 

Review

Enhancement 
Themes

Student 
engagement 

Public 
information

Institution-Led 
Review

Scotland’s Quality Enhancement Framework

Partnership of agencies



Evidence for Enhancement: Improving the Student Experience

The Enhancement Themes

15 Years of Enhancement Themes

• Assessment and Integrative assessment (2003-04)

• Responding to student needs (2003-04)

• Employability (2004-06)

• Flexible delivery (2004-06)

• First year: engagement & empowerment (2005-08)

• Research-teaching linkages: enhancing graduate attributes (2006-08)

• Graduates for the 21st century (2008-11)

• Developing and supporting the curriculum (2011-14)

• Student Transitions (2014-17)

• Evidence for Enhancement: Improving the Student Experience 
(2017-20)



Evidence for Enhancement: Improving the Student Experience

Evidence for enhancement: 

Improving the student experience

• What information is useful to help us identify and 

understand what we do well and what could be improved?

• Do we use the information we have in the best way 

possible?

• Do we have the right information?



Evidence for Enhancement: Improving the Student Experience

Optimising the use of existing 

evidence
Student engagement 

Student demographics, 

retention, and attainment

Measuring beyond metrics

Abertay University

Learning analytics

University of Strathclyde 

Creative disciplines 

Glasgow School of Art

Distance learning

Queen Margaret University

Supporting Programme Leaders

Edinburgh Napier University

Graduate employment 

University of Dundee

19 Institutions pursuing projects across 

the following areas:

• The nature of evidence

• Approaches to evaluation

• Staff upskilling and empowerment

• Learning analytics and dashboard 

development 

• Quality assurance processes

• Student characteristics

• Student success, retention and 

employability

• Student engagement and belonging 

• Learning space and curriculum 

development 

• Digital technology, learning, 

teaching and assessment 



Evidence for Enhancement: Improving the Student Experience

Student Engagement and the Theme

• Student representation and 
participation throughout and 
across management and delivery 
of the Theme.

• Specific student engagement 
strand with supported student-led 
project:

• 2017-18 Student Voice

• 2018-19 Students using data 

• 2019-20 Evaluation 





Evidence for Enhancement: Improving the Student Experience

Deriving principles: sector-wide 
and student-led

Principles 
of Practice 

& 

Examples 
of Practice

Student-led 
steering group

International 
Scan of 
Practice 

(Dr Vicki 
Trowler)

Consultation 
with European 

Students’ 
Union members

(sparqs) Survey of 
Scottish 

Institutions

Sector ‘think-
tank’ event



Evidence for Enhancement: Improving the Student Experience



Evidence for Enhancement: Improving the Student Experience



https://www.enhancementthemes.ac.uk/current-

enhancement-theme/student-engagement-and-

demographics/responding-to-student-voice

https://www.enhancementthemes.ac.uk/current-enhancement-theme/student-engagement-and-demographics/responding-to-student-voice


Evidence for Enhancement: Improving the Student Experience

National Student Survey 
Scottish sector analysis 

• Comparison with the rest of the UK

• Deep dive on particular questions

• Correlation with other sources of information 

• Impact on enhancement activity across the sector 



Evidence for Enhancement: Improving the Student Experience
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Focus On projects

Resources from all projects are available on the QAA 

Scotland website

Completed projects:

• Focus On: Technology Enhanced Learning (2019-20)

• Focus On: Graduate Skills (2018-19)

• Focus On: Feedback from assessment (2017-18)

• Focus On: The PGR student experience (2016-17)

• Focus On: Institution-led review (2016-17)

• Focus On: Collaborative activity (2015-16)

• Focus On: Assessment and feedback (2014-15)

https://www.qaa.ac.uk/scotland/focus-on


Focus On: Feedback from Assessment (2017-18) 

Feedback was an area for development in 9 

ELIRs in during the last review cycle. 

What did ELIR teams think could be improved?

• timeliness of feedback

• helping students to use feedback to 

understand grades

• consistency of feedback across 

different subject areas

• overall quality of feedback



Focus On: Feedback from Assessment

Webinar series, Twitterchats & a sharing practice event

#FocusOnFeedback

What do staff and students say about feedback_.mp4


Teaching Awards Analysis project

What can we learn about what students value in feedback from 

the data we have in the sector?

#FocusOnFeedback

Focus On: Feedback from Assessment



Focus On: Feedback from Assessment



Questions?



Thank you for listening!

Dr Ailsa Crum

a.crum@qaa.ac.uk



qaa.ac.uk

enquiries@qaa.ac.uk

+44 (0) 141 5723420
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