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In 2006, the Economics Network of the Higher Education Academy carried out its third survey of Economics students, covering both undergraduates and postgraduates. This is the summary of the report on the first year experience.

Purpose of the study

This national students survey was conducted online, as part of the Economics Network’s ongoing research programme into teaching and learning Economics. John Sloman and Inna Pomorina designed questions for the survey, which consisted of 2 sections (About you and About your degree course) and included 30 questions, both quantitative and qualitative. Students of Bristol University took part in a focus group and trial of the survey which helped to reformulate some questions.

The survey aimed to provide valuable information on students’ perceptions of studying economics including identifying strengths and weaknesses in the learning and teaching of economics. Departments have used the results of previous surveys to inform curricula development.
Profile of survey respondents

Nearly two out of five students that took part in the survey were 1st year students (38% or 733 students).  Their experiences are very important to us and in this report we look at the differences and similarities of their experience to the ones experienced by all students, who replied to our survey. Of the 1st year respondents:

· 56.3% are male and 43.7% are female (55.5% and 44.5% from the whole survey);

· 90.3% started their courses under the age of 21 (82.1% from the whole survey);

· 73.5% state English as their first language (72.7% from the whole survey); 

· 58.3% have A-level in Maths (63.9% from the whole survey); 

· 58.1% have A-level in Economics (59.2% from the whole survey);  

· 83.8% state that Economics was their first choice (81.2% from the whole survey); 

The survey was intended as an observational study and not as a controlled experiment.
Methods of analysis

Students’ responses to the quantitative survey questions are examined using standard statistical methods. Differences in responses are examined by gender, age of entry, year/level of study, A-level Economics, A-level Mathematics, English as first language and choice of  course. Relationships that are statistically significant at the 0.05 levels are discussed. Responses to each of the qualitative questions are coded and aggregated for analyses using N-Vivo software. In the report, for illustrative purposes we include graphs, which are based on the codes, summarised in terms of their frequency and typical quotes from students’ responses.
Responses to individual questions

Studying this degree course has met expectations for three quarters of 1st year respondents, which is similar to the answer given by all students. When asked how the course differs from their expectations, students mentioned: 

· the repetition of A-level course (”Has been slightly repetitive of A-Level”; “Material covered is largely at the same level as A-level. There is nothing as demoralising as to go through what you already know for 3 months.”); 
· course content and structure (“The content of the course, and the style of teaching is not as expected.”; “In some of the modules we are just given formulas to learn and the teachers say we'll get to understand them later on.”; “Fewer lectures and seminars than i expected, in my opinion this means topics are rushed and not covered clearly enough. There are no personal tutors to help you, no one explains your degree programme to you or looks at your progress in all modules, this makes it very difficult.”);
· level of teaching and support for students (“The quality of lectures and classes is extremely poor.”; “Some lecturer's are very dull and a module on study skills isn't very useful.”; “The maths support is practically non-existent and this is one of the most difficult aspects of the course.”)
The following comment encapsulates many problems students mention: “The tutors are foreign postgraduates most of whom cannot speak English very well.  The tutorials are too short to cover the required work.  There is much more maths than we were led to believe there would be.  The mathematics learning support centre have difficulty helping with economics because they only know maths and several of the postgraduate helpers are not fully fluent in English.”
Respondents were asked to indicate how useful they found different types of teaching in supporting their learning. More than half rate as useful and very useful: lectures; small classes and seminars; assigned reading; materials posted by lecturer on the course’s Virtual Learning Environment (VLE); feedback on submitted work; working informally with other students; problem sets and preparing for exams and tests.  The less-used learning activities, that more than a third of respondents had not encountered, include workshops or classes (of over 25 students), group work projects, online learning using economics software, online questions and tests (not assessed) and communication tools in the course VLE. Students from the first year were the least positive among all students about lecturers’ office hours or clinics - only 35.1% find them useful, compared to 43.7%. Among the comments: “Difficult to get in, because lectures have too many students in that one hour.”; “Clash with my lectures.”  

In seminars/tutorials/small classes, a vast majority go through pre-prepared problem sets or worksheets. At the same time more then 80% rarely or never have games, simulations or role-plays in seminars and nearly half rarely or never have individual student presentations.
Half of the respondents found the teaching of maths and stats on their course very good and mostly good, though about a third of them respond that some is good and some not so good. Among the comments: “Lecturers very often assume every student has attained a certain level of mathematical understanding which is often not the case.”; “Some good, some not so good : due to vast array of students, everyone is operating at different levels. Sometimes I find it too slow.”; “Maths very good, stats far to complicated for someone that hasnt studyed it in such detail before.”

Nearly three quarters of 1st year students found the content of the degree largely relevant to the real world and 65.6% found the workload about right.
The majority found that the assessment on their degree accurately tests the level of their knowledge and understanding of the learning outcomes. As part of coursework, assessment essays in the student's own time are frequently used by the majority of respondents, while among those rarely or never used are essays done in class (88.3%), online assessment (61.5%) and group work projects (50.2%).

Students from the first year study on courses that make more use of Virtual Learning Environments (VLEs): 73.7% have it, compared to 67.0% of all economics respondents.  Almost all their comments either described VLEs positively or complained that they are underused.
Overall, about three quarters of respondents were satisfied with the quality of their degree course.

Students’ comments to open-ended questions

Respondents identified as:

· best aspects of the course: quality of staff and lecturers, use of VLEs, variety of modules to study, (“Lecturers are professionals of their subjects and all the material is very useful presented with real life examples.”; “Seminars, as this allows you to go through the things taught in the lecture and ask any questions.  Web-ct as this allows you to have access to all lecture slides and notes needed.”;  “Lots of flexibility with the module choices.”; “Intellectually challenging and promotes self-motivated work ethic.”; “Challenging and broad. No aspect of the course is not looked at in depth and everything ties in well.”; “Online web resources so can catch up if any information is missed.”)

· most useful seminar activities: going through pre-set problems or questions, discussions, going through test questions and mini-lectures;

· ways to improve seminar activities:  making them more interactive, using problem based learning, ensuring lecturers have good grasp of English: “Employing staff with a reasonable grasp of spoken English. My current macroeconomics seminar tutor is a postgraduate student who the class have difficulty understanding. He doesn't demand any interaction, perhaps because he is not confident with his speech, and students are happy to sit through mini-lectures where contribution and interactivity is kept to a minimum. There is nothing wrong with postgraduate tutors per se, but effective communication is vital.”; improving  teaching “By choosing better tutors to teach.”; “Training teachers to ensure that a high standard is consistent across the department.”; making groups smaller and organising them according to the student’s ability levels, as well as changing the content/structure of seminars; 

· ways to improve teaching maths and stats: improving teaching methods, use of practice sets, taking into account previous knowledge and improving structure and content of the modules: “More exercises are needed. The Introductory maths module at this uni assumes one had prior knowledge of all topics. As each topic is not really covered in much detail and it just quickly brushed upon it is difficult for one to grasp each new idea before starting the next.”; “Extra tutorials/workshops for those struggling,  difficult topics taught in greater detail.”; “Better division of students who have studied it before allowing faster progression.”; “Use of VLE and short quizes provided in VLE to allow self assessment of modules.”;

· ways to improve assessment: assessment should be more frequent and continuous, coursework can be assessed  and exam weighting can be made clear, more essays should be used and better feedback given: “More online assessments and past exam papers with the results rather than just the qs.”; “The current assessments are only essays at the end of the year. instead, there should be several exams throughout the year to encourage consistency in learning, and instead of simply having essay-type exams, there should be graded presentations. then it is possible to explain anything that the examiner finds unclear.”; “Have exam scripts returned to enable the student to see where they went wrong.”; “I honestly believe that continual assessment with a slightly reduced workload would encourage people to do the necessary learning and succeed.”;

· economics software and its usefulness: many 1st year students don’t use economics software;  those who use mention Win Econ, Excel and Minitab. Some students find them useful, others  complain that not always enough explanations were provided; 
· effectiveness of VLEs:  an effective tool, but the overall opinion is that it is not utilised enough: “Has all the information on there so helps a lot.”; “It is very effective and gives us the opportunity to understand things better.”; “I have it for the finance modules and they are very useful especially the discussion forum, it would be useful to have the economics module to use web ct.”; “Not all lecturers use it.”;

· their future career: in finance or finance-related services, economics, business or undecided;
· skills they developed: Interpersonal, Academic and Practical; many students were praising development of computer skills in the course – “All the units were useful and some skills were developed by each one of them but most useful was the Introductory Computer Applications unit in semester.”;
· aspects of the course that they don’t like: the teaching methods of some lecturers, structure and content of the course, maths aspects and group sizes: “I think the quality of teaching in some modules is below what i expected.”; “The mathematical and statistical teaching, sort non-relevant seminars, and the fact that the lecturers do not know anyone on the courses name, very impersonal.”; “Economics is taught at a very basic level in the first year - i feel i have covered most of it already in A level and would like to be challenged more.”; “The tutors are generally very poor. They don't seem passionate about the subject, they don't seem to want to begin discussions, they generally seem quite bored. This rubs off on the students and we end up feeling the same.”; “There should be more clarity in lectures and lecture notes. Some lecturers seems to get lost in the subject and talk about irrelevant issues.”;

· aspects that could be improved: teaching methods, especially of GTAs, poor level of English language of some lecturers and GTAs, lack of feedback on students’ work;

· how the course has changed them: better understanding of the wider world, clear career prospects, open their minds and changed them personally;

· in 5 years time: become managers in financial institutions and work in the City or develop a good career in any field.  Some mention acquiring a well-paid job or working as an economist in a public or private institution;

· any other comment: many ‘Thank you’ replies for organising the survey, quality of questions asked and pursuit of better Economics education for future students.
Conclusions

We were impressed by the maturity of students’ comments and by their awareness of teaching and learning issues in economics. Their reflections show that they not only learn modules necessarily for their degree but also in order to open their minds to a wider perspective of the world. Students appreciate their teachers’ knowledge of the subject, but they’d like improvements in the areas of delivery, motivation and confident use of English language. Some of the things that students suggest require a lot of extra resources, like smaller class sizes and more contact time, while others could be achieved by relatively small changes in practice, which the Economics Network will be happy to support.

Appendices

Appendix I include the Economics Network Student Questionnaire. Appendix II include data from the survey, with ‘filtered’ results coming from the first year students and ‘unfiltered’ from all respondents.

