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It’s a facile observation to say that the student
experience has changed a great deal in recent
years. Although the introduction of higher

tuition fees did not precipitate a disastrous decline
in applications (as many warned it might), there
can be little doubt that it resulted in some
significant shifts in the way that students and
prospective students approach university.

One way to describe this change would be that
there is now a more“professional”attitude to
study. It’s not that students have become overtly
“consumerist” (another of the big fears when
£9,000 fees were introduced). Rather, it’s that they
have become more serious about their own
responsibilities and what they want to get out of
their degree and, in turn, what they expect their
university to do to help them fulfil these ambitions.

This is reflected in the modes of study students
want and get, including smarter use of technology,
the way many organise paid work around study,
and expectations in terms of the skills and experi-
ence they seek out to prepare them for a career.

All this has a bearing on the student experience
and makes understanding and responding to the
demands of what may be called the“Student Expe-
rience 2.0”all the more pressing for institutions.

Claiming the top spot in our annual survey –
which has been a feature of the UK’s higher educa-
tion landscape for more than a decade – is Lough-
borough University, an institution that combines

many of the attributes that students rate highly:
it is a campus university, it has a clear, distinctive
offering thanks to its pre-eminence in sport,
and it performs strongly in teaching and research.

But to top a table such as this requires more
than ticking boxes, as there is an element of
alchemy to the student experience that is hard to
pin down. It is about developing a community and
providing the opportunity as well as encouraging
the desire in students to spread their wings.As
Loughborough vice-chancellor Robert Allison says:
“When people visit on open days, I tell them that
if they’re wondering if they’ll have a TV in their
room, this probably isn’t the university for them.”

Our survey differentiates itself from parallel
exercises, such as the National Student Survey
(another very useful piece of work), by asking
about the issues that students themselves have
told us they value the most.

As such, we hope that what follows in these
pages is much more than just a ranking: it is a
resource for the whole UK sector to delve into, to
help generate new ideas about how best to provide
students with an environment and, yes, an experi-
ence that allows them to fulfil their potential.

And hopefully to enjoy those precious
undergraduate years at the same time.
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Loughborough University tops this year’s Times
Higher Education Student Experience Survey,
moving up from second place in 2015.

Loughborough is rated highly by students in all
21 aspects covered by our poll, winning particular
plaudits for the quality of its teaching, its campus
facilities and its library.

Loughborough is widely seen as the UK’s premier
university for sport, and so it is no surprise that its
sport and fitness facilities are rated the best in the
country;but the university also takes top spot for the
quality of clubs, societies and other extracurricular
activities.

Robert Allison, vice-chancellor of Loughborough,
says that coming first in this year’s student poll was
“absolutely fantastic,as it recognises all the excellent
things that staff and students are doing here”.

At the heart of Loughborough’s success is the
ethos that students should work with staff to create
a good university experience for everyone on
campus,Allison says.“When people visit us on open
days, I tell them that if they’re wondering if they’ll
have a TV in their room, this probably isn’t the
university for them.”

At Loughborough “you can really embed yourself
in the university, and if you do,you will have all sorts
of chances and opportunities”, he continues.

For instance, final-year students often
participate in a research project, while
others take part in international
secondments, such as those
enjoyed by mechanical engineer-
ing students who have just
returned from visiting the
Massachusetts Institute of
Technology.

“If you have that desire to
co-create your university
experience, rather than just
seeing yourself as someone who
shows up for 10 weeks a term, it
takes you to a different level as a
student,”Allison says.

This spirit of partnership has been

crucial in encouraging students to get involved with
clubs,societies,charity events and sporting activities,
says Jess Excell,president of Loughborough Students’
Union, whose rating was bettered only by the
University of Sheffield’s acclaimed students’ union.

“People talk about the‘Loughborough experience’
and we’re proud that so many people dedicate so
much time to everything that is on offer here,”
she says.

For instance, the university was crowned the
British Universities & Colleges Sport champions for
the 35th consecutive year in 2015, raised around
£1.4 million for charity and gave about 28,000 student
hours in volunteering.

This year’s second-placed institution is Harper
Adams University, which is a new entrant to our
table, having secured the requisite number of

student respondents for the first time.
The specialist agricultural institution, which

gained full university status in 2012,was rated highly
for its teaching and staff,finishing top of the table for
its links to industry.

“All our degrees are sandwich courses,so students
will spend a year in industry, while our staff have
relevant specialist experience, which is very valued,”
explains David Llewellyn, vice-chancellor at Harper

Adams.“Students may also work on cutting-edge
research projects, or on our community

farm, which is very helpful for
explaining technology that is new to

the industry.”
The Shropshire university also

scored highly for its social scene,
pleasant campus and overall
friendly and inclusive
atmosphere.

“It’s a small, campus-based
university where people know

each other. It’s more like a village
than a large town,” Llewellyn

explains, adding that 80 per cent of
students come from a rural background,

enabling them to bond quickly because of

This year’s poll-toppers share an emphasis on
inclusiveness and partnership, plus great libraries, sports
facilities and active students’ unions, says Jack Grove

Working together
to create the vibe
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their passion for the countryside, as well as the usual
sports and students’ union activities.

In third place is the University of Sheffield, which
finished top overall in 2014, and is ranked joint first
for its social life, alongside the universities of Cardiff,
Leeds and Newcastle.

Sheffield is also the university most likely to be
recommended by its students to their peers (perhaps
the most important score of all),alongside Loughbor-
ough,HarperAdams and the University of Bath,which
takes fifth spot overall after topping last year’s poll.

Either side of Bath are the University of Oxford
(fourth) and the University of Leeds (sixth), which
rises from ninth position in 2015.

In joint seventh place are the University of East
Anglia and Newcastle University, just ahead of the
University of Cambridge at number nine.

Keele University takes 10th place in our poll, up
from 21st last year, thanks to consistently high scores
for its teaching, academic staff and campus.

The fact that Keele’s library is also rated one of the
best in the country is no surprise to Fiona Cownie,
the university’s pro vice-chancellor (education and
student experience). “We often have more than

500 students in the library at midnight,which is a lot
for a university with a student body of around
10,000,” says Cownie.

Many students now view the library as a key social
hub on campus, using its areas for group academic
work. It also hosted many Exam Plus events to
support students during the exam season.

“We gave out free fruit and water at the library
and had chill-out activities available, such as massage,
yoga and a puppy-petting room,” Cownie explains.
“It’s another way in which students feel supported
and part of the Keele community.”

Queen’s University Belfast (which is in joint
12th place with Cardiff University) is another institu-
tion to rise significantly in our poll of 15,290 under-
graduates,up from joint 31st two years ago and from
83rd place in 2010.

As in previous surveys, campus universities do
well in our rankings overall, despite top 10
finishes by Sheffield, Leeds and Newcastle,

three of the UK’s best-known civic universities.
Five of our top 10 institutions are campus

universities; in addition, Falmouth University (11th),

As in our

previous

surveys,

campus

universities

do well

in our rankings
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the University of Exeter (joint 14th), the University of
Nottingham (joint 18th) and the University of Reading
(20th) are other campus institutions that are popular
with students.

Several modern universities feature in this year’s
top 30, including NottinghamTrent University (17th)
and Northumbria University (joint 18th), with Edge
Hill University at joint 23rd and the University of
Chichester in 25th place.

The most-improved universities are also post-92
universities, led by Southampton Solent University,
which rises 36 places to joint 54th spot, and the
University of Derby, up 34 places to joint 47th.

Many London universities are at the lower end of
the table, occupying 12 of the bottom 20 places.
These include historic universities such as the
London School of Economics (110th), as well as
more modern institutions such as Kingston Univer-
sity (108th) and the University of Greenwich (111th).

Imperial College London is the only university in
the capital to make the top half of our rankings, at
joint 54th, with those in London doing poorly on
accommodation and the feeling of community
atmosphere on campus.
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The continuing popularity of London as a study
destination (around 16 per cent of domestic
undergraduates choose to study there) may surprise
many observers in light of these poor scores.

With universities no longer bound by strict
student number controls, many institutions took the
opportunity to expand undergraduate levels
significantly this year – some taking 20 per cent
more than in the previous year. So how will they
maintain the overall student experience while admit-
ting many more students?

Some institutions appear to have managed to do
this successfully: Keele’s acceptances rose by almost
20 per cent last autumn, but its scores rose
nonetheless. And the University of East Anglia
remains in our top 10 while increasing acceptances
by about 30 per cent.

Other vice-chancellors are more wary of a rapid
expansion in student numbers, preferring a more
gradual growth strategy, despite the financial
incentives on offer.

“We do not want to upset something that works
here just because we can make some money out of
it,” says Loughborough’s Allison.l





Times Higher Education 17 March 2016 9

Prosecco featured prominently in the aftermath
of the university winning the Times Higher
Education award for the Most Improved

Student Experience in 2015. And the fizz continued
to flow at a staff Christmas event, where the award
enhanced the university’s anniversary celebrations.

The award was a consequence of commitment
and a genuine team effort between colleagues and
students – led by the students’ union – which was
particularly successful last year in generating greater
engagement and securing some of the institution’s
highest-ever satisfaction ratings.

The enthusiasm generated by the award was
fitting for a modern university that demonstrates
creativity, flexibility, motivation and energy.With our
160-year history of delivering higher education, we
provide a powerful combination of experience and
contemporary approaches that make learning at
Solent relevant, exciting and rewarding. Of course,
those of us at Solent know this, but at times we
need to let others know, and the award helps us
to better profile what we do and reinforce the
efficacy of the Solent approach.

At Solent we’re about delivering real-world
learning, extending the learning experience beyond
our campuses and interacting with other agencies,
organisations and businesses. Supported by a recent
reorganisation with a flatter structure, key
influencers are now closer to the student
experience and better able to enhance the real-
world element.We recognise the importance of the
programme group and course leaders and provide
direct support to help them in their role. It was
fitting that course leaders collected the award on
the university’s behalf, but we celebrate everyone
who leads or supports a course and we recognise

their contribution routinely, not just when we win.
Our students are equally committed and passion-

ate about Solent. One recent graduate explained
that for her, the success of the university was about
interactivity, the practical experience it provides
and the feeling that we are all working together.

We are renowned for innovation; we are regularly
in the top 20 universities for student business start-
ups and in the top five for the provision of continu-
ing professional development. Our retail outlet in a
city shopping centre is one of many examples of
our real-world approach and it recently won the
National Enterprise Educator Award as an innovative
model for teaching the business, creative and entre-
preneurial techniques required for success in retail.

Our students benefit from being located in the
centre of the UK’s International Maritime City, the
cruise capital of Europe, with an international
airport, a Premiership football club and home to the
largest theatre, outside London, in the South East.
We are about to open our new teaching building –
the first part of a £100 million estates development
programme, with a futuristic pod that looks directly
on to one of the city’s many parks.

We have just appointed a professor of research-
informed teaching; research and professional input
constantly enrich the curriculum within our
recently extended teaching year.A real-world
curriculum that is innovative, practically grounded,
informed by research and enhanced by business is
our offer to students.

In addition, new structures, enhanced processes,
delivery in iconic real estate in the heart of a lively
city, plus a genuine partnership with our students,
will be the template to further enhance the student
experience. I raise a glass of Prosecco to that.●
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Southampton Solent University has surged 36 places in
the rankings – the biggest improvement among all
institutions. Vice-chancellor Graham Baldwin reveals
the innovations that have enthused his students

Special delivery
in the city by
the sea
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Today’s sixth-formers face a bewildering range of higher
education choices. Stephen Petty probes the mindset and
decision-making methods of tomorrow’s undergraduates

Shift in sixth-former attitudes

Iwas reminded recently of the famous Labour pre-
election broadcast of 1987. With a backcloth of
coastal landscapes, a soaring seagull and a rambling

pair of Kinnocks, to the rousing strains of Beet-
hoven’s 9th, the then leader of the party reflected in
his voice-over on how he had been the first Kinnock
“in a thousand generations” to get the opportunity to
go to university. “Was this because my ancestors
were all thick?” he asked, his tone now verging on
rage. It was manufactured, yet moving – still is.

So it was disconcerting to hear one of the bright-
est in my sixth-form tutor group informing me
recently that he was intending to catapult his own

Sixth sense – or
how to choose
the best course
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family history in precisely the opposite direction.He
was proud to be the first in generations not to go to
university. He had been offered a good job locally,
which provided training and prospects, and he was
already enjoying a fulfilling life.

His story is not exactly typical but it does high-
light a noticeable shift in sixth-former attitudes.
While the number applying to university may be
continuing to rise, there is rather less certainty and
conviction in the air.

With prestigious employers such as Ernst &Young
and Penguin Random House openly moving away
from graduate-focused recruitment, those doubts
seem likely to grow rather than diminish.

a
la

m
y
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The new anxiety – and it’s not about debt
Adding to that uncertainty are those well-
publicised worries about debt, although many
university applicants today seem more anxious about
surviving academically rather than how they will
fare financially.

They have good reason to be anxious.Their whole
experience of academia from the age of five to 18
now seems to involve a gradual decrease – rather
than increase – in the amount of independent learn-
ing and initiative expected.

Sixth-formers are no longer cut much slack. The
consequences of their idling or straying are too dire
for school rankings and ratings. The result is that
university-style study now constitutes more than a
mere academic progression; it represents, for many, a
huge leap into the unknown.

So, given that they are perhaps the wariest, most
insecure students in a thousand generations, how
does this affect the way they go about choosing suit-
able courses and universities?

The irrational first phase
Given the above, prospective students’ first thoughts
are about risk minimisation. Rather than taking a
punt on something less familiar, they look for the
recognisable brand names. They seek out courses
and places that have a good“reputation”, even if this

is based purely on something a parent might have
said to them.

Sometimes that reputation is justified, of course;
but often it is baseless, or at least outdated, and it is
my role to challenge such reputations.Many a medio-
cre course draws undeserved early interest simply
because the university offering it has been given the
Russell Group tick of approval.This is sometimes no
more rational than opting for the pricier Nike-ticked
training shoe ahead of all the other less fashionable
brands.

It’s much the same story for prospective overseas
students,who have had access to increasing amounts
of information on reputation rankings in recent
years.

Stephen Parkes, head of the international student
advice website Go Enrol, reports that “while the
cachet of studying in the UK used to be enough,
many students now want to study at a university that
is familiar to their employers and to their social circle
at home”.

The second-phase search
Nonetheless,students online do then start to click on
other less-familiar course locations.To keep them on
that page it is definitely worth the website offering
some kind of reassurance regarding that blessed
“reputation”. Students will naturally be drawn to an
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eye-catching website that will appeal to
their youthful aspirations, but the most
successful pages will reassure them on
the prestige front too. Maybe not
quite “Come to Wessex University,
purveyors of the finest Modern
Languages since 1923”, but there
should certainly be more than a
mere nod in that direction.

Next stage: reach for the
map
A knock-on effect of their greater
insecurity is a desire to study near home –
not necessarily down the road but certainly
within two to three hours by bus or train.

Rather disappointingly, location serves
as a significant influence on many a
student’s selection process.

Reaching the shortlist
If courses do get through the student’s some-
times questionable filtering process, they are then
compared very closely.This later stage is much more
analytical and rational, although usually the student’s
preference hinges on one key factor.

It might be the extra appeal of that particular
course, or the technology available, or perhaps the

work or residential experiences
offered, or the prevailing opinions

on student review websites.
Increasingly, however, I find
that the student uses his or
her comparative experiences
on open days as a deciding
factor.

The open day can swing it
The open day has become

perhaps the major influence.
“Reputation” takes a back seat as
students actually get a feel for the
university, the course and the mood
there.

With sixth-formers tending to be
a little needier about it all,a welcom-
ing, organised and supportive day is
more influential than ever.

Somehow it still works
The process all sounds a bit flaky and flawed, yet
most students still somehow end up at a suitable
place. Perhaps it was ever thus.●

Stephen Petty is head of humanities at Lord
Williams’s School in Thame, Oxfordshire.
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Where does your university stand in the student
experience rankings? See the full results over the next
four pages and, opposite, leaders in some key categories
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Figuring it out: methodology used in the Student Experience Survey
More than 15,000 full-time
undergraduates took part in
this year’s survey, 4 per cent
more than last year. All were
members of YouthSight’s
Student Panel – largely
recruited via Ucas –
surveyed between October
2014 and June 2015.

The Times Higher Education
Student Experience Survey is
divided into 21 university
attributes, chosen by students
as key indicators. Respondents
were asked to rate how their

university performed on each
attribute, using a seven-point
scale. Each attribute was
assigned a weight dependent
on its importance within the
overall student experience.

As before, respondents
were not told the purpose of
the polling and were allowed to
take the survey only once.

Although the number of
respondents comprises less
than 1 per cent of the UK full-
time undergraduate population,
this sampling fraction is high in

comparison with a typical politi-
cal opinion poll or large-scale
government survey. More
importantly, the overall sample
size is large enough to generate
only a small sampling error. This
year, 94 institutions had a sam-
ple size of 100 or more and only
those with a sample size of 50 or
morewere included in the final
dataset. A total of 117 institu-
tions met this requirement,
compared with 113 last year.

Each university’s score was
indexed to give a percentage of

the maximum attainable score,
allowing for more intuitive com-
parisons between universities.
Although there is no statistical
significance in the scores of
similarly ranked universities, the
results are stable year on year.
Therefore, the results appear to
be effective at highlighting
where best practice occurs and
where the opportunities for
improvement lie.

James MacGregor
Director, Higher Education,

YouthSight
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Top five ‘most improved’ universities

Southampton Solent University
University of Gloucestershire
University of Derby
University of the West of Scotland
University of Chester

Most
improved
ranking

2015
overall
ranking

2014
overall
ranking

1
2
3
4
5

=54
=62
=47

89
29

90
94

=81
107

62

Good environment on campus

Falmouth University
University of East Anglia
Edge Hill University
University of Nottingham
Loughborough University
Harper Adams University
Keele University
University of Stirling
University of Reading
University of Sheffield
University of Leeds

Rank by
attribute

Overall
ranking

=1
=1
=3
=3
=3
=3
=3
=3
=3
=3
=3

11
=7

=23
=18

1
2

10
58
20

3
6

High-quality sports facilities

Loughborough University
University of Bath
University of Surrey
University of Aberdeen
Northumbria University
University of Stirling
University of East Anglia
University of St Mark and St John

Rank by
attribute

Overall
ranking

1
2
3

=4
=4
=4
=4
=4

1
5

=26
=76
=18

58
=7

=56

High-quality sports facilities

Loughborough University  

High-quality sports facilities

High-quality facilities

Loughborough University
Royal Veterinary College
University of Oxford
University of Sheffield
University of Exeter
Robert Gordon University
Edge Hill University

Rank by
attribute

Overall
ranking

1
=26

4
3

=14
=38
=23

1
2

=3
=3
=3
=3
=3

Good industry connections

Harper Adams University
University of Bath
Loughborough University
Aston University
Imperial College London
University of Oxford
Robert Gordon University

Rank by
attribute

Overall
ranking

2
5
1

32
=54

4
=38

1
2
3

=4
=4
=4
=4

Harper Adams University  

Good social life

University of Leeds
Newcastle University
University of Sheffield
Cardiff University
Loughborough University
Harper Adams University

Rank by
attribute

Overall
ranking

=1
=1
=1
=1
=5
=5

6
=7

3
=12

1
2

High-quality staff/lectures

University of Oxford
Royal Veterinary College
University of Cambridge
University of St Andrews
Harper Adams University

Rank by
attribute

Overall
ranking

1
=2
=2
=4
=4

4
=26

9
=14

2

University of Oxford  

Good environment on campus

Falmouth University  

University of Leeds  University of Leeds  University of Leeds  
Loughborough University  Loughborough University  Loughborough University  
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1 2 Loughborough University 86.2 150 6.1 6.1 6.1 6.3 6.1 6.5 6.4 6.5
2 – Harper Adams University 85.8 105 6.3 6.3 6.1 6.3 6.3 6.1 6.4 6.2
3 3 University of Sheffield 85.0 270 6.1 6.0 5.9 6.4 6.3 6.4 6.4 6.3
4 5 University of Oxford 84.8 210 6.5 6.5 6.1 6.1 6.3 6.4 6.3 6.3
5 1 University of Bath 84.4 170 6.1 6.0 6.1 6.0 6.2 6.3 6.3 6.2
6 9 University of Leeds 83.4 240 5.9 5.9 5.7 6.4 6.1 6.4 6.4 6.2

=7 =6 University of East Anglia 83.0 149 6.0 6.0 5.9 6.2 6.2 6.2 6.5 6.0
=7 10 Newcastle University 83.0 165 6.0 6.0 5.9 6.4 6.2 6.2 6.3 6.2

9 4 University of Cambridge 82.4 203 6.4 6.5 6.2 5.6 6.0 6.5 6.2 6.2
10 21 Keele University 82.1 101 6.2 6.2 6.0 5.8 6.2 6.2 6.4 5.9
11 11 Falmouth University 82.0 98 6.2 6.2 5.8 5.8 6.1 6.1 6.5 6.2

=12 24 Queen’s University Belfast 81.7 131 6.0 5.9 6.0 6.1 5.9 6.0 6.1 6.2
=12 =29 Cardiff University 81.7 220 6.1 6.0 5.8 6.4 6.1 6.2 6.2 6.0
=14 16 University of St Andrews 81.6 116 6.3 6.1 6.0 5.8 6.2 6.3 6.3 6.1
=14 14 Bangor University 81.6 150 6.1 6.2 5.9 5.8 6.0 6.2 6.2 5.9
=14 8 University of Exeter 81.6 217 6.1 6.1 5.9 5.9 6.0 6.3 6.3 6.3

17 =31 Nottingham Trent University 81.4 170 5.8 6.0 5.8 6.1 5.9 5.9 6.0 6.1
=18 =31 Northumbria University 81.2 182 5.8 5.8 5.6 6.2 6.0 5.8 6.1 6.0
=18 =12 University of Nottingham 81.2 302 6.0 5.9 5.8 6.1 6.0 6.2 6.4 6.1

20 =22 University of Reading 81.0 142 5.9 5.7 5.7 6.0 5.9 6.1 6.4 6.0
=21 =12 University of Dundee 80.8 107 6.0 6.0 5.7 6.0 5.8 6.0 6.0 6.0
=21 =18 University of Birmingham 80.8 252 6.0 6.0 5.8 6.2 6.0 6.3 6.2 5.9
=23 27 Edge Hill University 80.4 113 5.8 6.0 5.6 5.4 5.9 5.8 6.4 6.3
=23 =22 University of York 80.4 191 6.0 6.0 5.8 5.9 6.0 6.2 6.2 6.0

25 35 University of Chichester 80.3 51 6.1 6.0 5.8 5.5 6.0 5.7 6.2 5.8
=26 25 Royal Veterinary College 80.2 79 6.4 6.4 6.0 5.5 5.9 5.7 6.0 6.4
=26 =6 University of Surrey 80.2 143 6.0 5.9 5.8 5.6 5.9 6.0 6.2 6.1

28 =18 University of Southampton 80.1 240 5.9 5.8 5.8 6.0 6.0 6.2 6.2 6.0
29 62 University of Chester 80.0 102 5.9 6.1 5.8 5.8 5.9 5.9 6.2 5.8
30 20 Durham University 79.7 196 6.1 5.9 5.8 5.9 6.1 6.3 6.1 6.0
31 15 Lancaster University 79.6 190 5.8 5.7 5.7 5.7 5.9 6.1 6.3 6.1
32 =50 Aston University 79.5 102 5.8 5.7 5.8 5.6 5.8 5.8 6.1 6.0

=33 =52 Swansea University 79.4 117 5.9 5.9 5.8 6.0 5.9 6.1 6.1 5.8
=33 40 University of Lincoln 79.4 118 5.8 5.9 5.5 5.9 5.9 6.0 6.2 6.0
=35 =42 Coventry University 79.3 144 6.0 6.1 5.9 5.7 5.6 5.7 6.0 5.9
=35 17 University of Warwick 79.3 170 5.8 5.7 5.7 5.8 5.9 6.2 6.0 5.9

37 =29 University of Winchester 79.1 100 5.9 5.9 5.7 5.5 6.0 5.8 6.2 5.8
=38 41 Robert Gordon University 79.0 100 6.1 6.1 6.0 5.6 5.6 5.9 6.1 6.3
=38 61 University of Sussex 79.0 140 6.0 5.8 5.7 6.1 6.1 5.9 6.2 5.6
=38 33 University of Manchester 79.0 295 5.9 5.8 5.7 6.2 5.8 6.0 6.0 6.0
=41 =50 University of Edinburgh 78.9 204 5.8 5.8 5.5 6.2 5.9 6.3 6.1 6.0
=41 34 University of Glasgow 78.9 223 5.9 5.9 5.7 6.0 5.8 6.1 6.0 5.8
=43 =42 Teesside University 78.8 110 5.8 5.9 5.6 5.6 5.8 5.8 5.8 5.9
=43 26 University of Leicester 78.8 146 5.9 5.9 6.0 5.8 5.9 5.9 6.0 5.8

45 39 University of Strathclyde 78.5 149 5.9 5.8 5.7 5.9 5.8 5.9 5.8 5.8
46 =56 Sheffield Hallam University 78.4 161 5.7 5.8 5.6 6.0 5.9 5.7 6.1 6.0

=47 78 Canterbury Christ Church
University

78.3 101 5.8 6.0 5.7 5.4 5.7 5.6 6.0 6.0

=47 =81 University of Derby 78.3 104 6.1 6.1 5.8 5.5 5.7 5.7 6.0 5.9
=47 =48 University of Bristol 78.3 206 6.0 5.9 5.9 6.2 5.9 6.1 6.1 6.0

50 63 De Montfort University 78.1 140 5.7 5.7 5.4 5.8 5.8 5.8 5.9 5.7
=51 75 St Mary’s University, Twickenham 78.0 50 5.8 5.7 5.5 5.4 6.0 5.7 6.2 5.7
=51 =42 Heriot-Watt University 78.0 100 5.8 5.9 5.8 5.5 5.8 5.5 6.2 6.0
=51 47 Plymouth University 78.0 181 5.8 5.8 5.5 5.9 5.7 5.9 6.0 5.8
=54 90 Southampton Solent University 77.4 95 5.8 5.8 5.6 5.7 5.6 5.3 5.9 5.8
=54 28 Imperial College London 77.4 130 5.9 5.8 5.8 5.2 5.2 6.0 5.8 6.1
=56 – University of St Mark and St John 77.3 59 5.9 6.0 5.6 5.4 5.8 5.2 5.9 5.6
=56 73 Oxford Brookes University 77.3 103 5.8 5.9 5.9 5.7 5.8 5.7 6.0 5.9

58 37 University of Stirling 77.2 100 5.9 5.8 5.6 5.6 5.8 5.9 6.4 5.8

=59 =48 University of Central Lancashire 77.1 150 5.7 5.8 5.6 5.6 5.6 5.7 5.7 5.9
=59 74 Manchester Metropolitan

University
77.1 161 5.9 5.8 5.7 5.7 5.7 5.5 5.8 5.9
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6.0 6.5 6.1 5.7 6.4 6.3 6.0 6.1 5.6 5.5 6.6 5.6 6.9 6.5
6.0 5.8 6.1 6.2 6.0 6.7 6.0 6.1 5.6 6.1 6.2 5.8 5.8 6.5
5.8 6.7 6.0 5.7 6.1 5.7 6.2 6.1 5.4 5.6 6.5 5.7 6.0 6.5
6.0 4.6 6.1 6.3 5.9 6.2 6.0 6.0 4.9 6.8 6.6 4.8 5.8 6.4
5.9 6.1 6.0 5.7 6.1 6.5 5.8 6.2 5.0 5.3 6.5 5.5 6.6 6.5
5.7 6.5 5.9 5.5 6.3 5.8 5.9 5.9 5.6 5.6 6.3 5.5 6.2 6.4
5.6 5.7 5.9 5.9 6.1 5.3 5.8 6.2 5.0 5.6 6.6 5.6 6.3 6.3
5.6 6.0 6.1 5.7 6.2 5.5 5.7 6.1 5.3 5.5 6.6 5.8 5.6 6.4
5.9 4.4 5.7 6.3 5.7 6.1 5.9 5.9 4.6 6.9 6.6 4.3 5.7 6.3
5.7 6.1 6.0 6.0 6.0 5.3 5.2 5.9 5.2 5.6 6.5 5.8 5.4 6.2
5.5 5.7 6.1 6.0 5.6 5.9 5.8 6.0 5.1 5.7 6.6 5.7 5.1 6.3
5.6 6.0 5.8 5.8 6.0 5.7 5.4 5.9 5.4 5.5 6.5 5.7 5.9 6.4
5.6 6.3 5.7 5.7 5.9 5.5 5.4 5.9 5.8 5.5 6.2 5.5 5.7 6.3
5.8 5.6 5.7 6.0 6.3 5.5 5.0 6.2 4.2 5.9 5.8 5.7 5.6 6.3
5.7 5.6 5.8 5.9 5.8 5.2 5.9 6.1 5.5 5.6 6.4 5.8 5.8 6.1
5.5 5.7 5.8 5.6 6.0 5.6 5.8 6.1 4.4 5.2 6.5 5.6 6.0 6.4
5.7 6.0 5.7 5.8 6.0 5.7 5.6 6.0 5.5 5.6 6.4 5.7 5.9 6.2
5.7 5.9 5.8 5.6 6.2 5.7 5.7 6.0 5.4 5.4 6.6 5.7 6.3 6.2
5.6 5.5 5.8 5.6 5.8 5.8 5.7 5.9 4.8 5.4 6.3 5.6 5.9 6.4
5.6 6.0 5.8 5.6 6.0 5.6 5.9 6.0 5.1 5.2 6.5 5.5 5.8 6.2
5.5 6.2 5.6 5.7 6.2 5.4 5.6 5.7 5.9 5.4 6.4 5.7 5.9 6.1
5.6 5.8 5.8 5.7 6.0 5.7 5.7 5.5 4.7 5.4 6.2 5.6 5.8 6.3
5.6 5.6 5.7 5.9 6.0 5.5 5.9 6.1 5.1 5.5 6.2 5.7 6.1 6.1
5.5 5.2 5.7 5.8 5.9 5.2 5.6 6.2 4.8 5.6 6.5 5.6 5.8 6.3
5.8 5.4 5.8 6.3 5.9 5.5 5.5 5.9 5.2 5.8 6.3 5.7 5.6 6.1
5.7 5.5 5.8 5.7 5.5 5.9 5.5 5.9 5.2 5.9 6.0 5.1 4.8 6.4
5.5 5.6 5.7 5.7 6.0 6.1 5.7 6.0 4.4 5.3 6.3 5.5 6.4 6.2

5.6 5.5 5.7 5.7 5.9 5.6 5.7 5.8 5.2 5.2 6.1 5.5 5.8 6.1
5.4 5.9 6.0 6.0 5.5 5.4 5.2 6.0 5.3 5.5 6.2 5.8 5.8 6.0
5.5 4.1 5.9 5.7 5.6 5.5 5.7 5.8 5.5 5.6 6.3 5.5 5.9 6.3
5.4 5.4 5.6 5.4 6.0 5.4 6.1 6.2 5.0 5.4 6.0 5.5 6.1 6.2
5.7 5.2 5.6 5.5 6.2 6.2 5.8 5.9 4.9 5.0 6.5 5.6 6.0 6.1
5.5 5.6 5.8 5.7 5.9 5.4 5.2 5.7 5.1 5.3 6.2 5.7 5.9 6.1
5.4 5.4 5.7 5.7 6.2 5.3 5.5 5.9 5.2 5.3 6.4 5.8 5.5 6.0
5.7 5.4 5.7 6.0 6.0 5.7 5.3 5.6 5.2 5.7 6.2 5.8 5.4 6.1
5.5 5.7 5.7 5.3 6.0 5.9 5.8 6 4.4 5.6 5.9 5.2 5.8 6.1
5.5 5.8 5.9 5.8 5.8 5.3 5.7 5.8 5.2 5.5 6.4 5.6 5.2 6.2
5.7 4.3 5.9 6.0 5.4 6.2 5.1 5.7 4.1 5.4 6.3 5.9 6.1 6.3
5.5 5.8 5.9 5.8 5.8 5.1 5.4 5.5 5.2 5.1 6.4 5.7 5.3 6.1
5.4 5.6 5.7 5.6 5.8 5.8 5.1 5.6 5.0 5.4 6.3 5.4 5.5 6.3
5.3 5.9 5.6 5.4 5.8 5.3 5.4 5.6 4.9 5.3 6.2 5.2 6.0 6.2
5.5 5.8 5.5 5.5 5.8 5.5 5.0 5.6 5.2 5.5 6.2 5.5 5.8 6.2
5.5 5.9 5.8 6.0 6.1 5.7 4.8 5.7 5.5 5.8 6.2 5.5 5.5 5.8
5.2 5.8 5.8 5.7 5.8 5.2 5.5 5.7 4.7 5.8 6.4 5.6 5.6 6.1
5.7 5.7 5.5 5.5 6.1 6.0 5.1 5.6 5.3 5.0 6.2 5.3 5.5 6.2
5.5 4.9 5.7 5.7 5.8 5.7 5.5 5.8 4.7 5.6 6.5 5.5 5.5 5.9
5.5 5.3 5.6 6.0 5.8 5.3 5.4 6.0 5.0 5.5 6.5 5.7 5.5 6.0

5.5 5.3 5.8 6.0 5.6 5.6 5.4 5.7 4.9 5.6 5.9 5.7 5.4 6.1
5.6 4.2 5.6 5.6 5.6 5.5 5.5 6.0 4.3 5.3 5.9 5.6 5.3 6.4
5.6 5.6 5.6 5.8 6.0 5.6 5.2 5.7 5.0 5.4 6.4 5.5 5.7 5.9
5.3 5.1 5.6 6.1 6.0 5.3 5.4 6.0 5.3 5.3 6.0 5.6 6.1 5.9
5.6 5.0 5.5 5.9 5.8 5.9 5.3 6.0 4.8 5.3 6.1 5.6 5.5 6.2
5.5 5.7 5.5 5.7 6.0 5.5 5.3 5.7 5.1 5.3 6.5 5.5 5.2 6.0
5.5 5.5 5.6 5.8 5.9 5.8 4.9 5.7 5.3 5.6 6.4 5.7 5.2 5.9
5.3 5.3 5.6 5.5 6.0 6.2 5.7 5.9 4.7 5.4 6.4 4.6 5.7 5.9
5.5 5.1 5.9 6.0 5.6 5.6 5.1 5.7 5.3 5.7 5.6 5.4 6.3 5.7
5.5 4.8 5.6 6.0 5.3 5.4 5.4 5.7 4.4 5.3 6.2 5.6 5.4 6.0
5.4 5.1 5.4 5.5 6.1 5.2 4.7 5.7 4.5 5.3 6.4 5.7 6.3 6.1

5.5 5.4 5.5 5.6 5.9 5.4 5.1 5.8 5.1 5.5 6.5 5.4 5.9 5.8
5.5 5.3 5.6 5.8 5.9 5.6 5.0 5.5 5.1 5.2 6.3 5.6 5.1 5.9

Pe
rs

on
al

re
qu

ire
m

en
ts

ca
te

re
d

fo
r

G
oo

d
st

ud
en

ts
’

un
io

n

G
oo

d
su
pp

or
t/

w
el

fa
re

Ce
nt
ra
lis
ed
/

co
nv

en
ie

nt
fa
ci
liti

es

G
oo

d
in

du
st

ry
co
nn

ec
tio

ns

G
oo

d
ac
co
m
m
od

ati
on

G
oo

d
se

cu
rit

y

Ch
ea
p
sh
op

/b
ar
/

am
en
iti
es

Tu
iti
on

in
sm

al
l

gr
ou

ps

G
oo

d
lib
ra
ry

an
d

lib
ra
ry

op
en
in
g

ho
ur

s

Fa
ir

w
or

kl
oa

d

G
oo

d
sp

or
ts

fa
ci
liti

es

Weighting
1.5 1
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61 =69 Royal Holloway, University of
London

77.0 140 6.0 5.9 5.8 5.2 5.9 5.9 6.2 5.7

=62 58 York St John University 76.9 87 5.7 5.8 5.4 5.7 5.9 5.7 6.0 5.8
=62 94 University of Gloucestershire 76.9 100 6.0 5.9 5.6 5.5 5.7 5.6 6.1 5.6
=62 55 University of Portsmouth 76.9 160 5.8 5.8 5.7 5.8 5.7 5.9 5.8 5.7
=65 64 University of Worcester 76.8 71 5.8 5.9 5.7 5.5 5.7 5.8 5.9 5.6
=65 68 University of Essex 76.8 153 5.6 5.6 5.6 5.7 6.0 5.8 5.9 5.7
=67 85 Glasgow Caledonian University 76.6 111 5.8 5.9 5.6 5.6 5.7 5.7 6.0 5.9
=67 =52 Aberystwyth University 76.6 120 5.8 5.9 5.6 6.0 6.1 5.9 6.1 5.3

69 =69 University of Liverpool 76.5 173 5.6 5.6 5.4 6.0 5.8 5.9 6.0 5.7
=70 65 Liverpool John Moores University 76.4 130 5.8 5.8 5.7 5.8 5.7 5.4 5.8 5.8
=70 =45 University of Huddersfield 76.4 131 5.8 5.7 5.7 5.4 5.6 5.4 6.1 6.0

72 36 University of Kent 76.2 206 5.7 5.8 5.6 5.6 5.6 5.8 6.0 5.7
73 86 Leeds Beckett University 76.1 113 5.6 5.7 5.5 6.0 5.6 5.4 5.9 5.8

=74 =56 University of Hull 76.0 111 5.7 5.6 5.5 5.6 5.6 5.6 6.0 5.7
=74 =69 University of Hertfordshire 76.0 125 5.4 5.7 5.5 5.4 5.5 5.7 5.8 5.9
=76 =76 Bournemouth University 75.8 134 5.7 5.6 5.5 5.9 5.6 5.7 5.8 5.7
=76 38 University of Aberdeen 75.8 141 5.9 5.8 5.6 5.8 5.7 6.1 6.0 5.8
=78 =88 Staffordshire University 75.7 100 5.8 6.0 5.6 5.2 5.4 5.3 5.6 5.6
=78 59 Brunel University London 75.7 105 5.2 5.4 5.3 5.4 5.8 5.9 5.9 5.6
=78 =83 Queen Mary University of London 75.7 160 5.9 5.7 5.7 5.6 5.6 5.7 5.9 5.6

81 79 University of the West of England 75.6 145 5.7 5.7 5.4 5.6 5.6 5.6 5.8 5.8
82 93 Bath Spa University 75.5 100 5.9 6.1 5.7 5.3 5.7 5.1 6.3 5.8
83 =83 St George’s, University of London 75.4 58 5.6 5.7 5.3 5.4 5.8 5.6 5.7 5.4
84 54 University College London 75.2 200 5.8 5.6 5.5 5.8 5.5 5.9 5.8 5.6
85 =81 University of Wolverhampton 75.1 105 5.9 5.9 5.8 5.0 5.3 5.2 5.7 5.6
86 98 University of Salford 74.8 109 5.8 5.7 5.4 5.2 5.4 5.5 5.6 5.7

=87 =66 Abertay University 74.7 63 5.8 5.8 5.5 5.0 5.3 5.3 5.8 5.8
=87 92 University of South Wales 74.7 118 5.8 5.8 5.5 5.3 5.3 5.0 5.7 5.6

89 107 University of the West of Scotland 74.3 100 5.9 5.8 5.6 5.3 5.4 5.1 5.7 5.6
=90 96 University of Cumbria 74.1 63 5.7 5.9 5.5 5.2 5.4 4.9 5.8 5.4
=90 72 University of Roehampton 74.1 65 5.6 5.7 5.7 5.2 5.6 5.3 6.1 5.6

92 – Bucks New University 74.0 54 5.8 6.0 5.4 4.9 5.1 5.5 5.5 5.8
93 – University of Wales Trinity Saint

David
73.3 65 6.1 6.1 5.6 5.3 5.7 4.7 5.9 4.9

94 =66 Cardiff Metropolitan University 73.2 69 5.8 5.9 5.4 5.2 5.0 4.7 5.7 5.5
95 – University Campus Suffolk 72.9 52 5.8 6.1 5.5 4.6 4.8 4.7 5.3 5.8
96 95 Edinburgh Napier University 72.8 110 5.7 5.7 5.3 5.3 5.5 5.2 5.6 6.0
97 80 King’s College London 72.7 165 5.7 5.6 5.2 5.4 5.3 5.8 5.7 5.6
98 91 Ulster University 72.6 100 5.7 5.8 5.6 5.0 5.4 5.2 5.7 5.4
99 =88 Birmingham City University 72.5 123 5.5 5.7 5.4 5.2 5.2 5.0 5.6 5.6

100 60 University of Sunderland 72.4 100 5.5 5.7 5.3 5.2 5.3 5.3 5.6 5.6
101 103 Middlesex University 72.2 100 5.5 5.7 5.4 4.9 5.3 5.1 5.7 5.8
102 97 University of Brighton 72.1 121 5.5 5.6 5.3 5.6 5.5 5.1 5.6 5.5
103 104 Anglia Ruskin University 71.8 115 5.6 5.7 5.4 5.0 5.2 5.1 5.6 5.6
104 =45 University of Bradford 71.7 100 5.5 5.4 5.4 5.1 5.3 5.3 5.5 5.5
105 106 London South Bank University 71.5 104 5.5 5.6 5.5 5.1 5.2 5.2 5.3 5.5
106 87 Goldsmiths, University of London 71.4 93 5.9 5.5 5.3 5.2 5.4 5.1 5.6 5.4
107 109 City University London 71.1 116 5.8 5.6 5.6 4.9 5.1 5 5.3 5.5
108 101 Kingston University 70.8 107 5.3 5.5 5.1 5.5 5.4 5.5 5.6 5.3
109 100 University of Northampton 70.3 98 5.3 5.5 5.2 5.0 5.2 5.5 5.6 5.2
110 99 London School of Economics (and

Political Science)
70.0 62 5.5 5.5 5.4 4.9 4.5 5.3 5.3 5.6

111 102 University of Greenwich 69.9 113 5.6 5.5 5.2 4.8 5.2 4.8 5.7 5.4
112 105 University of Bedfordshire 69.7 97 5.2 5.6 5.2 5.1 5.0 5.0 5.4 5.5
113 113 University of East London 69.2 68 5.4 5.4 5.2 4.8 5.1 4.8 5.3 5.5
114 108 University of Westminster 68.6 116 5.3 5.4 5.3 5.0 5.0 4.9 5.2 5.4
115 110 University of the Arts London 68.1 70 5.5 5.6 5.1 5.0 4.9 4.5 5.2 5.7
116 111 University of West London 67.5 100 5.3 5.5 5.2 4.9 5.2 4.6 5.2 5.2
117 112 London Metropolitan University 64.4 61 5.3 5.4 5.0 4.6 4.8 4.4 4.7 4.9
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Average scores 77.0 5.8 5.8 5.6 5.6 5.7 5.7 5.9 5.8
Total 15,290



Times Higher Education 17 March 2016 19

Weighting
1.5

5.3 4.9 5.7 5.7 5.7 5.0 5.7 5.8 4.1 5.4 6.1 5.6 5.5 6.0

5.3 5.4 5.6 5.8 5.9 4.8 5.4 5.7 5.1 5.4 6.4 5.7 5.2 6.1
5.5 5.3 5.7 6.0 5.5 5.6 5.3 5.7 4.8 5.2 6.2 5.5 5.4 6.0
5.3 5.5 5.6 5.8 5.7 5.4 5.0 5.4 5.2 5.5 6.3 5.4 5.4 5.9
5.5 5.5 5.6 5.8 5.5 5.3 5.0 5.7 5.2 5.3 5.8 5.5 5.9 5.9
5.5 5.8 5.7 5.5 5.9 5.1 5.2 5.6 4.8 5.0 5.9 5.5 5.4 5.8
5.4 4.2 5.7 5.7 6.1 5.7 5.0 5.7 4.4 5.3 6.2 5.6 5.5 6.1
5.3 5.0 5.4 5.7 5.4 4.7 5.3 5.9 5.2 5.5 5.8 5.6 5.3 5.8
5.3 5.3 5.5 5.3 6.0 5.3 5.1 5.6 5.0 5.3 6.3 5.4 5.6 5.9
5.6 5.1 5.7 5.8 5.5 5.6 5.2 5.6 4.4 5.3 6.4 5.6 5.1 6.0
5.5 5.3 5.6 5.6 5.9 5.5 5.0 5.7 4.5 5.2 6.3 5.4 5.5 6.1
5.3 5.3 5.6 5.4 5.9 5.1 5.4 5.6 4.4 5.0 6.4 5.4 5.5 6.0
5.3 5.1 5.5 5.6 5.6 5.3 5.3 5.7 4.8 5.2 6.5 5.6 5.8 5.6
5.4 5.8 5.5 5.5 5.6 5.2 5.4 5.6 5.0 5.2 6.4 5.4 4.9 5.9
5.3 5.5 5.5 5.6 5.5 5.4 5.7 5.8 4.8 4.9 6.5 5.4 5.9 5.5
5.2 5.6 5.5 5.5 5.5 5.8 5.4 5.6 4.6 5.1 5.8 5.6 5.3 5.9
5.4 3.7 5.4 5.6 5.8 5.6 4.5 5.6 3.9 5.3 6.4 5.6 6.3 5.9
5.6 5.5 5.4 6.0 5.6 5.5 4.8 5.6 5.2 5.6 6.1 5.8 5.2 5.7
5.3 5.5 5.5 5.1 6.1 5.8 5.5 5.8 4.5 4.8 6.4 5.2 6.1 5.8
5.3 5.6 5.6 5.5 5.8 5.3 5.2 5.6 4.4 5.2 5.7 5.4 5.3 6.0
5.3 5.3 5.4 5.6 5.5 5.6 5.1 5.6 4.6 5.2 6.2 5.5 5.5 5.8
5.5 5.0 5.6 6.0 4.8 5.3 5.2 5.8 4.3 5.6 6.1 5.8 4.2 5.9
5.3 5.4 5.6 5.5 5.7 5.3 5.6 5.9 5.3 5.2 5.9 5.5 4.8 5.7
5.3 5.6 5.4 5.3 5.8 5.7 4.6 5.6 5.0 5.1 6.0 5.2 4.8 6.0
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The latest Green Paper on Higher Education,
released last November, opens with an explicit
call for universities to “provide greater focus

on graduate employability”.
“While employers report strong demand for

graduate talent, they continue to raise concerns
about the skills and job readiness of too many in
the graduate labour pool,”warns Fulfilling our
Potential – Teaching Excellence, Social Mobility
and Student Choice.

“Recent indications that the graduate earnings
gap is in decline, and that significant numbers of
graduates are going into non-graduate jobs,
reinforce the need for action,” the report continues.

Critics may well ask if declining labour
market returns for graduates are inevit-
able, given the dramatic expansion of
higher education in recent decades.
Others question whether it is the
role of universities to make
students “job ready”at all.

But universities scoring highly
in this year’s Times Higher
Education Student Experience
Survey say that this is a false dichot-
omy. Links with industry and place-
ments can help students understand
their core course material, as well as being
vitally important in landing a job after graduation.

Harper Adams University, the specialist

agriculture and farming institution based in
Shropshire (pictured below), tops this year’s
ranking for industry connections.A big part of the
secret appears to be a uniquely high proportion of
students taking sandwich courses in industry – the
most recent figures show 93.5 per cent took this
option.This was a far higher level than at any other
university; the second highest was at the University
of Bath, with 63.4 per cent.At most universities,
less than 10 per cent of students take a sandwich
course.

At Harper Adams the“vast majority”of these
placements are paid and count towards the
students’ qualifications, explains Andy Jones,
director of learning and teaching.Virtually every

academic visits students while they are on
their placements,“which we find beneficial

in connecting them with developments in
industry, as well as understanding the
context of the work in which the
students are engaged”, he adds.

This approach appears to be paying
off: 96 per cent of graduates were in

employment or further study six months
after graduating, according to figures from

2013-14.This is higher than the UK average
of 93.2 per cent; higher than Harper Adams’

Higher Education Statistics Agency (Hesa)
benchmark; and also higher than some other
well-known institutions ranked highly by the

Creating the new
professionals
How do universities rated ‘best for industry
connections’ improve their students’ employability?
David Matthews discovers their tactics

Times
Higher
Education
Student
Experience
Survey
2016
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THE Student Experience Survey, such as the Univer-
sity of Oxford (at 94.7 per cent) and Imperial
College London (93.5 per cent).

Students who take sandwich courses are more
likely to be employed than those who do not
(82 per cent versus 73 per cent), according to
analysis by Hesa.Although it did not control for
other factors affecting employment, sandwich
students were also less likely to be unemployed
(6 per cent against 8 per cent) but also less likely
to be in further study.

As a specialist institution, Harper Adams does
have an advantage when it comes to building
links with industry: it can focus its efforts on

fewer companies.“There are undoubted advantages
in offering a concentrated range of courses in a
field of interest to a particular industry sector, and,
as a consequence, being visible to the industry,”
Jones says.“However, it does not guarantee that
employers will be interested in the graduates that
you produce.”

He also stresses that although such a high
prevalence of sandwich courses means that many
students have a good idea about their career path
before they leave, the university wants them to
remain open minded – for example, by encouraging
them to think about starting their own business.

Aston University, which was ranked joint fourth
in the survey’s “good industry connections”

measure, is another institution where placements in
companies are common.Around three-quarters of
undergraduates on four-year courses opt for a place-
ment (a third go overseas) and the university aims
that by 2020, all students will do a work placement
of some kind. Last year, the university advertised
27,500 placement opportunities to students.

However,Aston’s employment rate (at 91.7 per
cent) is lower than the UK average, although it is
about the same as its Hesa benchmark.

Meanwhile, at Robert Gordon University, ranked
joint fourth for industry connections, only about
10 per cent of students take sandwich courses. But
the Aberdeen-based university is pioneering other
ways for students to engage with potential employ-
ers. Connect to Business is a new initiative through
which students work part-time in a company while
continuing to learn in the classroom, explains
Christine Buchanan, dean of students.

At university they work on practical problems
that have arisen from their placement organisations.
“Students are assessed by an evidence portfolio
and employer feedback,”Buchanan says,“which
provides a very useful fusion of work and academic
perspectives.”

One measure that students at Robert Gordon
University are assessed on is their “professional
attitudes and behaviours”.This leads to another
question for universities: to what extent can and
should they teach students“soft skills”– those attrib-
utes, such as communication, presentability and
sociability, that are important in the workplace but
not part of the usual undergraduate curriculum?

When it comes to these kinds of soft skills, some
students do just “get it” from the outset, Buchanan
says. But others who are less confident can
“absolutely”benefit from experiences in the
workplace. Robert Gordon University students
have returned from placements“with considerably
enhanced soft and employability skills”, she says.

Robert Gordon University’s careers service gives
students all kinds of information on employability-
related topics, including how to dress appropriately
for interview, timekeeping, as well as the“minefield”
of using social media, she adds.

In an unusual technique, management under-
graduates are taught how to perform at job
interviews by interviewing academics themselves.
They then analyse how they think the interviewee
performed – a“powerful learning tool” that “lets
them think about their own interview performance
through the eyes of the interviewer”, Buchanan says.

But so far, universities seem to be making only
patchy headway in improving students’ soft skills.
A Higher Education Academy report released last
December, the UK Engagement Survey, found that
“hard skills”– such as becoming an independent
learner – were judged to have improved over a
three-year degree; but there was a less discernible
rise in the quality of soft skills.

Only a quarter of those surveyed said their
employability skills had improved“very much”.
A similar proportion judged that their ability to
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speak“clearly and effectively”had improved, while
one in 10 students felt “very little”progress had
occurred on this measure.

Is it worth trying to teach such skills if this
eats into time for core subject knowledge?
“Yes, absolutely,”Buchanan says.“However, bolt-on
modules or activities don’t work – there must be
a creative integration of these skills-development
activities into the existing curriculum to ensure
that students fully engage.”

“The primary purpose of a university course is
to educate and not simply to prepare students for
work,” says Harper Adams’ Jones.The university also
insists that employers have a duty to continue to
educate graduates at work, to“counter the
argument that graduates should be expected to
have every soft skill under their belt on day one”.

Harper Adams uses industry representatives to
help design courses. But it also challenges
businesses’ assumptions about what kind of
graduates they need, Jones explains.

Students tell the university that the sandwich
years are not only useful for their future prospects,
but they also make a“vital contribution” to the rest
of the students’ education, says Jones.“Our aim is to
ensure that what students learn from their various
contacts with industry is not simply aimed at
‘employability’ but is put to good use during the
rest of their course.”l

The primary

purpose of a

university

course is to

educate and

not simply to

prepare

students for

work

Andy Jones, director
of learning and
teaching, Harper
Adams University
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James Philip is a fourth-year chemical engineering
student at the University of Leeds, which won the
2015 THE award for the most “entrepreneurial
university”.

From July 2014 to May 2015, Philip did a
sandwich year at Invista, which makes a huge
variety of synthetic materials, ranging from nylon to
specialist oil pipes. Leeds helped him win one of
the placements, which are like“gold dust” for
students, he says.And the university arranged for
the company to come to campus to select appli-
cants.“For a student who is cash strapped, it’s
difficult to travel across the country,”he explains.

Leeds also set up mock interviews for the
placement, firing questions at Philip likely to be
asked by Invista.And it provided“a second opinion
to fall back on”when he was writing his covering
letter. In recent years, Leeds has added a curriculum
vitae checking service for students. But despite the
mock interview, the university could never quite
simulate the high-pressure atmosphere of the
assessment day itself, Philip acknowledges.

Leeds is “unusual” in allowing placements to be
taken up in either the second or third year. Philip
took advantage of this flexibility, doing his in the
third year so that he had better subject understand-
ing as he took his knowledge into the workplace.

Case study: preparation for placements
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Sport can often provide students’ fondest
memories of university life; the significance
going beyond mere nostalgia. Friendships

made in the sporting arena, often in defeat, can
last a lifetime and teach students more about
themselves than a hundred lectures.

“I learned more about leadership by captaining a
football team that lost every game, than I ever did
by studying theory,”explains Matt Hyde, the former
chief executive of the National Union of Students,
who now heads the Scout Association.

Those memories of sporting glory and defeat are
frequently defined, however, by grim facilities:
ramshackle changing rooms with only cold water,
football pitches on vertiginous slopes and rugby
grounds with barely visible lines came more or less
as standard. But this image of student sport is
becoming increasingly dated in light of the superb,
world-class facilities provided at many UK
universities, which have invested heavily in
upgrades. Many institutions have opened
state-of-the-art sports centres that not only dazzle
prospective students on open days, but impress
elite athletes too. Most teams in the London 2012
Olympics were delighted with the university
facilities that were provided for training.

The top-ranked institution for sport, according

to students, is Loughborough University, which
takes pole position for the fifth year in succession.
Loughborough hosted Team GB four years ago and
is home to the England Cricket Board’s National
Cricket Performance Centre, a £6 million
swimming complex, a world-class gymnastics
centre and a 3,500-capacity football stadium.

Other sports venues include a beach volleyball
area, a 14-court tennis centre and two campus
gyms, with Loughborough topping the British
Universities and Colleges Sport inter-university
league for an incredible 35 years in a row.

The University of Bath is in second place, with
its £30 million Sports Training Village also regarded
as one of the UK’s outstanding fitness, coaching
and sports science centres. It includes a
purpose-built dojo (for judo), a 50m swimming
pool, an indoor sprint track and the UK’s only
bobsleigh push-start track.

The University of Surrey is in third position,
thanks primarily to its £36 million Sports Park
opened in 2010, which includes a new £500,000
health and fitness centre.

In joint fourth position are five institutions – the
universities of Aberdeen, East Anglia, Northumbria,
Stirling, and St Mark and St John, in Plymouth.

Northumbria’s flagship £30 million Sports

Onthe right track
Millions of pounds of expenditure mean that many
UK universities now offer truly world-class sport and
fitness facilities – so superb, they impress even
international champions. Jack Grove writes

Northumbria
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Central building in Newcastle city centre is the hub
of the university’s sporting life, explains deputy
vice-chancellor Peter Francis.“It’s a place that
students of all levels of ability can use, not just
those involved in high-performance sport,”he says,
revealing that athletic participation at Northumbria
has doubled in recent years, with about 2,000
students taking part in 30 sports each week.

The 3,000-seat indoor stadium (home to the
Newcastle Eagles, the UK’s most successful basket-
ball team) means elite athletes are often on campus.

Providing training facilities for elite athletes,
competitive sport for students and fitness
opportunities for occasional users is a challenge
also faced by St Mary’s University,Twickenham,
which is joint 13th for sports in the table. It
recently hosted the world’s three best rugby sides
(New Zealand,Australia and South Africa) during
last year’s Rugby World Cup, while St Mary’s alum-
nus Mo Farah trained at the campus for many years.

“St Mary’s is synonymous with sport at many
different levels – elite sport, student sport and sport
in the community,” reflects Andrew Reid-Smith, its
director of sport.“When international squads are
based here, it’s about supporting them, but we want
to turn that to our advantage by using these
individuals as role models.”

Having top sportsmen and women on campus

has helped inspire students to take part in sport and
fitness activities, but St Mary’s has also used a differ-
ent approach to engage less-sporty types.As part of
a Sport England programme, absolute beginners
have been encouraged to take part in basketball,
volleyball and netball, while its disco-inspired
Ultraviolet series of fitness events has torn up the
rule book on how university sport is delivered.

“It ends up looking almost like a nightclub,”
explains Reid-Smith of the dodgeball, spinning and
zumba classes, which are staged under glowing
ultraviolet lights.“We even invited a DJ to play some
music,”he adds, saying that fitness participation
rates have increased by 140 per cent in just a year.

Indeed, the“jolly hockey sticks”or“rugger
bugger” image of college sportsmen and women
does not ring true these days.The University of
Warwick’s Pole Dancing Society has almost 300
members, of whom 25 are men, including its
president Matthew Bennett.“I was pretty much the
only boy when I joined in the first year,”he says.

Warwick has triumphed in the inter-university
pole dancing competition in 2014 and 2015 and
hosted the event for a second time this month.

“When we had 400 to 500 people in attendance,
180 competitors and nine invited dancers, the
university had to realise that this is something that
is taken seriously!”Bennett says.l

Loughborough St Mary’s

St Mary’s

NorthumbriaSt Mary’s
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London boasts about 40 higher education institu-
tions of various sizes and specialities, attracting
about 16 per cent of all UK undergraduates and

23 per cent of the UK’s overseas students, accord-
ing to the Higher Education Statistics Agency.

“There are few places that offer the diversity, the
strength and depth, the variation and excellence in
terms of institutions and what they offer that
London does,” says Jane Glanville, chief executive
officer of London Higher, which represents and
lobbies on behalf of London universities and higher
education colleges.“London’s competitors in that
respect aren’t Manchester or Durham or Exeter –
they are New York,Tokyo and other world cities.”

Many London institutions enjoy a first-rate repu-
tation, with the city’s five Russell Group universities
featuring in the top 100 of the 2015-16 Times
Higher Education World University Rankings.

However, not everything is rosy in the capital’s
higher education sector. In the Student Experience
Survey 2016 – and, similarly, in the National Student

Survey 2015 – London universities tend to score
noticeably less well than those elsewhere.

With the exception of the smaller institutions the
Royal Veterinary College and St Mary’s University,
Twickenham, the highest ranking sizeable university,
Imperial College London, is placed joint 54th in the
Student Experience Survey 2016. Other large
institutions in the capital are Queen Mary University
of London at joint 78th, University College London
at 84th, King’s College London at 97th and the
London School of Economics in 110th place. In fact,
more than half of the bottom 20 institutions in the
survey are in London.

James MacGregor, director of higher education
research at YouthSight, which provides the data for
the THE survey, says that the past six years’ figures
show a pattern:“London universities are doing
increasingly poorly, relatively speaking.They are, on
average, drifting down the rankings – Imperial
stands out against that trend – so London universi-
ties’ relative position seems to be worsening.”

London falling
Many students in the capital are less
happy than their peers elsewhere in the
UK. And the drift down the rankings for
London institutions continues this year.
Siân Phillips investigates
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Why, then, are many of those studying in London
less satisfied than their peers elsewhere?

“The ‘London factor’ is an element,” says Glanville.
Living costs – especially accommodation and travel
– are high, she says, adding:“A distinctive feature of
central London institutions is the fact that they
don’t have a traditional campus – they’ll have the
old central building like UCL’s, but they’re not
campuses like Warwick, Exeter or Durham.
Therefore the buildings, the teaching facilities, the
accommodation, the sports facilities are often
dispersed away from the centre, so there are very
real challenges for our institutions about how you
maintain and enhance the student experience.”

The problem is one that Nigel Carrington knows
only too well.Vice-chancellor of the University of
the Arts London, which comprises six colleges,
including Central Saint Martins and the London
College of Fashion, he says:“The challenge of
interacting with a very demanding regime that is
all about living and existing in London is not at all
similar to the experience of students who are on
single-site campuses.”Although it is investing heavily
in ensuring that each college has a central hub,
University of the Arts London currently operates
from 14 sites.

However, attributing poor student experience
rankings solely to the London living and learn-
ing context would be incorrect, says Paul Kelly,

pro-director for teaching and learning at the London
School of Economics, since some London universi-
ties are scoring higher than others.“We at LSE are
aware that other institutions in London are starting
to do better than us,”he says. “So it can be done.”

He adds that although the school has good
retention rates and the employability of its
graduates is excellent,“there is no disguising the
fact that LSE came bottom in the Russell Group
ranking of the National Student Survey – and
bottom in areas where we shouldn’t have been”.

“We’ve got to get students to be happier here,
otherwise it becomes ingrained, and league tables
will support that, and students will start to go to
other places.”

The London School of Economics is now
launching“a major education agenda and strategy”,
Kelly says.“Over the next three years we will be
investing £11 million in improving aspects of
student experience – the learning experience and
also the informal stuff [such as] the networking
experience, the space where students get together
and the things that they’re saying they’re missing.”

It also has a six-year, £500 million campus
redevelopment under way which will add a new
sports facility and“completely rethink the learning
space”, Kelly says.

In addition, the institution is consulting with
students to draw up a covenant.“It’s a bit like a
pledge-card commitment of the minimum
conditions of offer that the school will provide.”

Imperial, which is bucking the downward
London student experience rankings trend, has

already developed a set of promises to its student
body.These include the pledge to“engage students
at all points of their time at Imperial so that they
feel part of a prestigious community and become
engaged alumni”.

Since the THE Student Experience Survey was
launched six years ago, Imperial has managed to
significantly improve its scores in the student
support and welfare category, as well as noticeably
improving areas such as“personal relationship with
teaching staff”,“helpful/interested staff”,“well-
structured courses”and“industry connections”.

Sue Gibson, acting vice-provost (education), says:
“Enriching the student experience is a key element
of Imperial’s ‘Strategy 2015-2020’. Over the past few
years, the college has focused on improving the
student experience as part of our commitment to
providing a world-class educational experience.
The commitment from colleagues across the
college is shown by our steady rise in the National
Student Survey rankings – the 2015 results saw the
college maintain its position as the joint top Russell
Group university in London [with Queen Mary],
and higher than the national average.”

YouthSight’s MacGregor uses Imperial’s example
to illustrate that the problems for London univer-
sities are not intractable.“No doubt there are chal-
lenges for students in this huge global city,”he says,
“but it’s clear [from the survey results] that what
universities are choosing to do makes a difference.”

He also points out the limitations of these
measurements:“These experience surveys are
designed to capture how students are experiencing
being there...not to capture what they think they’re
going to get out of it when they’ve left.”

The value of the degree from one of London’s
highly reputable universities or colleges, could,
therefore, override the challenging experience.

University of the Arts London’s Carrington says:
“We would say that you can ask questions
about satisfaction that are generic, and which

don’t look at the particular discipline or industry
that an institution is preparing students for, and
you’ll get one answer. But if you look at things like
‘have I been connected to the industry which
I hope to work in when I graduate?’, and ‘do I think
I’m being taught by people who are really at the
cutting edge of their subjects or the industries
I want to join when I graduate?’, then you get a
different set of answers, generally.”

He says that being in the heart of the industries
they want to join is the real appeal of much of the
capital’s higher education.“London universities are
still so popular – we had a fantastic recruitment
season last year – one of our colleges, London
College of Communication, had an increase of
25 per cent in UK applicants.The fact that UK
demand is very high and that international demand
gets stronger and stronger must tell us that the
education in our London universities is excellent.
Their worldwide reputations are excellent and,
in a sense, the market does speak.”●

education in our London universities is excellent. 
Their worldwide reputations are excellent and, 
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Fourth year, BA
International Tourism
Management, Robert
Gordon University

“Robert Gordon’s reputation for graduate
employment success was what attracted me –
particularly regarding its encouragement of
practical experience. But it was the wide range
of extracurricular opportunities on offer – such
as the chances to become a class representative,
student ‘buddy’ and student ambassador – that
are the highlights of my university experience.”

Final year, BSc International
Business and Spanish,
Aston University
“I knew the IBML course in
particular would be enriching,

given all that it entails, and it has delivered its prom-
ises on all fronts. As a whole, the university cham-
pions the importance of theory with practical
experience, both at home and abroad, which I have
grown to recognise and appreciate. The exposure
to such diverse contexts is invaluable for any and
every student.”

Olivia
Hinds

First year, BSc Wildlife
Conservation and Natural
Resource Management,
Harper Adams University
“As a career-changing mature

student, picking the right universitywith good course
content, employment rates and track record was
vital. Harper Adams excels in providing a profes-
sional and engaging learning environment, with
enthusiastic lecturers actively involved in the indus-
try in which they teach. Highlights also include
opportunities to extend skills outside the classroom.”

Third year, BSc Sport and
Exercise Sciences, University
of Gloucestershire
“The most important things
to me are regular and easy

access to facilities, and getting support from
academic staff. The university already offers excep-
tional personal support from academic and non-
academic staff, andwe are able to book laboratories
and specialist equipment regularly. I would like to
see more opportunities for placements and profes-
sional experiences.”

Leonie
Morphett

Times
Higher
Education
Student
Experience
Survey
2016

Whatmattersmost to the current crop of
undergraduates? To what extent are
universities alreadymeeting expectations
and what could be improved?
Students tell us in their own words…

Alex
Ross

Andrew
Wilhelmsen

Third year, BA Geography,
Newcastle University
“For me, university is all about
personal development. From
expanding your academic

knowledge and skillset, to excelling in sport, music
and drama, or even running your own club or soci-
ety. University provides a platform for you to push
the boundaries of what you’re capable of, and this
is exactly what I’ve found at Newcastle University.”

Hugh
Vermont

Second year, BSc Pharmacy,
Keele University
“There’s a good reason why
the squirrels here never leave
the campus! Keele is dynamic,

colourful, vibrant and warm. You will soon find
yourself attached to its unique campus and its
lovely students. Keele has a lot to offer its under-
graduates and that fact is realised from the first day
you join in and start exploring.”

Leila
Assaad
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