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Abstract
The motivation for this research was to explore the lived experience of joint honours
students, for whom there is little in the literature at present. The objective was to critique
primary data collected from the students via a self-administered questionnaire. This
phenomenological methodology permitted and unfiltered view of the students’ learning
experiences to be explored. The research is based on a cross-university student survey,
conducted over a period of six months. The online survey, which ran between June 2016 and
January 2017, involved self-administered questionnaires designed to collect information on
the learning experience of students on joint honours degrees, from four different Universities
in England. A key finding of this paper is the need for university administrators to pay
particular attention to joint honours degrees in their portfolios in the light of the growing and
significant number of students opting to study these degrees and the general tendency
amongst universities to focus attention on single honours degrees. Particular areas of
concern are highlighted where students on joint honours degrees feel improvements in their

educational experience could be made. The future scope of the survey results are discussed in
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the context of Britain exiting the European Union and in relation to the growing debate on
the intrinsic value of university education and the increasing necessity for university
management to recognise the unique nature of joint honours degrees and design policy to
meet the needs of students enrolled on joint honours degrees.
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1. Introduction

In the wake of the hike in tuition fees that United Kingdom (UK) higher education
students have been charged since 2012/13, the economic value of an undergraduate degree
that leaves students with an average debt of £44k (The Sutton Trust, 2016) has been the
subject of discussion amongst students, educators and administrators of UK Higher Education
(HE) institutions (Moretti, 2004; Browne, 2010; Universities UK, 2011; Higher Education
Network, 2015).

At the centre of this discussion is what students gain in return for what they consider
to be a huge rise in their tuition fees. Most UK undergraduate students partially or fully
finance their university education through the government’s student loan scheme, but
nonetheless many of these students have become savvier about the educational experience
they get or expect from universities and other provider of HE education. Related to this
debate is the nature of, and degree of variations in the students’ learning experiences across
different institutions, degrees and subjects on offer in UK universities.

Therefore, a critical study and analysis of students’ educational experiences has
become an important area of study in education research. One area that has often been
overlooked and lacking in literature and critical study is the study of the unique experience of
joint honours degree students in UK universities. Joint honours degrees enable students to
enrol on two or more subjects, with varying levels of integration of the degrees, which leads
to either a BA or BSc honours joint award. Over the last decade, there has been an increase in
the popularity and number of joint honours degrees in English and Welsh Universities.

Joint honours degrees represent 10% of all undergraduates — 50,000 out of 500,000
(UCAS, 2015) currently enrolled on all honours degrees. Yet, this cohort of students is often
overlooked or subsumed into single honours students’ experiences in higher education
institutions. This study is a cross-university survey of the learning experience of 886 students
on joint honours degrees, drawn from four different institutions in England. The study

involves an online questionnaire survey conducted over a period of six months.
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The survey, which ran between June 2016 and January 2017, involved self-
administered questionnaires sent out to students at four institutions. The survey covered

different areas of the students’ academic life and extra-curricular activities.

2. The Higher Education sector and post Brexit challenges

A recent study conducted by the market research agency, Red Brick Research (Red
Brick Research, 2016), claims that UK universities are considered less desirable since Brexit
and as seen in The World University Rankings, 2017. According to this study, about 64% of
the international students surveyed said that Brexit has made the UK a less desirable place to
study. Nearly two-thirds of EU students (62%) said that they would not choose the UK if they
had to pay the same tuition fees as non-European Union (EU) students. Almost six in 10
respondents (59%) said they believe that international students are less welcome in the UK
following the Brexit vote, while 74% said that graduates from overseas are less welcome to
stay in the country. Meanwhile, nearly three-quarters (73%) of participants said they believe
that the UK will be a less prosperous place to work and study in when the country leaves the
EU in 2019.

In the light of this study and the rather bleak assessment of the higher education
sector in post Brexit UK, understanding students’ educational needs and working to meet
those needs has become ever more urgent. According to Mayhew (2017), it is likely that
Brexit in combination with a tougher immigration policy, will lead to a reduction in
international students studying in the UK. To that end a comprehensive survey involving
degree by degree and subject by subject analysis of students’ needs and requirements has
become necessary and essential. Such studies should be undertaken by UK universities as a
matter of priority in order to offer students a quality service and to provide a reason d’état for
the increase in fees and a justification for other expenses associated with going to university.
In this regard, a group of students that have often been overlooked in most studies of
students’ educational needs requires special attention. It is to this end that this survey focuses
exclusively on joint honours degree students, especially in the context of the new Teaching
Excellent Framework (TEF).

2.1. The Teaching Excellent Framework

UK universities have had their teaching quality assessed by the criteria set out in the
new Teaching Excellent Framework (TEF), a government initiative designed to give students
more information about the standards of education they will experience at different

universities. The TEF assessment is largely based on data already in the public domain,
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around graduate employment drawn from the Destination of Leavers from Higher Education
survey (DLHE), student satisfaction from the National Student Survey (NSS) and degree
completion rates from the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA). It will be 2020 before
the next TEF report that covers deep assessment of teaching quality down to discipline level
is finally published.

The intention behind TEF is to enable all students to have access to the information
they need to make good decisions about what and where to study. However, there is a
structural problem for students of joint honours degrees by the very nature of the degree’s
design. A key issue here is what does ‘discipline level’ mean in the context of joint honours
degrees? The datasets in DLHE and the NSS collect information for the overall degree,
History and English for example. So the graduate employability, student satisfaction and
degree completion is ‘averaged’ over the two subjects. This tells the prospective joint
honours student nothing about individual subject combinations, nor the quality of the
individual subjects that make up the pairing. Therefore, other methodologies and data are
required in order to scrutinise the effectiveness of joint honours degrees. Our survey, because
it captures primary data at the level of the individual student and includes subjective
reflections on their experience, combined with a statistical analysis of their experience,
provides additional context to the educational environment that best supports excellent

outcomes for this category of student.

3. Survey Methodology

The study, upon which this paper is based, was conducted through a questionnaire
distributed online via LimeSurvey, a popular and free, open source, web-based survey tool.
There are several advantages inherent in using LimeSurvey as opposed to other methods of
survey. First, LimeSurvey data is held securely in UK based servers, and can be exported to
Microsoft Word, Microsoft Excel, and SPSS. Second, it is relatively simple to set up and it
affords users the ability to create a variety of question types including simple single choice
questions, multiple choice, equations and free text. The responses are anonymised by
LimeSurvey, giving reassurance to the students participating in the survey of their anonymity.
Third, LimeSurvey offers the opportunity to easily share the link to the survey using a short
TinyURL, a URL shortening web service.

The survey ran between June 2016 and January 2017 and was sent to students based
in four English universities: University of Derby; University of Liverpool; University of

Nottingham; Canterbury Christ Church University. These four universities were chosen
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primarily because of their willingness to take part in this first phase of the survey. The four
universities that consented to take part also reflect the diversity of the entire university sector
in the UK in terms of their ranking and student populations.

Participating universities were offered a download of their own students’ data, to use
as they wished. They were also assured that their students and institutions would be
anonymised as the purpose of the research was not to calibrate or measure performance in a
competitive market, but instead to seek to understand the general nature and characteristics of
students who chose to study joint honours degrees, to examine their lived experiences while
studying, and to reflect on their feelings towards their degree and their career prospects post-
graduation.

Students who took part in the survey were self-selected as only students able and
willing to take part in the study by filling in the questionnaires within the stipulated period
were included in this first stage of the survey analysis. The survey comprised forty-eight
questions grouped together over seven screens. Recognising that a relatively comprehensive
survey was required, since we would have no opportunity to re-contact the participants for
further detail, we decided to collect sufficient personal information about participants to
create a detailed profile. The first group of questions was simply labelled ‘About you’, and
queried basic information with which a simple profile of the student could be established:

e gender

e age

e ethnicity

e home/EU/international

e type of university accommodation
e commute to university

e registered disabilities

e caring responsibilities

e qualifications on entry

e Term-time paid or unpaid work.

These questions were optional so as not to present a barrier to completing the rest of
the survey.

The second group of questions was ‘About your university and your degree’. We
started by asking the name of the student’s university. Although as previously stated there

was never any intention to compare individual universities, it was still necessary to
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understand the institutional contexts in which respondents answered the survey questions. As
the characteristics of different universities, e.g. size, geographical location, scale of joint
honours degree provision, may skew responses, it was essential to collect institutional data to
be able to refer to this when analysing the survey data.

We went on to collect some basic degree information, to establish the varying
characteristics of participation in the degree, and to note the subjects studied. Through this,
we are able to draw inferences with later questions around degree satisfaction by:

e mode of study (full-time/part-time, visiting on exchange programme, online/distance
learning) (mandatory question)

e year or stage of study

e degree title and main subjects studied

The next question looked at the reasons for selecting a degree, and here the question
deviated away from very simple multiple choice or multiple check boxes, and into something
rather more rich and detailed. Respondents were asked to choose from a wide range of factors
that influenced their choice of degree. This question aimed at assessing how important
various factors were in students’ decisions to study a particular degree at the university. For
example, the degree title, content and design, through to advice available from different
sources, through to the university’s ranking and location, and the admissions offer made and
the availability of bursaries or other incentives. This question group then finished with a
simple set of questions around the timetable and engagement with scheduled teaching, and
finally some questions about sources of financial support.

The next question group was ‘About your learning experience’ and here is where we
started to personalise the responses and question the students’ overall experience. These
included their evaluation of the ‘best” and ‘worst’ parts of their degree, whether they had any
regrets about their degree and whether they would recommend the degree to a friend. We also
asked them what degree classification they hope to achieve and whether they felt prepared for
graduate employment. Then to seek to understand this, respondents were asked about the
academic support they had received and issues relating to assessment submission and return
of feedback. We finished this section by asking the students how their degree could be
improved.

We were interested in finding out about the students’ perception of their university’s
learning environment, so the next group of questions asked ‘About your university learning

environment’ and students were asked to rate a wide range of typical university services
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including academic and professional advisors, degree leaflets and online information, student
wellbeing services, the library, student finance, computing support, administrative support for
the degree including enrolment, careers development and, last but not least, catering.

The penultimate group of questions sought to explore a little ‘About your interests
outside your studies’, as this would help develop a picture of the holistic and totality of the
students’ experiences at university. Respondents were asked what hobbies they enjoyed,
whether they were members of any students’ union societies or clubs, and what they liked
and disliked about their university communities. The survey questions finished by asking the
students ‘What next’ — a free text question asking what the students’ future aspirations were

on completion of their degrees. Figure 1 summarises the key questions covered in the survey.

Survey Questions Categories

e ™
Age
About the respondents Gen.dllar
(Optional) Ethnicity

Home/EU/International status
Type of University Accommodation
Commuting to University
Registered Disabilities
Caring responsibilities
Qualifications on Entry
\ Term-term Paid/Unpaid work /

/
Name of University
Degree Title
Course Content
About Students Mode of study
Joint/Combined Pegrees Year/stage of study

Course Delivery
Course Administration

N
e

General Evaluation of Degree
Meeting/Not Meeting Expectations
Academic Support Received

Students

Positive/Negative Aspects of Degree
Learning Experience

Level of Preparedness for Employment
Acquisition of Necessary Skills
Suggested Improvements to Degree

o

Source: Authors, 2017

Figure 1: A schematic diagram of key questions covered in the survey.

4. Survey Data Analysis and Key Findings
The study showed a national and cross-institutional perspective and experience of
887 joint honours degree students drawn from four UK universities. The universities

surveyed varied not only in size in terms of their students’ population but also in the
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proportion of their students that were enrolled on joint honours degrees compared to single
honours degrees.
4.1 General characteristics of the respondents

We began by reflecting on the general characteristics of our survey respondents.
This helped to establish whether there was anything unusual about the students who had
elected to study joint honours degrees, or whether they reflected the national characteristics
of UK undergraduate students.

About 74% of the respondents were female and the majority, 48.6%, were within the
age range of 20 years and below. Figure 2 shows the age categories of the respondents with
over 77% falling within the 25 years and below age range. Nationally, females make up 57%
of all university enrolments (HESA, 2017) and so our survey was unusually dominated by
females. This could be that the traditional subjects studied as joint honours in the UK are
those that attract women: humanities, social sciences, business and psychology. Nationally
62% of full-time undergraduates are aged 20 and under (HESA, 2017)so our survey
respondents showed an interesting and significant shift towards slightly more mature learners.
Certainly studying a joint honours degree in the UK is a minority activity at present, and the
students studying in this way are marked out by their passion for studying their chosen two
subjects. It is therefore not surprising that the students elect to study this more personalised

degree following a few years working and reflecting on what they really want to study at

university.
Age categories by % of respondents
60
48.6
50
40
29.1
30
20
10
2 1.5 0.7 0.6 0.9
0 | — — — —
20 years 21-25 26 - 30 31-35 years 41 -45 46 years
and below years years years years and over

Figure 2: Age range of the respondents
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In terms of ethnicity, about 69% of the respondents were white with a relatively
small number of respondents from other ethnic groups (see Figure 3). Students from Black
African origin were the second largest contributors to the survey with 4.1% and the lowest
being from the Pakistani origin. Nationally, of the UK domiciled full-time enrolments with
known ethnicity, 24% were BME (Black and Minority Ethnic) (HESA, 2017) so our survey

responders were more likely to be BME than the national picture might suggest.
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Figure 3: Ethnic composition of respondents
In relation to UK residency status, 74.8% of the respondents were home students
who were either UK born or UK residents. Only 57 respondents (6.4%) indicated they were
international students from the European Union. An even smaller percentage, 1.8% were

international students from non-European Union countries (see Figure 4)

International student B8
International student (EU) BN 64
s 8.8

Home student (UK resident)

|
Home student (UK born) 66

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70

= % of respondents =

Figure 4 Students’ UK residency status
However over all UK degrees, in 2015/16, UK domiciled students accounted for
81% of all enrolments at UK HE providers (the same as in 2014/15 and 2013/14), 6% were
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other European Union (EU) domiciled (5% in 2014/15) and the remaining 14% came from
countries outside the EU (the same as in 2014/15) (HESA, 2017). This shows that in our
survey the universities were failing to attract non-EU international students in the same
proportion as nationally. This therefore offered a growth opportunity for these types of
degrees.

Most of the respondents, 78.4%, were full-time students with only 5 indicating they
were studying part-time. None of the respondents were visiting students on exchange
programme or on distance/online degrees. Looking at the picture nationally, in 2011/12, 31%
of all degree enrolments were part-time. By 2014/15 this had reduced to 25% of all
enrolments, and in 2015/16 part-time enrolments accounted for just 24% of all enrolments
(HESA, 2017). Indeed according to the report published by the Office for Fair Access
(OFFA, 2017), the number of part-time learners has dropped by 60% since 2006. So our joint
honours degree survey responders were mirroring the national trend. The reasons for the
year-on-year decline in part-time students are well documented and centre on the changes to
tuition fees in 2012 that disproportionately negatively affected the number of mature learners
entering higher education, who make up 90% of part-time students (HEFCE, 2017). There is
the related impact on diversity amongst the student body, and that is borne out in our survey.

The respondents were almost evenly distributed across the year or stage of study
with 24.9%, 26.2% and 26.5% in their first, second and third year of their degree
respectively.

Shared student accommodation in the private sector seemed to be the most preferred
accommodation for the students surveyed with 40.8% of the students currently in this type of
facility. Almost, a quarter of the students were in university halls of residence while 12.2%
and 5.3% live in a family home or their own home (see Figure 5).
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Students' accommodation during term time (% of
respondents)
40 36.2
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30 28
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Figure 5: Students’ accommodation during term-time (% of respondents)

A significant proportion, 14.6%, of the students commuted more than six miles
from their residence to their university. Only 33% travelled less than a mile from home to
university. While journey time from home to university varied depending on the mode of
transport used, most of the students, 75.5%, got to their university within an hour (See
Figures 6 and 7). It was worthy to note nonetheless that almost 25% of our survey responders
were travelling for over an hour to reach university, which represented a substantial time
commitment, probably related to staying at the family home to save on living costs. The
potential impact on the students’ ability to then participate fully in co and extra-curricular

activities was noted.

Travel distance to Uinversity (% of respondents)

More than 10 miles

=
=
o

e-10miles [ 28

Less than 1 mile 33

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40

Figure 6: Students’ travel distance to University (% of respondents)
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Travel time to University (% of respondents)
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Figure 7: Students’ travel time to University (% of respondents)

About 19% of the respondents reported having one form of disability or another.
Mental health issues and dyslexia, accounted for the highest proportion of disability reported
by the respondents with 8.9% and 6.4% respectively (Figure 8). Unseen disability such as
diabetes and epilepsy also featured in the survey with about 2% of the students affected. This
was a very interesting finding as nationally the percentage known to have a disability was just
11% (HESA, 2017). However our survey asked students to include conditions that might
affect their ability to study, e.g. diabetes, and yet these illnesses would not be normally
collected by HESA. This broader approach to understanding students’ wellbeing would give
universities better information on how to adequately support their students. The dominant
model at present focusses on learning and physical disabilities over sub-clinical mental health
issues and other health challenges that we know are growing to very high proportions. For
example it is estimated that the proportion of the UK that were overweight, including obese,
increased from 58% to 65% in men and from 49% to 58% in women between 1993 and 2011
(Eastwood, 2013). Since obesity is a major risk factor in the development of Type 2 diabetes,
are universities doing enough to support their students in avoiding and managing this illness
and the impact it may have on their studies?

Regarding the declining mental health of university students, eight out of ten
students (78%) said they experienced mental health issues in the last year (2015), according
to a survey by the National Union of Students (NUS, 2015). A third of the respondents (33%)
also said they had had suicidal thoughts. The reasons for this have been hypothesised to
include pressures due to the increase in tuition fee debt, the competitive nature of the

graduate jobs market and the natural stressors of living away from home and the normal
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family support networks. Universities must be aware of this and invest in their wellbeing and
counselling services so that they can meet the growing demand for support amongst their

students.

Disabilities (% of respondents)

More than 16 hours per week [ NBRNEIENGEGEE ::3
9- 16 hours per week [ RGN 135
5-8 hours per week NI 7.7
1-4 hours per week [ NNREEREEEEEN 129

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16

Figure 8: Disability (% of respondents)

Apart from the issue of disability, about 5% of the students surveyed had caring
responsibilities for others which could impact on their study at university. More generally
there was a limited amount of information available about young adult carers at university,
but estimates were that carers made up between 3% and 6% of the student population
(Buchanan-Parker, 2013), which mirrored our survey findings. According to the NUS study,
56% of student carers had seriously considered withdrawing from their degree, compared
with 39% without caring responsibilities (still a remarkably high figure). Student carers will
likely have higher levels of debt, be less likely to integrate socially and take part in the
enrichment activities that underpin the personal development that leads to graduate success in
the jobs market. Naturally the level of support that universities offer this group will
significantly affect their ability to transition and succeed in studying at degree level.

Over six out of every ten students surveyed (62%) indicated that they undertook paid
or unpaid work or volunteering activity during term-time in addition to their university
studies. According to a survey by Endsleigh (Burr, Wall & Hardie, 2015), a record-breaking
77% of all students were working to help fund their studies, with almost half (40%) of
students having a job during term-time, while over three-quarters (78%) having a job during
university holidays. In our survey, almost 22% of those who work during term-time spent
over nine hours per week on that work (Figure 9). Since students should be studying

approximately forty hours a week during term-time, the need to find paid work can only have
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a detrimental effect on the students’ overall ability to engage with extra and co-curricular
activities, in which universities invest so much, in the belief that they enhance the student
experience and the likelihood of graduate success. The high percentage of students working
while studying may be an indication of the pressure facing students in the UK in financing

their studies and covering their living expenses.

Hours of paid/unpaid work during term
time

More than 16 hours per week || N NRnRNNN ::3
9-16 hours per week || NN i35
5-8 hours per week || NN 7.7
1-4hours per week [ NNIINEGEGE ::°

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16

Figure 9: Hours of paid/unpaid work during term-time (% of respondents)

According to the survey (Figure 10), personal interest, degree curriculum content
and job prospects were the most important factors to students on their choice of joint honours
degree. This accords with anecdotal evidence that joint honours degree students have a level
of determination to pursue two subjects at degree level, which in the UK is not the dominant
model of study. They therefore exhibit higher than average passion for the study of both
subjects and the intention to study both at degree level. The students will take two subjects in
the belief that it will open doors for them in the graduate jobs market or in further

postgraduate study or research.
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Factors influencing choice of degree
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Figure 10: Factors influencing choice of degree (% of respondents)
However attributes pertaining to the institution itself also ranked highly, with over
60% scoring these as being important or very important:
e the university’s location (64%)
o facilities available at the university (66%)

¢ information gathered from the prospectus or website (68%)
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This was an interesting finding as from a strategic point of view it lends credibility
to universities’ considerable investment in their campuses and also underlines the importance
of how the university presents itself online and in physical prospectuses.

Almost half of the respondents (49.5%), indicated the degree title as a very
important or important factor in their choice of degree. However, 22.7% did not consider title
important in their decision to study the subject.

Of low importance in determining the choice of degree was:

e the perceived ease of the subjects (51% said not important)
e degree available in Clearing (42% said not important)

e receipt of low or unconditional offer (32%)

This led us to observe that the students choosing to study two subjects did not do so
out of the belief that it would be an easy option, or a means to gain entry to university in a
highly competitive process. Instead the students were opting to study in this way for positive
and aspirational reasons. This countered an often stated myth that somehow a joint honours
degree is a soft alternative, or a fall-back for those that cannot make the grade for a single
honours degree. Indeed given the demands of traversing between two academic subjects and
the inherent difficulties in timetabling, academic support and time management, clearly
studying two subjects should really only appeal to those with sufficient passion for both
disciplines to overcome these hurdles. Our survey pointed to the students appreciating this
and self-selecting the degree on the basis of their love for both subjects.

For university senior managers the fact that in our survey 47% said that tuition fee
discount was not an important factor in their choice of degree may affect strategic positioning
around bursaries, scholarships and other fee discount schemes. While for some students
clearly these incentives were important, for nearly half our respondents the degree content
and career prospects vastly outweighed the prospect of a fee reduction and this should be
noted by universities in terms of where to invest in order to attract students.

Interestingly 34% of our survey respondents felt that advice from family was not
important in terms of their degree choice. This is a surprisingly high proportion given the
emphasis universities now place on welcoming the wider family at open days and speaking
directly to parents in much of the marketing literature. University leaders should note that
over a third of their students were very much minded to make their own decisions, and this
must be acknowledged or else run the risk of patronising these independently minded

applicants.
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5. Research Outcomes and Policy Implications

Despite the market research agency analysis (Red Brick Research, 2016), the post-
Brexit UK universities will continue to appeal to international students as the reputation of
the British university education is strong and long-standing. Currently, international students
contribute £7.3 billion of the HE sector's £10.7 billion export earnings, according to
Universities UK (Universities UK, 2015). In a recent survey, nearly 80% of former
international students plan to develop professional links with the UK (Universities UK,
2017). Even after the UK voted to exit the EU, 81% of the British public agreed that
international students have a positive impact on local economies.

Therefore, joint honours degrees will continue to be an important part in the
undergraduate degree portfolio in UK universities. However, universities will face stiff
competition both within and outside the UK. Universities in countries such as Canada, India
and Scandinavia will continue to promote themselves as alternative destinations for an
excellent university education. Hence, university administrators and strategists would do well
to pay attention to the needs of their students if they are to remain economically viable and
indeed flourish.

Post Brexit, UK universities would benefit from marketing themselves to students in
the USA, Canada, South Africa and Australia. The reputation of the UK university system is
strong in these regions, and they have followed a similar trajectory to the UK in increasing

the proportion of young people entering higher education:

THE GLOBAL RISE IN UNIVERSITY STUDY

Gross tertiary enrolment ratio (%), world and world regions: 1971 to 2013
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Figure 11: The Global Rise in University Study
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available.
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However in these regions, the major/minor or double major mode of degree study
dominates over the single honours model that features so strongly in the UK. Therefore UK
universities wishing to appeal to the North American market, say, must emphasise the
availability and quality of their joint honours degree provision.

Given the national and global contexts in which UK universities operate, and the
concerns over a hard Brexit (Fowler & Menon, 2016), this study has five main policy
implications. First, although the study shows that 8.2% of the students surveyed are
international students from EU and non-EU countries, the future of many UK institutions
depend to a large degree on the extent to which they are able to recruit and retain
international students after Brexit. The significant income generated by UK universities from
the recruitment of international students and the effect Brexit may have on this income
stream, and to which the institutions have become accustomed, will remain an issue of
discussion for many years to come.

Second, given the relatively high percentage of students who reported mental health
issues and other unseen disabilities or illnesses affecting their study, UK university
administrators and strategists need to pay particular attention to the type and level of
wellbeing support available to students in these main areas. Further research needs to be
conducted to uncover reasons why mental and physical health issues and learning conditions
such as dyslexia have become such a major area of concern to students in the HE sector.

Third, the growing pressure on students to undertake paid work during term-time is
apparent in this survey. One policy implication of this is whether universities should consider
a much more flexible teaching and learning approach that enables students to juggle study
with work life. Making teaching and learning resources available online would benefit
students in accessing materials off-site and therefore studying more efficiently. Yet there
appears to be a huge institutional variation in the degree to which students can remotely
access their study materials.

Fourth, given that the international target markets are often most familiar with a
major/minor or double major mode of study, UK universities must market their joint honours
degrees in order to attract these students. Therefore it is vital that the needs of these students
are understood and that they are provided with an exceptional learning experience.

Lastly, given the sector-wide decline in part-time, mature students, and combined
with the dominance of young, white females on joint honours degrees, it is incumbent on
universities to reach out to segments of the market that will increase the level of diversity in

our undergraduate degree population. By targeting the EU and broader international market,
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there is the opportunity to inject a global awareness into university students that will position
them strongly when it comes to entering the graduate jobs market. An understanding of
globalisation, world issues and cultural differences are all pivotal to success in an
increasingly mobile labour force.

6. Conclusion and Research Limitations

Our findings shed some light on this important but often over-looked mode of study:
the joint honours degree. Because this model dominates in significant global regions
including the USA, Canada, Australia and South Africa, and these are target markets for UK
HE recruiters, it is important to ensure that these students are well-catered for in British
universities, and their needs and expectations are well understood and provided for. This is
particularly acute given the impending Brexit and the impact this will have on EU student
recruitment into the UK.

Our primary data analysis is important since it side-steps the weaknesses inherent in
other published data sources, namely DLHE, NSS and HESA, in that it can report directly on
joint honours degrees. Furthermore, we can reflect both subjective and analytic inferences
that will assist university administrations in determining their strategic investment intentions.

However the research had some limitations that constrained the breadth and depth of
the data analysis, and therefore limited the conclusions that were drawn. In particular only
four universities participated in the study, and yet we know that joint honours degrees are
studied at every university in the UK, but in slightly different formats depending on the
institution (UCAS, 2015).

Furthermore, although 887 students participated in the survey, this is out of a
possible 50,000 students studying for a joint honours degree at any one time (UCAS, 2015).
This means the quality of the conclusions could be enhanced by administering the survey in a

greater range of universities, and in so doing collect a much larger sample to analyse.

7. Scope of Future Research

In future work we will report on our survey questions relating to the students’
perception of the aspects of university organisation and management that impact on their
studies. For example, timetable arrangements and the students’ engagement with scheduled
teaching, will establish whether this is an area of concern for joint honours degree students.
We also reflect on the students’ sources of financial support to triangulate with the national

picture.
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We will look at the students’ overall learning experience and this will include their
subjective evaluation of the ‘best’ and ‘worst’ parts of their degree, whether they have any
regrets about their choice of degree and whether they would recommend the degree to a
friend. We also reflect on what degree classification the students hope to achieve and whether
they feel prepared for graduate employment. Then to seek to understand this, we will analyse
the academic support the students have received and any issues relating to assessment
submission and the return of assessment feedback. We will consider how the students feel
their degree could be improved.

In terms of the students’ perception of their university’s learning environment, we
will look at a wide range of typical university services including academic and professional
advisors, degree leaflets and online information, student wellbeing services, the library,
student finance, computing support, administrative support for the degree including
enrolment, careers development and, last but not least, catering.

Lastly, in order to develop a picture of the holistic and totality of the students’
experiences at university we will report on what hobbies students enjoy, whether they are
members of any students’ union societies or clubs, and what they like and dislike about their
university communities. Finally we will publish the students’ future aspirations on
completion of their degrees. The analysis will point university strategists in the right direction
to invest correctly to achieve excellence in teaching and learning outcomes and the broader

university experience.
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