
 
 

 

 

UNIVERSITY LIFE EVENT REPORTING AND ASSOCIATION  

WITH CAREER DECIDEDNESS, THOUGHTFULNESS  

AND PROFESSIONALISM 

 

 

 

 

 

by 

 

S.G. BRIGGS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A thesis submitted to the University of Bedfordshire in partial fulfilment of 

the requirements for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

September 2011



I 
 

I declare that this thesis is my own unaided work. It is being submitted for the degree of  

Doctor of Philosophy at the University of Bedfordshire. 

 

It has not been submitted before for any degree or examination in any other University. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Name of candidate:   Steven Briggs                                  Signature:                                                                          

 

 

Date: 

  



II 
 

 

UNIVERSITY LIFE EVENT REPORTING AND ASSOCIATION  

WITH CAREER DECIDEDNESS, THOUGHTFULNESS  

AND PROFESSIONALISM 

 
S.G. BRIGGS 

 
Abstract 
 

University students experience a range of life events whilst studying. Extensive research 

has established that university life events (events that are synonymous with studying) can 

be associated with student dropout from university. However, less is known about what 

university life events are experienced collectively by student ‘persisters’ (individuals who 

do not dropout). This study therefore sought to establish when persisters reported (and 

how they perceived) experiencing university life events. Between-group differences 

amongst students were considered.  

 

Life events have been attributed to personal change which can manifest in a number of 

ways, including change in career and professionalism. Understanding the associations 

between life events and career/professional development could serve to enhance the 

support that a university could provide to students in these areas. Consequently 

whether/when university life events were associated with students’ career thoughtfulness, 

decidedness and professionalism was addressed.  

 

An Interpretivist epistemological orientation was assumed and a comparative case study 

design was employed (involving three data collection phases). Phase one (pilot work) 

employed interviews and repertory grids to identify the range of events that student 

persisters might experience whilst studying at university; tentative between-group 

differences were considered. Based upon pilot work findings, three instruments were 

constructed, piloted and validated (phase two).These instruments addressed 1) university 

life event experiences; 2) career thoughtfulness and decidedness; and 3) professionalism 

status. Phase three (main study) involved administering the instruments quasi-

longitudinally to students from two fundamentally different courses (‘professional’ 

(associated with a very well-defined career route and emphasis on specific professional 

development) and ‘generalist’ (associated with a more open-ended career route and less 

prescribed professional development)) at the start and end of the academic year. Result 

accuracy was checked through follow-up interviews with lecturers. 
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Trends were established between student groups in terms of what university life events 

were experienced and how these were perceived. Differences in reporting were found 

based on year group, course type and time of the academic year. Based on collective 

data, experiences most synonymous with specific stages of studying on a professional or 

generalist course were identified and are discussed. Different life events were found to be 

associated with enhanced or reduced career thoughtfulness, decidedness and 

professionalism throughout the academic year. Findings were considered holistically and 

an overview of how life events are associated with these areas was presented. Follow-up 

interviews overwhelmingly supported questionnaire findings. Explanations for findings 

and result applicability were considered. Suggestions for future work and 

recommendations are presented.  
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Chapter 1 – Introduction  
 

This chapter begins with a presentation of the research question, study aim and objectives. 

An overview of the rationale for undertaking this work is then presented. The chapter 

concludes with a summary of the methodology and thesis structure. 

 

1.1)  Research Question, Aim and Objectives 

 

The following was the research question:  

 

What university life events are normally experienced by students from generalist 

courses and what association do these have with career thoughtfulness, decidedness 

and professionalism, when compared with students from more professionally specific 

courses? 

 

This was reflected in the following aim:  

 

Examine what university life events are normally experienced by students from 

professional and generalist courses and what association such experiences have with 

career thoughtfulness, decidedness and professionalism. 

 

This was addressed through four objectives: 

 

1. Establish what life events are normally experienced by students whilst studying at 

university 

 

2. Establish whether there are trends in the occurrence and/or perception of 

university life events based upon a student’s course 

 

3. Ascertain what differences there are between professional and generalist courses 

in terms of university life event occurrences and/or perception associated with 

career thoughtfulness and decidedness 

 

4. Ascertain what differences there are between professional and generalist courses 

in terms of university life event occurrences and/or perception associated with 

professionalism 
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1.2)  Rationale 

 

The following briefly outlines the rationale underpinning the objectives, aim and research 

question (a more detailed account is presented in Chapter 2).  

 

1.2.1) Changes in HE  

 

The 1990s saw a revolution in UK Higher Education (HE). This encompassed a significant 

overhaul of university systems (Lewis, 2002; Booth, 1999), increased student numbers and 

greater emphasis on recruitment of non-traditional students (Gill, 2008; Higher Education 

Funding Council for England (HEFCE), 1997; Kennedy, 1997). Likewise, European and 

international student recruitment significantly increased (UK Council for International Student 

Affairs, no date). Changes meant that university funding mechanisms became impractical 

(Dearing Report, 1997) and a system of tuition fees and student loans was introduced (The 

Department for Education and Skills (DES), 2003a). This was accompanied by a steady rise 

in student debt (Hutchings, 2003).  

 

Change in the student demographic and funding significantly altered students’ university 

expectations and HE experiences. This is important given that an increasing number of 

factors that have significant implications for universities are explicitly linked to the provision of 

a high quality student experience (such as league tables (Times Online, 2009; The Complete 

University Guide, 2009; The Guardian, 2009) and funding (HEFCE, 2009a)). It is therefore 

very important to gain an understanding of what happens during the student experience in 

order to promote student satisfaction and retention.  

 

1.2.2) Student Experience  

 

Considerable research has addressed the student experience from the perspective of 

university dropouts (i.e. students who leave before completing a course). Initially, based upon 

the conceptualisation of broad influences upon withdrawal (Tinto, 2000; 1975), research in 

this area increasingly focused upon specific events or reasons that led to premature 

departure (Yorke and Longden, 2004; Yorke; 1999a; 1999b). 

 

It is well established that many issues experienced by dropouts are also encountered by 

students who complete their studies (Hughes, 2005; Cleland, Arnold and Chesser, 2005; 

Leathwood and O’Connell, 2003; Sayer, Chaput De Saintonge, Evans and Wood, 2002; 
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Luzzo and McWhirter, 2001). In this thesis, individuals who do not dropout are subsequently 

referred to as “persisters”. Persisters can encounter a number of challenges ranging from 

struggling with academic demands (Haggis and Pouget, 2002), financial issues (Pollock, 

2006) and juggling study and employment (Broadbridge and Swanson, 2005; Metcalf, 2003) 

to issues associated with accommodation (Wilcox, Winn and Fyvie-Gauld, 2005), formation of 

friendships (Andrews and Wilding, 2004) and dissatisfaction with university facilities and 

support (Wilcox, Winn and Fyvie-Gauld, 2005; Metcalf, 2003). Equally, persisters should 

experience development of subject knowledge and core skills (Crebert, Bates, Bell, Patrick 

and Cragnolini, 2004), improved employability (McKenna, Scholtes, Fleming and Gilbert, 

2001) and the formation of long term friendships (Wilcox, Winn and Fyvie-Gauld, 2005). 

Manifestation of such experiences are influential and will play an important role in terms of 

whether students have a good HE experience.        

 

However, unlike work with student dropouts (Yorke, 1999a, 1999b; HEFCE, 1997), persister 

research has typically focused upon predetermined and singular types of event. It is therefore 

argued that an understanding of the complexity and multiplicity of the student persister 

university experience has not yet emerged. Furthermore, research has not established 

whether there are longitudinal changes in students’ experiences and perceptions. It was 

speculated that previous work failed to address these areas because there is a widely held 

belief that the occurrence/perception of diverse university experiences is unpredictable and 

subject to change. Consequently, work only focused upon a distinct aspect(s) of the 

experience rather than multiple experiences. It is proposed that such assumptions were 

flawed and an alternative way of understanding how students experienced HE is needed.  

 

1.2.3) A New Approach  

 

It is well established that human development occurs throughout a person’s lifetime (Brim, 

1980). There is evidence that the sequence and timing of personal development can be 

cyclical (Erikson, 1994; 1980) and involve a specific developmental sequence (Marcia, 1967; 

1966). A number of developmental stages are associated with a person reaching a particular 

age or encountering a specific event. The notion of ‘life events’ is therefore central to 

explaining lifelong development.  

 

Life events vary in terms of severity (Ross, Neibling and Heckert, 1999; Frazier and 

Schauben, 1994; Leong and Vaux, 1991; Kanner, Coyne, Schaefer and Lazarus, 1981) and 

duration (Zautra, Guarnaccia and Dohrenwend, 1986). Individual differences mean that, in 
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certain cases, analogous events are experienced and perceived differently (Mueller, Edwards 

and Yarvis, 1977). However, there are also instances when group consensuses exist in event 

experience reporting (Holmes and Rahe, 1967). Based on this, it is possible to classify life 

events in terms of social ‘normality’ (Lavee, McCubbin and Olson, 1987; Baltes, Reese and 

Lipsitt, 1980). Furthermore, in certain instances there will be particular event sequences that 

are socially normal phases of a person’s life cycle (Headey and Wearing, 1989). This implies 

that occurrence of certain events is normative and so predictable.  

 

Based on Goffman’s (1998; 1961) concept of a ‘total institution’ it was proposed that socially 

normative life event occurrence can, in certain instances, be anticipated based upon 

organisational membership. To varying extents, universities are total institutions (Fitz Gibbon, 

Canterbury and Litten, 1999) which suggested that it would be possible to establish trends in 

what (and when) certain university life events will occur. It is argued that this represents a 

new way of conceptualising the student experience. However, it was not clear (unless one 

relied on anecdotal evidence) what life events are normally associated with HE study. 

Establishing this provided the rationale for Objective 1.  

 

1.2.4) Life Event Between-Group Differences  

 

Experience of life events can vary based upon a range of demographic factors. Specifically, 

event experiences can be shaped by individual characteristics such as sex (Clark, Star 

Morales-Marvel, Vercoski and Kapalka, 2006; Park, Cohen and Murch, 1996), personality 

(Vollrath, 2000; Affleck and Tennen, 1996) and ethnicity (Frazier and Schauben, 1994). 

Likewise, an individual’s response to an event can be influenced by mediating circumstances 

such as socioeconomic status (McLeod and Kessler, 1990), availability of social support 

(Rowlison and Felner, 1988) and other events an individual is experiencing (Cohen and 

Hoberman, 1983). Based on these findings, there may be instances when similar people 

experience certain events in an analogous manner (in terms of event occurrence and 

perception). In the context of a university, previous work (Yorke and Thomas, 2003; Yorke, 

1999a) appears to support this assertion.   

 

There was a plethora of between-group comparisons that could have been addressed. 

However, the variables a) type of course (professional or generalist), b) time of the year and 

c) year of study were selected. Developing an understanding of whether particular cohorts of 

student persisters were most likely to experience specific university life events would be 

invaluable in terms of successfully targeting interventions that serve to promote a positive 
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student experience. Therefore, selection of these demographic variables served to increase 

the utility of this research. This provided the rationale for Objective 2.  

 

1.2.5) Life Events and Change in Students’ Career Direction and Professionalism 

 

Between 1997 and 2010, the 1997 Labour Government espoused that more graduates 

benefitted society and that there are financial and career benefits for individuals who study 

for a HE qualification (Patiniotis and Holdsworth, 2005; Murphy and Roopchand, 2003). In 

order to meet student expectations that emerged because of this propaganda, universities 

had to place significant emphasis upon helping graduates to obtain graduate-level work. This 

involved helping students to understand which careers they could pursue and equipping them 

with core skills required by employers. This role of universities became increasingly important 

when the UK entered recession in 2008 and the number of graduate jobs significantly 

reduced (Association of Graduate Recruiters (AGR), 2010, 2009; Rae, 2008).  

 

Experiencing life events can shape an individual’s personal development (Schroevers, Kraaij 

and Garnefski, 2007). Furthermore, life events can impact career decisions (Esters and 

Bowen, 2005; Ek, Ek and Mackay, 2004; Payne, 2003) and development of professionalism 

(Bolton, 2005; Scholarios, Lockyer and Johnson, 2003; Kompf, 1993). Given the important 

role that universities play in helping students to obtain a job, it was suggested that it would be 

valuable to establish if there is an association between university life events or themes of 

events and career thinking (in terms of career thoughtfulness and decidedness). 

Furthermore, given that many graduates will aspire to enter graduate level jobs (which 

require professionalism) it was reasoned that ascertaining whether university life events were 

associated with student professionalism would be valuable. Specifically, such work would 

have high practical implications in terms of planning curriculum and identifying when it would 

be most suitable to utilise career and professional development interventions. This formed 

the basis for Objectives 3 and 4.  
 

1.3) Method Summary 

 

This study was based on an Interpretivist epistemological orientation and assumed a 

comparative case study design. Research comprised three distinct phases of data collection 

which employed mixed data collection techniques (see Chapters 3 and 4 for the method and 

procedure respectively): 
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Pilot Work Phase 

 

Between April and June 2007, semi-structured interviews with students and university staff 

about the difficulties that students experience were completed. This represented pilot study - 

stage one. Between April and June 2008, semi-structured interviews which addressed the 

types of events (good and bad) that students experienced were undertaken. Repertory grids 

were also completed with participants to address the types of difficulties that students 

experience. Only students participated in this stage. This represented pilot study - stage two. 

(The pilot work phase is reported in Chapter 5). 

 

Development of Questionnaires Phase 

 

Between October 2008 and January 2009, three questionnaires were constructed and 

validated to address 1) experience and perception of university life events; 2) career 

development (in terms of thoughtfulness and decidedness); and 3) professionalism status. 

(The development of questionnaires phase is reported in Chapter 6).  

 

  

Main Study Phase 

 

In October/November 2009 and March/April 2010, the three questionnaires were 

administered quasi-longitudinally to undergraduate students from professional and generalist 

courses. Recruiting participants from these courses enabled between-group comparisons to 

be made in terms of time of data collection, course type and year group. In July 2010, 

lecturers were interviewed about the findings that had emerged from questionnaire analysis. 

This work was used as a basis for validating findings and justifying conclusions that were 

drawn. (The main study phase is reported in Chapters 7 and 8).   
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1.4) Thesis Structure  
 

The following provides an overview of how the thesis is structured:  

 

• Chapter 1 outlines the research question, aim and objectives. A rationale for the work, 

summary of the method and an overview of the document structure is presented. 

 

• Chapter 2, the literature review, expands upon the rationale in Chapter 1 and provides 

justification for the study objectives, aim and research question. 

 

 Chapter 3 contains a methodological overview. 

 

 Chapter 4 provides an overview of the data collection procedure. 

 

 Chapter 5 presents findings from the pilot work phase of the study.  

 

 Chapter 6 provides an overview of questionnaires that were developed. Copies of each 

instrument can also be found in this chapter.  

 

 Chapter 7 presents findings from the main study phase which addressed what university 

life events were experienced by professional and generalist course students.  

 

 Chapter 8 outlines findings from the main study that addressed what university life events 

(occurrence and perception) were associated with professional and generalist students’ 

career thoughtfulness, decidedness and professionalism.  

 

 Chapter 9 details study objectives were addressed and the contribution made to 

knowledge. Application of findings, study limitations and suggestions for further work are 

outlined. A reflective account of undertaking the PhD, conclusions and a list of 

recommendations are then presented. 
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Chapter 2 – Literature Review 
 

This chapter outlines governmental policy changes that have influenced students’ university 

experience. A discussion of the growing emphasis placed upon enhancing the student 

experience and issues associated with previous work that has addressed this area is then 

presented. How such issues might be overcome through examining university life events is 

discussed. Consideration of between-group differences which were most suitable for 

inclusion within this study is then outlined. Finally, the association between life events and 

personal development is reviewed with specific emphasis upon changes in career direction 

and professionalism.  

 

2.1) Changes in HE 
 

During the last twenty-five years the HE sector has been subject to significant change and 

reform. This is now discussed. 

 
2.1.1) The Growth of HE 

 

At the start of the 1960s a review of HE was undertaken. A committee, under the 

chairmanship of Lord Robbins, acted as a major catalyst for HE reform over the last fifty 

years by making the case that the HE sector should expand and more people be given the 

opportunity to study (HE Committee appointed by the Prime Minister under the chairmanship 

of Lord Robbins, 1961-63). Lord Robbins (1972) outlined that initially the recommendation to 

expand the HE sector was met by some cynicism. Many viewed HE expansion as indicative 

of lowering standards and reducing degree value; outcomes that Robbins refuted.  

 

Lewis (2002, p.205) discussed how, towards the end of the 1980s, demand for ‘greater 

participation’ and diversification in universities grew (as it had in the post war boom which led 

to the Robbins Report). This was linked to the introduction of GCSEs and more people 

continuing education post-sixteen and changes in the structure of employment during the 

1980s. Pre-1992, the UK HE system comprised of universities, polytechnics and colleges. 

Universities were associated with, ‘excellent research and scholarship, whilst the 

polytechnics would be more aligned with public purposes through their connections with local 

government [vocational issues]’ (Kogan and Hanney, 2000, p.141) and provision of 

vocational courses. In 1992, this system ended and polytechnics were granted university 

status together with degree awarding powers. This reform meant that universities started to 
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offer degrees in what had historically been polytechnic ‘vocational’ areas. Consequently, 

there was a significant expansion in the vocational subjects in which a degree could be 

obtained (such as, Business Studies (Booth, 1999)). In parallel, the Government increased 

pressure upon universities to deliver clear vocational and professional benefits to students 

(discussed in Section 2.5.2).    

 

The 1992 HE reform led to a significant increase in the number of students studying in UK 

universities and began to address calls for expanding participation. According to Lewis 

(2002) university attendance grew by 54% from 1988 to 1994. Furthermore, polytechnics’ 

student demographic (in terms of age, academic background, socioeconomic status and 

experience) was different from that of traditional universities. Gone were the days when most 

university students were ‘…a young (white) man from an upper-class or middle class 

background studying in the ivory tower’ (Leathwood and O’Connell, 2003, p.598). Booth 

(1999) reported that polytechnics enrolled a greater proportion of students who were mature, 

from ethnic minorities with non-standard qualifications compared with traditional entrants. 

Similarly, many women benefitted from the diverse routes into study offered by polytechnics 

that were absent from the university sector. Consequently, many individuals who historically 

would have not studied for a degree started to enter the university system.  

 

2.1.2) The Government HE Agenda and Implications 

 

Despite significant increases in student recruitment, between the early and mid 1990s, the 

social demographic of UK university students did not change as much as had been 

anticipated. Typically ‘non-traditional’ students with one or more of the following 

characteristics were still under represented (HEFCE, 1997):  

 

• ‘from an ethnic minority group’ 

• ‘had a long-term disability’ 

• ‘possessed non-standard qualifications on entry to higher education’ 

• ‘were aged over twenty-five years on entry to university’ 

• ‘were from lower socio-economic groups of origin’ 

 

It therefore became an increasing priority of the HE sector to widen participation and recruit 

students from under-represented social groups (Kennedy, 1997). However, as the number of 

university students began to grow, existing student funding systems became impractical 
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leading to calls for systems to be overhauled (Dearing Report, 1997). These issues are 

reflected in governmental policy since 1997: 

 

• In 1997, Labour stated in their election manifesto that education represented their 

‘number one priority’ (BBC, 1997). This document affirmed Labour’s commitment to the 

concept of ‘lifelong learning’ and widening participation.  

 

• In 1998, Labour published the ‘Learning Age Report’ which stated that they would widen 

participation within HE (Department for Education and Employment (DEE), 1998). Also 

from 1998, university students were required to pay an upfront means-tested tuition fee 

of £1000. 

 

• In 1999, the then Prime Minister stated that, “in today's world there is no such thing as 

too clever. The more you know, the further you will go ... So today I set a target of fifty 

percent of young adults going into higher education in the next century” (Gill, 2008). This 

exemplified the importance of successfully widening university participation.  

 

• At the turn of the century, Labour continued to place a significant emphasis upon 

increasing the representation of non-traditional groups within universities. This was 

evident in the allocation of an additional £150 million to spend between 2001 and 2004 to 

promote widening participation (DEE, 2000). This funding was used to provide additional 

support for individuals applying for HE programmes, fund university recruiting 

interventions, develop better HE marketing for target groups and offer financial support 

for students. 

 

• In 2003, the Government published a report outlining its vision for the future of HE (DES, 

2003a). This document outlined that universities would be allowed to set their own tuition 

fees from 2006 (ranging from £0 to £3000, increasing annually with inflation). This fee 

would no longer be paid upfront but rather when an individual had left university and was 

earning in excess of £15,000. Similarly students became entitled to a loan from the 

Government and bursary from their university (DirectGov, no date a).  

 

A second key component of the DES (2003a) report related to how widening participation 

would be enhanced. This document outlined how students from non-traditional 

backgrounds (such as, mature or from lower socio-economic backgrounds) would be 

encouraged to attend university through improving school standards, ‘raising aspirations’ 



11 
 

amongst potential applicants, offering ‘second chances’ to older individuals and providing 

support during the application process. Alongside this report, the DES (2003b) published 

a document outlining actions that would be taken to promote widening participation in 

terms of attainment, aspiration, application and admissions. This document reinforced the 

stance that, ‘fair access to university is integral to the Government’s programme of 

expansion of higher education, and to its commitment to high standards of university 

research and teaching’ (ibid, p.5).  

 

• In 2005, the Labour Party manifesto (2005, p.8) reiterated that ‘widening access to 

university and training’ remained a governmental priority.  

 

• Also in 2005, the majority of universities set tuition fees at the £3000 limit outlined by the 

Government in 2003 (BBC, 2009). 

 

• Considering more recent policy it is apparent that widening participation remained an 

important issue. This position was evident in The Department for Business Innovation 

and Skills (DBIS) (2009a, p.3) statement that, ‘the Government remains committed to the 

goal that at least fifty percent of young people should enter higher education’ – either 

directly from school or through returning as mature students. 

 

• In late 2009, an independent review of university funding and tuition fees began 

(Independent Review of HE Funding and Student Finance, 2009 (Browne review)). Many 

universities proposed that tuition fee limits should be increased (Coughlan, 2009).  

 

• In October 2010, the Browne review was published. This recommended that the cap on 

university tuition fees should be raised from £3290 (Independent Review of HE Funding 

and Student Finance in England, 2010). It is claimed that by doing so, universities will be 

able to enhance the quality of provision to students and charge appropriately.  

 

• In December 2010, the Government voted for the cap on tuition fees to be raised (Baker, 

2010c). As of the 2012/13 academic year, universities will be able to charge between 

£6000 and £9000 per year (increasing annually with inflation).  

 

Overall, governmental policy revisions have brought about significant changes in HE. The 

promotion of widening participation changed the size and composition of the student 

demographic at both a local institutional and national level (University of York, 2006; DES, 
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2003b; HEFCE, 1997) although progress in increasing representation of traditionally 

underrepresented groups was ‘slow’ (DES, 2006). The change in demographic has meant 

that increasing numbers of students have priorities (such as, family, employment or 

dependents) that would not have affected previous generations of ‘traditional’ students. For 

instance, many international students face issues associated with language and cultural 

integration that would not be experienced by someone who entered HE immediately after 

completing their studies at a UK school or college. In contrast, Richardson (1994) indicated 

that, despite stereotypes, there was no evidence that mature students lack the study skills 

needed to be effective HE participants. Rather, mature students tend to adopt a deeper 

approach to learning than their younger counterparts. Consequently, universities can no 

longer assume that all students have the same basic skills, priorities and approach to their 

studies. This has resulted in universities needing to provide an increasingly diverse range of 

pastoral and academic support for their students.  

 

Since tuition fees and loans were introduced, student debt has continuously risen (Hutchings, 

2003). Similarly, it has been reported that average student debt has continued to increase 

since the introduction of top-up fees. This stood at around £3000 in 2000 whereas in 2007 it 

had risen to around £12,500 (Natwest, 2007). Given that fees rise again in 2012/13, it is likely 

that levels of student debt will continue to grow. Consequently, students are under increasing 

financial pressure. It is argued that such changes in demographic and funding are redefining 

what it means to be a university student and the experiences associated with studying.  

 

Although student numbers have grown dramatically, many universities have found that they 

are under increased financial pressures. This is linked to cuts in per capita governmental 

funding and the manner by which HEFCE distributes funds (HEFCE, 2008). Following the 

recent comprehensive spending review (HE Treasury, 2010a), financial pressures upon 

universities are anticipated to become increasingly pertinent over the next five years. It is 

therefore no longer financially viable to follow the traditional teaching model of HE - lectures 

accompanied by personal tutorials. Consequently, universities have increasingly needed to 

find innovative ways of teaching, assessing and communicating with students. Increasingly 

this has led universities to embrace new technological developments (see for instance, 

Boulos, Hetherington and Wheeler, 2007; Piccoli, Ahmad and Ives, 2001). Through 

technology, universities are no longer restricted to teaching students who are onsite but 

rather increasingly offer students, throughout the world, a twenty-four/seven educational 

experience (through technological developments such as, websites, virtual learning 

environments (VLE), podcasts, vodcasts and social networking websites). Similarly, 
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technology has created new opportunities in terms of assessment and group work (for 

instance, blogs, wikis, e-portfolios and computer-based assessments). Current students 

therefore have a very different relationship with their tutors and associated university 

experience when compared with undergraduates twenty years ago.  

 

2.1.3) The Importance of the Student Experience to Universities  

 

In addition to facing pronounced change in student demographic, interactions and funding, 

universities have been required to place an increased emphasis upon the quality of their 

students’ HE experience. This is due to the implications that the student experience has 

increasingly had upon institutional funding and recruitment. This trend is apparent when 

historical trends are considered.  

 

Around one hundred and fifty years ago, Newman (1999) outlined in his ‘Idea of a University’, 

that a university should be a place of liberal education which encompasses theological 

teaching and facilitates the development of intellectualism (i.e. ‘the exercise of the intellect at 

the expense of the emotions’ (Concise Oxford English Dictionary, 2008)). As such, a 

professor at Oxford University in the 1830s, ‘was expected to do more or less as he pleased; 

and if he pleased to do nothing, or almost nothing, his position was unlikely to be challenged’ 

(Bunting, 1999, p. x).  
 

During this period, the experience students encountered whilst becoming intellectualised was 

not acknowledged. Ward (2006, p.108) outlined that as the nineteenth century ended, a 

university had, ‘evolved into a research facility because industrial production began to need 

scientific knowledge and academics trained in experimental methods’. At this stage 

universities were state-funded but highly autonomous in terms of how academics worked. 

Universities were however, expected to fulfill industrial needs through producing ‘skilled 

professionals’ and ‘new knowledge’ (ibid). Therefore, although the structure and governing of 

universities became more formalised, focus remained on outcomes rather than the processes 

through which students learnt (the student experience and teaching and learning).  

 

In the early 1970s interest began to grow in HE teaching and learning. Beard (1976) was an 

early advocate for work to be undertaken in this area. Her view was that, ‘extensive and well-

planned programmes of research are needed both to determine the effectiveness of different 

teaching methods over a period of time and to evaluate courses’ (ibid, p.35). Since Beard’s 

calls for greater research, there has been a significant increase in the emphasis placed upon 
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understanding the process of teaching and learning within universities. This growth is evident 

when one considers the publication timing of new journals associated with HE teaching and 

learning. The main HE journals published prior to Beard’s work included:  

• 1926 - Fordham University Quarterly (Philosophy Documentation Centre, no date) 

• 1930 - The Journal of Higher Education (Ohio State University, no date)  

• 1947 - Higher Education Quarterly (Wiley, no date a) 

• 1968 - Higher Education Review (Higher Education Review, no date) 

• 1972 - Higher Education: The International Journal of Higher Education and Educational 

Planning (Springer, no date)  

 

After Beard’s work a range of HE journals related to teaching and learning were published 

(including online journals): 

• 1977 - Journal of Further and Higher Education (Taylor and Francis, no date a)  

• 1987 - Journal of Teaching in Social Work (Taylor and Francis, no date b) 

• 1989 - Teaching and Learning in Medicine (Taylor and Francis, no date c) 

• 1996 - Teaching in Higher Education (Taylor and Francis, 2008) 

• 2000 - Journal of the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (Indiana University, 2009) 

• 2001 - Journal of Teaching in Travel and Tourism (Taylor and Francis, no date d). 

• 2004 - Journal of University Teaching and Learning Practice (University of Wollongong, 

2004) 

• 2004 - Brookes eJournal of Learning and Teaching (Oxford Brookes University, 2006) 

• 2005 - New directions for teaching and learning (Wiley, no date b) 

• 2006 - International Journal of Teaching and Learning in Higher Education (International   

Journal of Teaching and Learning in Higher Education, no date) 

 

As well as scholarly interest growing in teaching and learning, since 1992 university league 

tables have been published by The Times and The Independent. Subsequently, other 

newspapers such as The Guardian have also become involved in league table publication. 

Although criteria used to construct league tables varies between publishers, key 

determinants of university positioning are commonly linked to the student experience - for 

instance, completion rates, satisfaction and graduate employment (Times Online, 2009; The 

Complete University Guide, 2009; The Guardian, 2009). Gunn and Hill (2008) found that 

league table positioning can affect application rates. Specifically, universities that rated highly 

in league tables reported faster growth in applications. Therefore league table placing can 

have significant financial implications for a HE institution.  
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Greater interest in researching the student experience also coincided with HEFCE requiring 

universities to provide data regarding the number of students who completed their courses, 

influencing how much money institutions were allocated for teaching (HEFCE, 2009a). 

Should students fail to complete part of their studies or leave before finishing a qualification, 

the university with which they were enrolled lost the governmental funding associated with 

their institutional registration. Data from the Higher Education Statistics Agency (2009) 

indicated that between 2002/03 and 2006/07 around seven percent of young students 

dropped out from university. Furthermore, around fourteen to fifteen percent of mature 

students left prematurely during this time frame. Additionally, it has been reported that 

between one third (Bourner, Reynolds, Hamed and Barnett, 1991) and almost half (Ozga and 

Sukhnandan, 1998) of students consider withdrawing from their course prematurely. 

Consequently, student dropout can have significant implications in terms of a University’s 

financial standing.  

 

Given the importance of the student experience in terms of applications, retention, 

satisfaction and career prospects it is essential that universities understand what issues 

students encounter and how these experiences are perceived by them. 

 

 

Key Points made in Section 2.1 

 

• Over the last twenty years HE widening participation has been promoted 

 

• A more diverse HE student population has emerged  

 

• Student debt has increased since tuition fees were introduced leading to increased 

pressure on students’ daily experience 

 

• What is meant by the ‘student experience’ has changed  

 

• Understanding and providing a positive student experience is increasingly important 
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2.2) Experiences of University Students 
 

Due to the importance of providing a high quality student experience, a growing number of 

researchers have attempted to ascertain what factors affect students. Work in this area has 

primarily focused upon the experience of students who dropped out. Increasingly however, 

the experience of students who persist has been addressed. Both areas are now discussed. 

 

2.2.1) Dropouts 

  

Tinto (2000; 1975) was a pioneer in relation to establishing how student experiences affected 

retention and withdrawal. Tinto proposed that university/college dropout occurred because of 

a multidimensional and longitudinal process involving interactions between an individual and 

a HE institution. Specifically, when students join university they have different goals and 

institutional commitments based on family background, individual attributes and previous 

schooling. Over time, as students attend university, they interact with institutional academic 

and social systems through which they continuously revise their goal and institutional 

commitments. The nature of modified goal and commitments determines (or influences) 

persistence or dropout related behaviour and outcomes. Tinto (1975, p.118) proposed that 

typically one would find, ‘…both goal and institutional commitment increasing as a function of 

nearness to the completion of the degree program and proportion of voluntary withdrawal 

decreasing’. 

 

Although Tinto’s work accounted for dropout, the comprehensiveness of his model has been 

challenged (Braxton and Hirschy, 2004; Braxton and Lien, 2000; StJohn, Cabrera, Nora and 

Asker, 2000). Additionally, the validity of the model has been questioned in terms of 

generalisability to UK students (Ozga and Sukhnandan, 1998) and the fact that previous tests 

of the model have commonly focused upon model components as opposed to examination of 

the model in its entirety (Brunsden, Davies, Shelvin and Bracken, 2000). Despite such 

criticism there would appear to remain a scholarly consensus that student success is affected 

by academic and social influences. However, Adams (1996, p.307; cited in Brunsden et al, 

2000) suggested it would be prudent for student departure research to shift focus from broad 

influences (as endorsed by Tinto) towards the examination of, ‘the specific reasons and 

circumstances that surround an individual’s decision to withdraw’. Over the last ten years, this 

has become an increasingly well-researched area.  
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Since the end of the 1990s, Yorke has been instrumental in establishing what influences UK 

student withdrawal from universities. Yorke (1999a) outlined seven factors, which accounted 

for forty-five percent of the variance of influences upon reasons why full time first year 

students withdrew from HE: 

 

1. ‘Poor quality of the student experience’ – teaching quality, institutional expectations, 

course expectations or staff support.  

 

2. ‘Inability to cope with the demands of the programme’ – programme difficulty, excessive 

workload, insufficient study skills or feelings of stress linked to studying. 

 

3. ‘Financial and interpersonal problems’ - financial difficulties, affect of working whilst 

studying or demands of dependants.  

 

4. ‘Dissatisfaction with aspects of institutional provision’ - provision of computers, library 

resources or specialist equipment and social facilities.  

 

5. ‘Unhappiness with the environment of the institution’ – homesickness, issues around 

accommodation or aversion to the town or city where the university was located.  

 

6. ‘Wrong choice of programme’ – wrong selection of field, commitment or programme 

career relevance. 

 

7. ‘Lack of peer support’ – making friends or peer support.  

 

Yorke (1999b) initially suggested that these factors were representative of three withdrawal 

influences 1) financial; 2) wrong choice of the field of study; and 3) quality of the student 

experience. More recently, these themes were reclassified and four main influences 

proposed 1) ‘flawed decision making about entering the programme’; 2) ‘students’ 

experiences of the programme and the institution generally’; 3) ‘failure to cope with the 

demands of the programme’; and 4) ‘events that impact on students’ lives outside of the 

institution’ (Yorke and Longden, 2004, p.104). 

 

Yorke’s findings were supported by Davies and Elias (2003) who indicated that inappropriate 

course selection was the main reason for university dropout (49.3% of dropouts indicated 

limited interest in programme of study). Similarly, financial and personal problems were found 
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to shape student withdrawal (42.2% of dropouts reported financial problems). Interestingly, 

47.8% of dropouts also agreed that the sentence, ‘keeping up with the course academically 

was not a problem for me’, was in line with their experiences. However, Davies and Elias 

urged caution when interpreting this finding because respondents may have intentionally 

underplayed the impact that academic problems had on their withdrawal. Other research has 

also found that withdrawal was influenced by adjusting to university demands (Rickinson and 

Rutherford, 1996) and university policy and rules (Berger and Braxton, 1998). Collectively, 

this work provided further support for Yorke’s conclusions.  

 

2.2.2) Persisters 

 

Many of the issues associated with university dropout also affect students who remain in their 

studies – ‘persisters’. Research generally suggests that students who experience these 

issues normally encounter multiple issues at once (Hughes, 2005; Cleland, Arnold and 

Chesser, 2005; Leathwood and O’Connell, 2003; Sayer, Chaput De Saintonge, Evans and 

Wood, 2002; Luzzo and McWhirter, 2001). However, to assist presentation, research 

addressing persisters’ university experience is grouped into themes based on Yorke’s 

(1999a) seven withdrawal influencers:  

 

1. Poor quality of the student experience - Students’ perceptions (linked to interest and 

previous experience) of their academic environment (such as assessment or teaching) 

have been found to influence both student attitude and approach to learning (Ramsden, 

1997). Similarly, Green (2007) reported that sixth-form students who planned to study 

English at a HE level used their previous educational experiences as a means of 

interpreting and anticipating future experiences. Consequently, a proportion of these 

students were ill prepared for course demands. This was in line with Lowe and Cook 

(2003) who observed that a large number of students anticipated that aspects of 

university teaching would be analogous to school experiences.  

 

2. Inability to cope with the demands of the programme - Haggis and Pouget (2002, p.331) 

found poor academic performance at the start of university amongst younger students 

was linked to, ‘an overall confusion about the nature and purposes of institutional 

learning, which resulted in a lack of confidence, and very limited strategies for managing 

the practical and intellectual work required’. Based on this, these authors concluded that 

many students did not have strategies for undertaking university study nor were they 

aware of the volume of work. This is supported by Johnson and Robson (1999) who 
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reported that mature female students frequently cited ability to engage in university level 

studies as a source of concern. 

 

3. Financial and interpersonal problems - Increasing numbers of university students face 

financial hardship and leave with significant debt (Pollock, 2006). Financial pressures 

associated with studying lead many students to undertake term-time employment 

(Broadbridge and Swanson, 2005; Metcalf, 2003). Given that larger numbers of students 

encounter financial issues it is unsurprising that Hunt, Lincoln and Walker (2004) 

reported an increase in the number of students who worked whilst attending university 

(when comparing data collected from 1999, 2000 and 2001). Research has suggested 

that undertaking employment whilst studying can undermine academic achievements 

(Carney, McNeish and McColl, 2005; Hunt, Lincoln and Walker, 2004). Similarly, term-

time employment has been linked with pressure (Curtis and Shani, 2002) and time 

engaged in private study (Metcalf, 2003). 

 

4. Dissatisfaction with aspects of institutional provision – Wilcox, Winn and Fyvie-Gauld 

(2005) outlined the importance of personal tutors in helping students to become 

integrated into university. These authors noted that personal tutors are an important 

source of support for students who are negotiating difficulties and developing confidence. 

Similarly, Metcalf (2003) found that some term-time student workers had trouble in 

accessing university facilities, computer resources and the library. Likewise, many (non-

traditional) students encounter issues associated with the level of support provided by 

their university (Leathwood and O’Connell, 2003). 

 

5. Unhappiness with the environment of the institution - Many university students 

experience issues associated with ‘unsatisfactory’ housing (Woolfe, 1996, p.225). 

Christie, Munro and Rettig (2002) explored the housing experiences of students (aged 

under twenty-five) and found that some reported enduring unpleasant accommodation 

(such as overcrowding, vermin, cold, damp, noise and size) which undermined study 

commitment. Further, such conditions, ‘impaired their ability to study and, particularly 

when overcrowded or cramped, could lead to stress or depression’ (ibid, p.221). 

Likewise, Wilcox, Winn and Fyvie-Gauld (2005) commented that, staying in halls of 

residence can result in students living in groups that are ‘incompatible’. Similarly, a 

proportion of students express concerns around logistic difficulties related to travelling to 

university on a daily basis (Christie, Cree, Hounsell, McCune and Tett, 2006). 
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6. Wrong choice of programme - Graunke and Woosley (2005) identified that satisfaction 

with, and commitment to, an academic major significantly predicted academic success 

amongst sophomores. This was supported by Makinen, Olkinuora and Lonka (2004) who 

found that ‘non-committed’ Finnish students (after four months), because of a weak 

interest in their course topic, were at the greatest risk of dropout or prolonging their 

studies beyond the originally projected duration.  

 

7. Lack of peer support - Andrews and Wilding (2004) indicated that ‘relationship difficulties’ 

were the stressor most likely to predict student anxiety. For instance, friends withdrawing 

from university can impact on students’ sense of university integration (Wilcox, Winn and 

Fyvie-Gauld, 2005).  

 

In addition to facing ‘negative’ experiences analogous to dropouts, research has highlighted 

positive experiences linked to studying: 

 

• Development of core skills and subject knowledge – The Southern England Consortium 

for Credit Accumulation and Transfer (SECCAT) (2002) indicated that as students 

progress through university they should develop subject specific knowledge, 

understanding and practical skills. Furthermore, development of ‘generic 

intellectual/cognitive’ and ‘key transferrable’ skills should occur (ibid, p.2). Consequently, 

over time students should become increasingly competent in terms of thinking 

analytically, group work, problem solving, self evaluation, information literacy, 

communications and working autonomously. Research (Crebert, Bates, Bell, Patrick and 

Cragnolini, 2004) has shown that as students progress they recognise that skills 

development has occurred and appreciate its importance.  

 

• Preparedness for employment – discussed in Section 2.5.3.  

 

• Formation of lasting friendships - Wilcox, Winn and Fyvie-Gauld (2005) indicated that 

ongoing university friendships can be a source of emotional support in place of family 

members.   
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2.2.3) Issues Associated with Research into Student Persisters’ Experience  
 

Given that both persisters and dropouts encounter many of the same events, one might ask 

‘why do some students remain in their studies whilst others withdraw?’ Christie, Munro and 

Fisher (2004) began to address this question by comparing how dropouts and persisters 

experienced university. In line with other research (previously discussed) they found that 

withdrawers and persisters experienced similar problems during university. This led these 

authors to suggest future research must accommodate the complexity of factors (such as 

relationships and social support) that enable some students to remain at university whilst 

others depart. 

 

However, there is a fundamental weakness associated with much of the research that has 

addressed the persister student experience. Unlike Yorke’s work around dropout, student 

persisters’ experiences have typically been examined in terms of isolated and predetermined 

areas of interest. For example, term-time employment (Curtis and Shani, 2002) or student 

accommodation (Christie, Munro and Rettig, 2002). Consequently, to appreciate the 

multiplicity of issues that persisters experience, one must review previous research and 

consider findings collectively. Therefore, Christie, Munro and Fisher’s (2004) assertion that 

there are complex interactions between student experiences has not been properly 

considered.  

 

Furthermore, a significant proportion of student experience research has failed to consider 

whether there are sequences of events synonymous with studying. This is due to the fact that 

much of the research has adopted a cross sectional rather than longitudinal methodology. 

Therefore, an understanding of when specific events were most likely to occur has not 

emerged. Likewise, although research has identified events that students experience, little 

work has addressed how students actually perceive such events and whether their 

perceptions change as they progress through their studies.  

 

As shown, methodological issues (discussed in this section) have limited our understanding 

of the persister student experience. Therefore, it is proposed that more comprehensive and 

holistic research is needed which addresses what happens to student persisters. It is 

purported that previous work has not attempted to address the student experience in this 

manner because of one or more of the following reasons: 
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• Occurrence of university experiences are unpredictable 

• There are too many between-group differences in how students experience university 

• How students experience university changes over time 

 

However, are such factors insurmountable? I believe they are not; should a suitable 

conceptual and methodological basis be selected. This should be based around 

consideration of what ‘life events’ students experience. 

 

 
Key Points made in Section 2.2  

 

• A range of factors influence student dropout from university  

 

• Many of the issues that affect dropout are encountered by student persisters 

 

• There are limitations associated with work that has addressed the student experience 

from a persister perspective 

 

 

2.3) Life Events 

 

This section outlines how the concept of a ‘life event’ can be used to expand upon what is 

known about the student experience.  

 
2.3.1) Life Long Development  

 

Brim (1980) reported that human development should be conceptualised as a process that 

occurs throughout a person’s lifetime. In that, ‘there is no one period of the life span that can 

claim general primacy for the origin and occurrence of developmental changes’ (ibid, p.148). 

Rather development occurs beyond childhood and is influenced by an individual’s life 

experiences.  

 

This is supported by Erikson (1980; 1968) who purported that identity development occurs 

over a series of stages throughout a person’s life cycle. He proposed that adolescence 

typically represents the most significant period of this developmental process because, 

throughout adolescent years, an individual is said to experience an identity ‘crisis’ from which 
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s/he should emerge having developed new skills and a ‘lasting’ identity solution. During the 

adolescent period (stage five of Erikson’s model (Erikson, 1968)), it is common for a person 

to experience ‘disturbed’ feelings attributed to attempts to settle upon sexual, ideological, and 

occupational identities. Erikson (1994) suggested that young people are usually most 

concerned by the inability to develop an occupational identity. It is however likely that even 

when this crisis is resolved, occupational identity will continue to be revised throughout an 

individual’s lifetime.   

 

Marcia (1967; 1966) expanded on Erikson’s work and suggested that it is possible, based on 

how an individual has coped with their identity crisis, to group them into different ego-identity 

statuses. Marcia outlined that a person’s position on the ego-identity continuum can be 

determined through examining his/her political ideology, religious orientation and 

occupational choice in terms of crisis (a period of time in which a person is engaged in 

selecting between a series of, ‘meaningful alternatives’). Marcia suggested four ego-identity 

statuses, which reflect the presence (or absence) of crisis and/or commitment:  

 

1. Identity achieved - Already experienced a period of crisis and is committed to 

occupational and ideological preferences.  

 

2. Moratorium identity - Currently experiencing a period of crisis and involved in an ‘active 

struggle’ to establish commitments. Consequently, current commitments will be reported 

in a ‘vague’ manner.  

 

3. Foreclosed identity - Not experienced a crisis period but has clearly defined occupational 

and ideological commitments. These commitments are not self generated and stem from 

the influence of significant others (such as parents).  

 

4. Diffused identity - Not experienced a period of crisis and an absence of commitment. This 

individual may report a preference towards a specific occupation but will have little, 

‘conception of its daily routine and gives the impression that the choice could be easily 

abandoned should opportunities arise elsewhere’ (Marcia, 1966, p.552). 

 

Collectively, this suggests that during an individual’s lifetime there are predictable stages 

when development occurs. Such stages are associated with a developmental episode or 

crisis (for instance, the adolescent crisis outlined by Erikson). Should an individual fail to 

resolve a developmental crisis then s/he will encounter future developmental difficulties. 
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However, in addition to there being evidence for age specific developmental periods, it has 

also been found that development can be influenced by the events that an individual 

experiences.  

 

2.3.2) Distinctions between Life Events  

 

Brim (1980) suggested that the concept of life events is fundamental in terms of explaining 

how a person changes and develops over time. A life event or combination of events could 

place an individual in a crisis that requires them to reevaluate an aspect of their life; this can 

act as a catalyst for developmental changes. The term ‘life event’ has been used by 

researchers as something of a ‘catch all’ phrase to describe the range of events that an 

individual might experience during their lifetime (Brim, 1980). When previous research was 

reviewed it was apparent that, in certain instances, it is appropriate to use the term in this 

manner. However, there are occasions when distinctions between types of event would be 

conceptually important in a university context.  

 

Life Event Severity  

 

Initially researchers used the term ‘life event’ when exploring how people experienced highly 

stressful ‘major’ events (such as marriage, divorce or death of a loved one).  Holmes and 

Rahe (1967), pioneers in this area, addressed how the stress associated with experiencing 

major events induced an individual to physiologically change. However, major life events do 

not occur that often (Frazier and Schauben, 1994; Leong and Vaux, 1991). Similarly, the 

occurrence of major events can be mediated by smaller events such as contact with 

friends/family. Therefore, research that focused exclusively upon occurrence and influence of 

major events did not provide a complete picture as to how life events occur and affect people.  

 

Over time, this issue has been addressed as researchers (Ross, Neibling and Heckert, 1999; 

Frazier and Schauben, 1994; Leong and Vaux, 1991) considered how less serious, but more 

common, events affected people. Life event research that addressed everyday experiences 

typically focused upon either negative ‘hassles’:   

 

‘… the irritating, frustrating, distressing demands that to some degree characterize everyday 

transactions with the environment’ (Kanner, Coyne, Schaefer and Lazarus, 1981, p.3). For 

example, being late for a train or having a disagreement with a friend.  
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And/or positive daily ‘uplifts’:  

 

‘… positive experiences such as the joy derived from manifestations of love, relief at hearing 

good news, the pleasure of a good night’s rest, and so on’ (Kanner et al, 1981, p.6).  

 

Zautra, Guarnaccia and Dohrenwend (1986) stated that everyday life events will either occur 

‘chronically’ or ‘acutely’. Generally, experiencing everyday events in an acute manner has 

minimal affect on an individual. However, chronic recurrence of everyday events can have a 

pronounced influence upon a person. Similarly, the ramifications of a major event can lead to 

an individual encountering other ‘smaller’ stressful events (Headey and Wearing, 1989; 

Rowlison and Felner, 1988; Zautra, Guarnaccia and Dohrenwend, 1986; Kanner et al, 1981). 

Such issues have led Cradall, Preisler and Aussprung (1992, p.642) to suggest any, 

‘distinction between major and minor life events may be relatively arbitrary’.  

 

Individual differences suggest variation in how individuals perceive life events in terms of 

whether they are ‘major’ or ‘minor’ and/or ‘good’ or ‘bad’. For instance, Mueller, Edwards and 

Yarvis (1977) stated that life event desirability will vary between individuals. Consequently, it 

would seem that categorisation of event severity should be made in terms of how a person 

perceives an event (an individual basis). There are however, likely to be instances where 

there is a general consensus amongst a group as to the nature of an event. This was 

demonstrated by Holmes and Rahe (1967) who examined how individuals perceived forty-

three life events and found that participants consistently reported the most significant events 

to be death of a spouse, divorce and marital separation. Given the impact such events have 

upon an individual’s life, it is not surprising that Holmes and Rahe found a group consensus. 

However, there are inevitably individual differences in how certain events are perceived. For 

instance, attending a job interview might be a relatively major event for an individual who is 

unemployed, in financial difficulty and desperate to return to work but far less important to an 

employed individual, who is financially secure and who submitted a job application out of 

curiosity. Therefore, one may argue that whilst there is likely to be some agreement as to the 

nature of certain events, attempting to generalise the severity of all events is 

methodologically unsound. Instead, a range of life events of varied personal importance will 

(either individually or cumulatively) shape a person’s development. 
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Socially Normative Life Events  

 

The extent to which an experience is normative (i.e. its occurrence is predictable) can be 

used to differentiate between life events. Baltes, Reese and Lipsitt (1980) suggested that 

certain life events are ‘non-normative’ and have an unpredictable pattern of occurrence, for 

instance, the moment that a loved one dies. In contrast, Lavee, McCubbin and Olson (1987, 

p.859) indicated that other events are ‘normative’ because they are ‘expectable, scheduled 

changes involving entrances into and exits from social roles, or because they are ubiquitous 

(occurring in most families) and are associated with developmental role changes and task 

realignments’ - for example, starting school.   

 

Baltes, Reese and Lipsitt (1980) suggested two types of normative life event. The first, 

‘normative age-graded’ refers to an event that is experienced by individuals (from a specific 

culture) at a certain age. The communality of ‘normative age-graded’ event occurrence was 

said to be most prominent during childhood, decline during middle age and increase during 

old age. The second, ‘normative history-graded’ (also known as ‘common socialization 

processes’ (Skovholt and McCarthy, 1988, p.70)) refers to an event that individuals from a 

specific generation experience in a similar way, for example, the occurrence of a war or 

recession. The influence of a normative history-graded event was said to be most salient 

during late adolescence and throughout earlier stages of adulthood. Collectively, this work 

indicated that occurrence of life events can be predicted.  

 

In addition to forecasting the occurrence of specific life events, Baltes, Reese and Lipsitt 

(1980) reported that many people experience normative sequences of events. This was 

supported by Headey and Wearing (1989) who reported that most individuals experience 

specific events during periods of their lives. For instance, younger adults tend to experience 

greater numbers of positive and negative events than older adults. This pattern is attributed 

to the fact that older adult’s lives are usually stable in terms of personal characteristics (such 

as personality) and circumstances (such as marital status). In contrast, young adult’s lives 

typically involve a number of major events (such as marriage or having children) within a 

relatively short time frame. Further support for event sequences was discussed by Hogan 

(1978) who asserted that historically, there was a normal life event route that males followed 

as they moved from adolescence to adulthood. Specifically, ‘the passage to adulthood is 

achieved in a socially prescribed manner when a man first finishes his formal schooling, next 

becomes financially independent through employment at a full time job, and finally forms his 

own family of procreation through marriage’ (ibid, p.585). Overall, this supports the assertion 
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made by Billings and Moos (1982, p.102) that, ‘there is some evidence that [life] events are 

indeed not random but rather occur (or do not occur) with some degree of consistency’. 

Inevitably, chance could shape the occurrence of such events, however, for many people 

occurrence will be predictable.   

 

Institutionally Normative Life Events 

 

In addition to the occurrence of certain events being predictable based on age and historical 

context, it is proposed that life events can be anticipated based on organisational 

membership. In that, occurrence of certain events is synonymous with belonging to particular 

institutions at specific periods of time, as distinct from a whole-life basis. This is based on 

Goffman’s (1998; 1961) notion of a ‘total institution’ whereby individuals live under a singular 

authority and undertake a daily routine alongside peers who are treated in the same way and 

work towards the same goals. Members follow an imposed, timetabled sequence of events 

and activities towards which individuals work collectively representing, ‘…a single rational 

plan purportedly designed to fulfill the official aims of the institution’ (1961, p.17). Goffman 

noted that an individual typically works, plays and sleeps in different locations and by doing 

so interacts with different people and authorities. However, within a total institution such 

‘barriers’ between discrete parts of their life are ‘broken down’ leading to a loss of individual 

identity. Examples of total institution members include prisoners, the military or clergy. 

Evidently in each instance there are institutionally normative events that would comprise a 

member’s daily routine. Consequently, knowledge of total institution membership can allow 

one to anticipate event sequences that a person will experience.  

 

Davies (1989) reported wide variation in the ‘totality’ of institutions. Similarly, she noted that 

the arrangement of total organisations can be ‘very diverse’. Consequently, the concept of a 

total institution should be perceived as a continuum rather than a dichotomy. Given that many 

people follow set routines as part of their daily life because of their organisational 

membership (for instance, when attending work or school) one may argue that many 

individuals are (to varying degrees) total institution members.  

 

Fitz Gibbon, Canterbury and Litten (1999) reported that to some extent a university is a total 

institution (in line with Tinto’s notion that there are academic and social systems within a HE 

institution) and provided five reasons why a university should be viewed in this manner. 

Firstly, through university attendance many students share aspects of their lives (academic 

and social). Secondly, students find that many of their choices are constrained by university 
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structure (e.g. timetabling related to classes and assessments). Thirdly, students are 

managed as a group (in terms of having identity numbers and being required to follow 

university policies). Fourthly, a university has specific goals (i.e. to educate students) which 

dictate the nature of activities in which students engage. Finally, students are encouraged to 

become ‘holistically’ involved when studying. Considered collectively, it would seem rational 

to conclude that there will be certain life events associated with being a student (normative 

university life events).  

 

Choices students make in terms of how they study will shape the extent to which a university 

acts as a total institution (Fitz Gibbon, Canterbury and Litten, 1999). For instance, Christie, 

Munro and Wager (2005) discussed the experiences of a small number of non-traditional 

students who entered HE via access courses and combined studying with a range of non-

university commitments (such as, working part time and/or family). These authors found that 

the students were described as ‘day students’ in that, ‘…their daily rhythm involved the 

spatial and temporal separation of distinctive home and university worlds’ (ibid, p.10). 

Christie, Munro and Wager reported that only a small number of ‘absorbed’ students adjusted 

their social arrangements to prioritise seeing university friends whereas most (including all 

mature students) kept their social life oriented towards family and friends. Similarly, 

Holdsworth (2006) indicated that students who live at home whilst studying can find it difficult 

to become ‘immersed’ in student life. This happens, ‘…partly due to practical problems, but 

also if they have to continuously move between two different worlds and experience the misfit 

between the habitus of the student world and their local community on a daily basis’ (pp.515-

516). 

 

Beekhoven, De Jong and Van Hout (2004) found that first year students who lived 

independently (for example, in university accommodation) did not report more institutional 

integration than students who lived at home. Likewise, Wang, Arboleda, Shelley and Whalen 

(2003) reported that not all students (Americans) who lived in student housing benefitted from 

becoming socially involved with fellow residents. Statistics suggest that in the UK an 

increasing number of university students are living at home whilst studying (around eight 

percent in the mid 1980s as opposed to twenty percent in 2007 (HEFCE, 2009b)). This would 

imply that certain students find HE to be a less institutionalised experience than others.  

 

The notion that factors influence the way in which students becomes institutionalised might 

also be applied to a specific course. Specifically, one may propose that the extent to which a 

course requires students to attend teaching sessions and the culture of student socialising 
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will influence the extent to which a university is experienced as a total institution. Given that a 

HE institution will develop curriculum, deliver teaching and provide opportunities for 

friendship, it is argued that the extent of institutionalisation can to some degree be controlled 

by a university.  

 

Although it is clear that there are likely to be normative university life events, research has not 

established what are the most normative events linked to being a persister student (unless 

one considers collective or anecdotal findings). It is therefore suggested that research should 

be undertaken to establish ‘normative university life events’. This is reflected in Objective 1: 

Establish what life events are normally experienced by students whilst studying at 

university. 

 

Occurrence of Events in a University Context 

 

Based on the literature discussed, a university will (to some extent) act as a total institution 

because students experience events as a result of their organisational membership. One 

might therefore suggest that there will be event occurrence trends linked to studying. This is 

supported by HEFCE (2001) who suggested six stages of the student life cycle. Likewise, 

Gall, Evans and Bellerose (2000) reported that the total number of life events experienced by 

new students ‘steadily decreased’ as the first year progressed. This implied that students 

within the same year group tended to experience a consistent numbers of events. Given that 

such patterns exist, one might reason that certain events could occur in prescribed 

sequences. However, because the total institution effects of a university can be diluted by 

institutional factors and study choices that students make, it is proposed that there will be 

institutional, departmental and demographic variation in the specific sequence of events that 

are encountered. It is my belief that previous work has failed to sufficiently address this area, 

therefore a consideration of the student experience in terms of university life event 

occurrence addresses this limitation.   

 

In addition to enhancing understanding of the student experience, in terms of when events 

normally occur, university life events can also be considered in terms of student perceptions. 

As indicated, consensus has been found in how certain life events are perceived (Holmes 

and Rahe, 1967). If one views a university as a total institution it is quite possible that there 

will be trends in how students perceive university life events. This is supported by Braboy 

Jackson and Finney (2002) who identified that stage of study appeared to be linked to how 

students reported events. For example, younger students who reported experiencing issues 
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related to race relations and stress, presented higher rates of depression than older students 

who experienced analogous events. This suggests that as students move through university, 

concerns will change amongst cohort members. However, research that sought to establish 

life event perceptual patterns associated with university attendance could not be located. It is 

proposed that undertaking work in these areas would enhance understanding of the student 

experience (these assertions (along with those discussed in the following section) are 

reflected in Objective 2).  

 

 

Key Points made in Section 2.3  
 

• Certain life events do not occur randomly  

 

• There are institutionally normative life events associated with some organisations  

 

• There should be normative university life events associated with HE study 

 

 

2.4) Life Event Experience Between-Group Differences  

 

Previous research (Park, 1998; Park, Cohen and Murch, 1996) has suggested that specific 

groups of people experience and/or perceive stressful events analogously. This is based on 

the premise that the impact of life events on a person will be mediated by both individual 

characteristics and external variables (Rabkin and Struening, 1976). These areas are now 

considered. 

 

 2.4.1) Individual Characteristics  

 

Individual characteristics have been found to be are associated with how life events are 

experienced:  

 

Sex: Evidence suggests that women are generally more affected by life events than men 

(Clark, Star Morales-Marvel, Vercoski and Kapalka, 2006; Park, Cohen and Murch, 1996; 

Bolger et al, 1989; Billings and Moos, 1982). This is evident in the fact that Sarafino and 

Ewing (1999) found very tentative support for women and men reporting similar frequencies 

of hassles but females perceived hassles to be more unpleasant and spent greater amounts 
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of time dwelling on them (supported by Cradall, Preisler and Aussprung, 1992). However, it 

has also been suggested that women might learn or benefit more from encountering a 

difficult event (Tedeschi and Calhoun, 1996). 

 

Personality:  It has been documented that differences in personality influence how individuals 

perceive stressful events (Vollrath, 2000; Affleck and Tennen, 1996; DeLongis, Folkman and 

Lazarus, 1988; Kobasa, 1979). For instance, Tedeschi and Calhoun (1996, p.467) indicated 

that perception of benefits stemming from a traumatic life event was, ‘…most consistently 

associated with the personality traits of extraversion, to the tendency to be open to internal 

experience, and to optimism’. Likewise, Park, Cohen and Murch (1996) found that students’ 

reporting of stress-related growth (associated with life event experiences) was linked to 

aspects of personality such as disposition towards positive mood and the extent to which 

individuals were prone to reinterpreting events in a positive fashion.  

 

Coping strategies: Evidence suggests that individuals’ ‘coping resources’ will influence the 

extent to which they can remain healthy when faced with a stressful event(s) (Koeske, Kirk 

and Koeske, 1993; Compas, Forsythe and Wager, 1988; Billings and Moos, 1984, 1981) (this 

is discussed in Section 2.4).  

 

Ethnicity: Work (Frazier and Schauben, 1994; Rosenberg and Bohrenwend, 1975; Marx, 

Garrity and Bowers, 1975) has suggested that differences in ethnicity account for variation in 

how students perceive and experience life events.  

 

Age: Braboy Jackson and Finney (2002) identified that younger students who reported 

experiencing issues related to race relations and stress in school presented higher rates of 

depression than older students who reported experiencing the same life events. Likewise, 

Kanner et al (1981) outlined that the daily hassles and uplifts reported by younger students 

were very different from those discussed by individuals who were middle aged.  

 

Socioeconomic status: McLeod and Kessler (1990) found that individuals from lower 

socioeconomic groups had increased ‘vulnerability’ to experiencing undesirable life events. 

These authors stated that, ‘there may exist crucial combinations of stressful experiences for 

which members of lower-status groups are at a particular disadvantage’ (ibid, p.170). 
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2.4.2) Mediating Characteristics  

 

Mediating characteristics have also been found to be associated with how individuals 

experience life events:  

 

Level of support: Based on a review of previous literature, Cobb (1976) reported that social 

support can protect individuals who experience an acutely stressful environmental life 

event(s) from pathological states. Similarly, other work (Rowlison and Felner, 1988; 

DeLongis, Folkman and Lazarus, 1988; Wethington and Kessler, 1986; Cohen and 

Hoberman, 1983) has ascertained that social support can act as a ‘buffer’ to effects of 

detrimental events. Moreover, Park, Cohen and Murch (1996) found that satisfaction with 

availability of social support was related to personal growth following life event stress. 

 

Experience of other events: Cohen and Hoberman (1983) noted that experiencing a high 

number of positive events can act as a ‘buffer’ to the ‘pathogenic effect’ of encountering 

negative life events. Likewise, personal growth following a negative event has been found to 

be influenced by the number of subsequently experienced positive events (Park, Cohen and 

Murch, 1996).  

 

2.4.3) Between-Group Differences in Life Event Experience in a University  

 

When research presented in Sections 2.4.1 and 2.4.2 is considered collectively, it would 

appear reasonable to conclude that likeminded individuals experience particular events in an 

analogous fashion. Likewise, it would seem that individuals with similar social circumstances 

share event perceptions. Should this be the case, amongst university students there should 

be certain cohorts that experience or perceive events in an analogous fashion. This would 

appear to be supported by Yorke (1999a) who found between-group (sex, course type (part-

time or full-time)) variations in the reasons students provided for dropping out of university. 

Similarly, Yorke and Thomas (2003) reported that socioeconomic status was associated with 

the reasons students cited for dropout.  

 

There were obviously a range of demographic differences that could have been addressed in 

relation to the student experience. However, the following were selected for inclusion in this 

study:  
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• Course type – a distinction can be drawn between students from a ‘professional’ course 

(associated with a very well-defined career route and emphasis on specific professional 

development) as opposed to a ‘generalist’ course (associated with a more open-ended 

career route and less prescribed professional development). This distinction was applied 

in order to consider whether course differences related to experiences of university.   

 

• Year of study – to enhance understanding of life event sequencing the experiences and 

perceptions of students across different levels of academic study were considered.  

 

• Time of year – to ascertain whether there were sequences of life events, data about 

students’ university experiences was collected at different times of the academic year.   

 

Through establishing whether there were between group differences associated with 1) 

occurrence of university life events; and 2) perceptions of university life events, limitations 

associated with previous work would be addressed. This reasoning (along with the assertions 

presented in Section 2.3.6) is reflected in Objective 2: Establish whether there are trends 

in the occurrence and/or perception of university life events based upon a student’s 

course. 

 

 

Key Points made in Section 2.4 
 

• Individual characteristics and circumstances are associated with the likelihood of 

students experiencing a life event(s) in a specific way  

 

• A student cohort with many shared characteristics is likely to have similar life event 

experiences and perceptions 

 

 

2.5) Life Event Impact upon a Person  

 

The life events a person experiences can impact upon personal growth and development. 

Historically when discussing how life events affect a person, authors commonly make a 

distinction between ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ life events. For instance, Holmes and Rahe 

(1967, p.217) indicated that a proportion of the life events that they addressed were negative 
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but, ‘many were socially desirable and constant with the American values of achievement, 

success, materialism, practicality, efficiency, future orientation, conformism and self reliance’. 

It is usually inferred that positive life events are associated with influencing ‘positive affective 

state’ whilst encountering negative life events primarily results in ‘negative affective state’ 

(Zautra and Reich, 1983, p.130). This was supported by Headey and Wearing (1989) and 

Allen and Potkay (1977) who found individuals’ reporting of subjective wellbeing changed 

when they experienced discrepancies in regular life event equilibrium. Typically, experiencing 

positive events was associated with enhanced wellbeing, whereas negative events led to 

reduced wellbeing. Collectively, research that has addressed how life events affect an 

individual has most commonly focused upon outcomes associated with stressful or negative 

events (Wortman, 2004).  

 

In certain instances, experiencing a stressful or negative life event can act as a catalyst for 

change and provide an opportunity for personal growth. Tedeschi and Calhoun (2004) stated 

that posttraumatic growth occurs following a wide range of stressful events and is 

experienced by a diverse range of people. Typically, the extent of positive change following a 

difficult event will be influenced by how traumatic the event was: the more traumatic, the 

greater the potential for growth (Tedeschi and Calhoun, 1996). Examples of positive personal 

development as a result of a stressful or negative experience are commonly described as 

‘adversarial growth’ (Linley and Joseph, 2004).  

 

However, not all researchers (Park and Fenster, 2004) found that individuals experience a 

positively changed worldview after a stressful life event(s). Park (1998, p.268) highlighted 

that, ‘people’s reports of positive changes or areas in which they are thriving do not mean 

that they have not suffered, nor that they are thriving in all domains of their lives’. Similarly, 

Wortman (2004, p.83) noted that when examining positive effects of stressful events, one 

should not focus on how many people demonstrate a small number of ‘self-reported positive 

changes’ but rather the proportion of individuals who report dramatic positive changes which 

are not overshadowed by negative outcomes.  

 

Previous work (Billing and Moos, 1981) suggested that how a life event is experienced and 

the impact this has upon a person will be influenced by individual coping resources. Koeske, 

Kirk and Koeske (1993) reported that over time individuals develop and adopt relatively 

stable situation-specific coping strategies when faced with a challenging situation; they have 

a modifiable coping disposition or preference. This is in line with Compas, Forsythe and 

Wager (1988) who identified that individuals commonly adopt the same type of coping 
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strategies when dealing with the same stressor. Likewise, in a university context, Higgins and 

Endler (1995) found that when faced with a stressful or negative life event, undergraduates’ 

coping styles influenced the extent to which psychological or physical distress were 

experienced. Consequently, an individual’s previous experience will shape the way in which 

life events are experienced and perceived. Therefore, it is not possible to explicitly state 

when event occurrence will affect someone positively or negatively. This means that within 

this study consideration of events and personal development changes must be examined in 

terms of association rather than causation.  

 
2.5.1) Life Events Outcomes  

 

As indicated, due to individual differences in coping resource, it is not possible to explicitly 

state that certain events lead to positive / negative change. Despite this, there would appear 

to be some consensus as to the change(s) that an individual might experience as a result of 

encountering a life event. It should be noted that certain individuals might experience multiple 

changes as a result of their experiences. However, to aid presentation, areas are discussed 

separately:  

 

Health and Wellbeing: Life events can lead to negative changes in physical well-being and 

the occurrence of illness or presence of unexpected symptoms (Lu, 1991; Rowlison and 

Felner, 1988; Dohrenwend, 1978; Marx, Garrity and Bowers, 1975; Holmes and Rahe, 1967). 

Similarly, event occurrence can impact upon an individual’s psychological well-being (Park 

and Fenster, 2004; Bolger, DeLongis, Kessler and Schilling, 1989; Zautra, Guarnaccia and 

Dohrenwend, 1986; Cohen and Hoberman, 1983; Billings and Moos, 1982; Mueller, Edwards 

and Yarvis, 1977) and emotional state (Bolger et al, 1989). The impact of life events upon 

health status has been found to apply to individuals from a range of backgrounds. 

Schroevers, Kraaij and Garnefski (2007) identified that amongst Dutch students, higher 

reporting of depressive symptoms was associated with experiencing a stressful event that led 

to disturbance of personal goals. Similarly, Leong and Vaux (1991) and Frazier and 

Schauben (1994) outlined that, amongst American students, there appeared to be an 

association between the experience of certain stressful events and reporting of certain 

psychological symptoms.  
 

Relationships: Overcoming a significant event can lead to an individual forming strengthened 

relationships (Affleck and Tennen, 1996). Herrero and Gracia (2004) found that social 

integration can be shaped by life event occurrence. Specifically, student integration into a 
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university community was positively influenced by situational determinants. Consequently, 

experience of negative life events can serve to, ‘mobilise the young person to seek new 

social ties and support resources in the community’ (ibid, p.717). However, research has also 

suggested that experiencing stressful events can create ‘interpersonal tension and role 

strains’ and so be damaging to relationships (Lavee, McCubbin and Olson, 1987, p.869). 
 

Performance: Experiencing life events can influence how a person performs in different 

situations. De Meuse (1985) outlined an apparent relationship between stressful event 

frequency and academic performance (higher stress was related to lower performance). 

Similarly, Rowlison and Felner (1988) reported that lower performance amongst adolescents 

(in terms of behaviour ratings by tutors/teachers, absence and grades) was associated with 

experiencing negative events. It has also been documented that life events can affect how a 

person performs at work in terms of job involvement, satisfaction and performance, which in 

turn might lead to absenteeism or higher employee turnover (Bhagat, 1983).  

 

Personal Development: Experiencing a life event can lead to an individual re-evaluating 

personal goals and priorities (Affleck and Tennen, 1996). Schroevers, Kraaij and Garnefski 

(2007, p.415) found events can affect an individual’s personal development because; ‘the 

conformation with a stressful event may prevent or impede the maintenance or attainment of 

important goals’. These authors cited, for example, that developing a chronic illness could 

lead to a person’s career goals being threatened (in line with Beatty and Joffe, 2006). This is 

supported by Lent, Brown, Talleyrand, McPartland, Davies, Chopra, Alexander, Suthakaran 

and Chai (2002) who indicated that events related to financial circumstances, self perception 

(in terms of time management and ability), family circumstances and experience of work and 

education can affect career decidedness. Therefore, life events can cause an individual to 

question and revise career decisions. However, one could equally argue that when an 

individual experiences positive events (or events from which s/he has grown), the 

maintenance or attainment of important career goals might be reinforced. For instance, an 

individual will recognise that through studying, skills that are required in a chosen profession 

are developed.   

 

Evidently, each life event outcome can be experienced either positively or negatively; this will 

be shaped by an individual’s previous experience and coping resources. Furthermore, such 

outcomes typically occur as a byproduct of general life experiences as opposed to 

predetermined event occurrence. It is however suggested that within a university context, 



37 
 

development linked to life event occurrence should be more controlled in so much as 

students are exposed to specific events designed to trigger positive change.  

 

As noted in Section 2.2.2, SECCAT (2002) outlined a range of generic and subject specific 

skills that students should develop. In order to facilitate student development, universities 

embed opportunities (through assessment and teaching) for students to develop and apply 

their skills (University of Bedfordshire, 2009a). Consequently, participation in lectures, 

seminars, tutorials and online teaching should correlate with core skill acquisition. Similarly, 

writing assignments, sitting exams, giving presentations and participating in group work 

should promote skill development. Equally, as universities are playing an increasingly 

prevalent role in preparing students for employment, many of these assessment and teaching 

experiences should promote (and correlate with) vocational growth. Within a university it is 

proposed that both students and university staff will place significant emphasis upon life 

events that promote personal development related to career and professional enhancement. 

This is based on the way in which HE has been promoted by the Government. 

 

2.5.2) Espoused Priorities of HE Participation Benefits  
 

Historically, individuals who wished to pursue certain careers would have done so through 

‘high status vocational routes’ (Green, 1995, p.49) such as an apprenticeship or craft training 

programme. However, the widespread expansion of university courses has meant that 

individuals who would have traditionally had to complete an apprenticeship might choose to 

study for an associated HE qualification. This is possible even though there is a, ‘substantial 

research tradition (and common awareness) demonstrating that university education is in fact 

not very good at preparing people to perform particular jobs’ (Frank and Meyer, 2007, p.293). 

This implies that expansion of the HE sector should have preserved a better balance 

between university based education and on-the-job vocational training rather than attempting 

to adopt a single solution.  

 

New Labour promoted the benefits of HE to ensure that prospective students from diverse 

backgrounds attended and to minimise the possibility of individuals deciding to boycott 

university to avoid falling into debt (Patiniotis and Holdsworth, 2005; Murphy and Roopchand, 

2003). This was apparent in the DES (2006, p.13) statement that ‘an important part of our 

[HE expansion] strategy is to promote the benefits of higher education’. A review of the work 

that Labour undertook around this area indicates that its promotion primarily focused upon 

how increased numbers of graduates financially benefit both individuals and society:  
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Individual: The previous Government consistently emphasised the potential financial and 

career benefits associated with being a graduate (Patiniotis and Holdsworth, 2005; Murphy 

and Roopchand, 2003). For instance, The DBIS (2009a, p.3) stated that ‘higher skills 

[obtained at university] significantly influence life chances and earning potential’. This 

message was filtered to would-be students via government media channels such as, 

DirectGov (no date b) which stated that, ‘HE can open up new career options….doing a HE 

course could give you an edge in the job market’. Based on this, the Government appeared 

altruistic, as its driving force for expanding HE related to reducing social exclusion and 

empowering individuals from all backgrounds to compete successfully in the UK job market.  

 

Society: The previous Government also indicated how more graduates benefitted the UK. 

The DBIS (2009a) reported that HE played an essential role in increasing the potential of the 

UK workforce. It was suggested that a higher proportion of qualified individuals would foster 

‘a modern class of technicians, associate professionals and people with higher level craft and 

trade skills’ (DBIS, 2009b, p.6). This would mean that the UK financially benefitted because 

the country could successfully compete in the global marketplace. It has been suggested that 

these economic benefits were what actually motivated government initiatives (Fielding, 1999). 

 

Overall, propaganda suggested that HE expansion occurred to reduce social exclusion and 

empower the UK. Archer (2003, p.122) however noted that, ‘critics have suggested that such 

government rhetoric around social justice concerns contains undercurrents of social control, 

evidence by the Government’s stated aim of using HE expansion to play a major role in 

shaping society and social relations’. Regardless of Labour’s true motivations for facilitating 

HE expansion, a fundamental principle of its strategy was to imply that graduates entered 

graduate-level employment after university. Consequently, graduates needed to know what 

careers their qualification enabled them to pursue and be equipped to apply the knowledge 

and skills acquired during their studies within a workplace. Furthermore, there needed to be 

an increase in the numbers of graduate employment opportunities to accommodate higher 

numbers of people with university qualifications.  However, given the financial crisis in the UK 

between 2008 and 2010, job vacancies for many graduates decreased (AGR, 2010; 2009; 

High Flyers, 2009).  

 

Rae (2008, p.753) discussed how the 2008-2009 UK recession affected the employment 

prospects of new graduates. This author noted that graduates entered into, ‘…an increasingly 

complex and unpredictable macroeconomic outlook…’ and reduced graduate job availability. 

Initially, reductions in career opportunities were in banking, finance and building sectors 
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(historically areas that provided the most graduate training programmes). However, areas 

which fed into these sectors were subsequently affected. Consequently, Rae concluded that 

it would be necessary for many graduates to periodically revise career plans and maintain 

flexible and creative career thinking in order to identify perhaps previously unconsidered 

vocations that were less affected or had grown since the recession.  

 

Based on this, many current graduates will find it challenging to obtain a job after university. 

Furthermore, graduates will commonly need to consider how their skills can be applied within 

an employment context that is not necessarily directly related to their degree. This has 

significant implications in terms of understanding which factors shape the student career 

selection processes and the development of professional skills. 

 

2.5.3) Life Events and Change in Career Decidedness / Professionalism   
 

Previous work has established that life events shape career and professional development. 

Furthermore, many events synonymous with being a student influence development in these 

areas. These issues are now discussed:  
 

Career  

 

Esters and Bowen (2005, p.31) found that students’ career decisions were normally 

influenced by ‘several [life] events or experiences’. Likewise, Sikes, Measor and Woods 

(1985) discussed how the career direction of teachers was shaped by ‘critical life phases and 

incidents’. Research has suggested that a range of events influence career development. 

Specifically, career status can be shaped by relationships with family and friends, (Whiston 

and Keller, 2004; Ek, Ek and Mackay, 2004; Payne, 2003; Schultheiss, Kress, Manzi and 

Jeffrey Glasscock, 2001; Osler, 1999), marital status (Newton, Grayson and Whitley, 1998) 

and by teachers and peers (Payne, 2003; Woolnough and Yuying, 1997; Eccles, 1994; 

Leslie, 1991). Likewise, financial circumstances (Cooter, Erdmann, Gonnella, Callahan, Hojat 

and Xu, 2004; Braunstein, McGrath and Pescatrice, 1999) and work or placement 

experiences (Ek, Ek and Mackay, 2004; Weiss, 1999; Hodkinson and Sparkes, 1997; 

Morrison and Murray, 1996; Leslie, 1991) have been found to influence an individual’s career 

choices.  

 

Self-efficacy has been found to contribute towards career selection. The effects of low self-

efficacy on an individual’s confidence can result in deliberate avoidance of a particular type of 
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course or career (Pajares, 2003; Hackett, 1999; Bandura, Barbaranelli, Caprara and 

Pastorelli, 1996; Lent, Lopez and Bieschke, 1991). Research has  shown that self-

perceptions of communication and writing skills (Pajares and Valiante, 1997), reading (Mau, 

2003; Mau and Domnick, 1995), mathematics (Mau, 2003; O’Brien, Kopala and Martinez-

Pons, 1999; Pajares and Miller, 1994), information technology (Compeau and Higgins, 1995) 

and problem solving (Ross, 1997) are associated with career selection processes. As 

students progress through university they receive indicators of their competence in these 

areas through assessment feedback and grading which in turn could change their self-

efficacy. It is therefore unsurprising to find that grades and exam success (Huart See, 2004; 

Payne, 2003; Siann and Knox, 1992) can also influence career choice.    

 

Additionally, studies have shown that events associated with being a student can shape 

career direction. For example, an educational environment (Eagles, Wilson, Murdoch and 

Brown, 2007; Goldacre, Turner and Lambert, 2004; Foskett, Dyke and Maringe, 2004) writing 

a research project (Neacy, Stern, Kim and Dronen, 2000) and online teaching (Marin and 

Splete, 1991).  

 

Professionalism 

 

As with career development, a range of factors which would be experienced by student 

persisters have been linked to professional growth. For instance, relationships with family and 

friends (Ronnestad and Skovholt, 2003; Hammer, Berger, Beardsley and Easton, 2003; Hill, 

2000) and employment or work placement experiences (Caires and Almeida, 2005; Furr and 

Carroll, 2003). Likewise, landmark events have been found to shape personal and 

professional development amongst teachers (Kompf, 1993) and counsellors (Skovholt and 

McCarthy, 1988).  

 

Also in line with career development literature, a number of events synonymous with 

university attendance shape professionalism. Specifically, experience of teaching and 

teaching practices (Bolton, 2005; Scholarios, Lockyer and Johnson, 2003; Ronnestad and 

Skovholt, 2003); online teaching (Gill, 2007; Korhonen and Lammintakanen, 2005; Harlen 

and Doubler, 2004); being assessed (Stephenson, Higgs and Sugarman, 2001); assessment 

format (Gordon, 2003; Chambers, 2001; Jasper, 1995; Bolton, 1994); and group work 

(Gellert, 2007; Colbeck, Campbell and Bjorklund, 2000) have been linked to changes in 

professionalism.  
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Limitations Associated with Existing Work 

 

To reiterate, people are likely to possess a shared disposition in terms of how life events are 

perceived. One might therefore expect to find 1) patterns of personal change associated with 

specific periods of undergraduate study; and 2) that specific student groups perceive events 

in the same way (these assertions are reflected in Objectives 1 and 2). These assertions are 

supported by Moffat, McConnachie, Ross and Morrison (2004) who identified that medical 

students’ psychological morbidity increased significantly as the first year progressed. 

Similarly, Jacobs and Newstead (2000) found patterns associated with changes in university 

student motivation. These authors reported that when students started they were highly 

motivated; however, as students entered their second year, their motivational drive declined 

– described as constituting the ‘second year blues’ (ibid, p.252). When students began year 

three, in relation to some skills and experiences, the reported decline in salience continued 

whereas in other topic specific areas there was a profound improvement in student 

attributions of importance – described as ‘exit velocity’ (ibid, p.253). Based on the information 

presented in this section, it is proposed that such trends in event occurrence might be 

associated with changes in students’ career and professional development. 

 

To date, research that has addressed the association between life events and career / 

professional development has typically either discussed events in broad general terms or 

focused upon the influence of a limited number of variables upon development using a cross 

sectional design. Based on a review of literature, research that addressed what life events 

are associated with career status focused primarily upon event occurrence as opposed to 

event perception. Consequently, little is known about the collective influence of university life 

events over an extended period of time upon career and professional development.  

 

It was also apparent that most research that addressed which events shaped professional 

development had focused upon individuals who either worked in or were studying to enter a 

very specific discipline such as nursing / medical role (Gill, 2007; Korhonen and 

Lammintakanen, 2005; Jasper, 1995), counselling (Ronnestad and Skovholt, 2003; Furr and 

Carroll, 2003) or teaching (Keller, 2007; Letman, 2005; Kompf, 1993). Therefore, little is 

known about the influence of the same life events on the professionalism of individuals who 

have a less well defined career direction. Given the importance of understanding this area in 

terms of the current graduate job market, it was argued that research should be undertaken 

to address these limitations. This is reflected in: 
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Objective 3: Ascertain what differences there are between professional and generalist 

courses in terms of university life event occurrences and/or perception associated 

with career thoughtfulness and decidedness. 

 

And; 

 

Objective 4: Ascertain what differences there are between professional and generalist 

courses in terms of university life event occurrences and/or perception associated 

with professionalism. 

 

 

Key Points made in Section 2.5 

 

• Life events are associated with personal development 

 

• Individuals who experience specific events can demonstrate analogous developmental 

changes  

 

• University has been promoted to prospective students as a route to obtaining a good 

job 

 

• Understanding what factors shape career and professionalism status is increasingly 

important as a result of changes in job availability 

 

• There are methodological limitations associated with existing work that has addressed 

professional and career development 

 

•  Consideration of the association between university life events and professional and 

career development could address a number of these issues 
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2.6) Study Focus 

 

Through addressing each objective it is therefore feasible to fulfill the study aim:  

 

Examine what university life events are normally experienced by students from 

professional and generalist courses and what association such experiences have with 

career thoughtfulness, decidedness and professionalism. 

 

And answer the following research question:   

 

What university life events are normally experienced by students from generalist 

courses and what association do these have with career thoughtfulness, decidedness 

and professionalism, when compared with students from more professionally specific 

courses? 
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Chapter 3 – Methodology   
 

This chapter provides a holistic overview of the epistemological basis for this study. The 

extent to which I adopted Grounded Theory is discussed. The study methodology, comprising 

research method, design, data collection techniques and ethical issues are then outlined. 

(Details of how specific stages of the project shaped my methodology are presented 

alongside corresponding results in Sections 5.4 and 6.4. A reflective account of the process 

of undertaking this thesis is provided in Section 9.5).  

  

3.1) Positivism or Interpretivism? 

 

An Interpretivist epistemological orientation was adopted. This was based on the fact that an 

Interpretivist approach is particularly well-suited to research that focuses on the student 

experience, and the varying sense that different students make of it. Closely aligned with 

Interpretivism, Constructivism purports that a person’s concept of the world is constructed 

(Kukla, 2000).This can be conceptualised in terms of either Individual or Social 

Constructivism:  

 

• Individual (or Kellian) Constructivism is based upon the notion that people have their own 

unique personal construct system which emerges as a result of personal life experiences 

and dictate, ‘the structure and content of [their] outlook on the world’ (Fransella, Bell and 

Bannister, 2004, p.5). In the context of this study, adoption of an individual constructivism 

orientation would involve establishing how individual students made sense of their HE 

experience.  

 

• Kukla (2000) reported that Social Constructivism asserts that how an individual perceives 

the world is shaped because of the society within which they live. In turn, the nature of a 

society is determined by the individuals who live in it. It is suggested that interactional 

dynamics between societal members are under continual change which means that 

society is under ongoing reconstitution. In response to ongoing societal change, a 

person’s view of the world is modified in the light of the predominant social consensus. In 

the context of this study, adoption of a social constructivism orientation would involve 

ascertaining what sense societal members (groups of students) collectively made of their 

HE experience.  
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As indicated in the research question, aim and objectives (see Section 1.1), this study sought 

to establish whether there were trends associated with university life events. To do this, my 

research focused upon ascertaining what university life events were reported collectively by 

students. Based on this, I worked in accordance with the Social Constructivist orientation.  

 

Further support for my epistemological orientation is apparent when one considers the 

differences between Positivism and Interpretivism (presented in Table 1): 

 

Table 1: Differences between Positivism and Interpretivism 
 

Positivism Interpretivism 

It is possible to establish what is true and 

what is not true  

Absolute truth cannot be established. Rather, 

one can work towards identification of 

consensus. It is acceptable to conclude there 

is no agreement / ‘truth is undecidable’ 

A independent and ‘dispassionate outsider’ 

will collect data 

A data collector will be involved/detached to 

varying extents 

A phenomenon ‘can be analyzed in terms of 

variables’ 

A phenomenon ‘can be analyzed in terms of 

issues’ 

Enquiry serves to permit construction of 

theory  

Enquiry seeks to understand a phenomena 

sufficiently well to anticipate future outcomes 

(Adapted from (and quotations taken from) Jankowicz, 2007, p.111)  

 

As indicated in Table 1, Positivism is based on the notion that a phenomenon ‘can be 

analyzed in terms of variables’ (Jankowicz, 2007, p.111). Consequently, it is unsurprising that 

quantitative data collection and analysis is very commonly viewed as symptomatic of a 

Positivist epistemological orientation (Grbich, 2004; Gorard, 2003) whereas qualitative 

methods are synonymous with Interpretivism. Within this study, qualitative methods were 

used during pilot work. Findings then informed the adoption of quantitative methods of data 

collection. Qualitative methods were then used again to establish the accuracy of quantitative 

results (details of the methodology and data collection techniques that were used are 

presented in Section 3.3. The procedure is outlined in Chapter 4). If one were to view 

qualitative work as Interpretivist and quantitative work as Positivist it would seem that my 

epistemological orientation changed after I completed the pilot work phase. However, this 

was not the case.   
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As indicated, a fundamental difference between Interpretivism and Positivism relates to 

beliefs about the possibility that truth can be identified. Based on the literature reviewed in 

Chapter 2, I anticipated there would be between-group variations in how individuals 

experienced life events (based on a range of mitigating variables). However, given such 

diversity, I believed that it would not be possible to establish ‘absolute truths’ in terms of what 

university life events students experienced. Rather, I felt that while work which tests 

hypotheses and apportions variance between variables has its place in research on this field. 

However, the identification of shared ways of understanding their experience, and the 

categorisation of systematic differences in the meanings that students give to their 

experience would in itself be valuable. 

 

Positivism advocates ‘that there is an objective world independent of our observations and 

that science can lead us to an understanding of the world that is free of social, political and 

cultural influences’ (Kalof, Dan and Dietz, 2008, p.19). In the context of this study, I strongly 

believed that social and political issues shaped findings. As indicated in Sections 2.1.2 and 

2.5.2, at the time of undertaking this study there were significant changes underway in terms 

of governmental HE policy and the UK economy. It was clearly not possible to isolate and 

exclude the variance of such influences upon both myself and students whilst undertaking my 

research. This would further support an alignment with Interpretivism/Social Constructivism.  

 

 3.2) Grounded Theory 

 

Grounded Theory represents, ‘…a way of arriving at theory suited to its supposed use 

[through] an initial systematic discovery of the theory from the data of social research’ (Glaser 

and Strauss, 1967, p.3). Specifically, theory emerges through the process of undertaking 

research which in turn guides the nature and direction of subsequent work. Therefore, 

‘generating theory and doing social research are two parts of the same process’ (Glaser, 

1978, p.2). Consequently, a Grounded Theory researcher should not have preconceptions of 

the area they are researching. Grounded Theory research initially involves collecting data 

and undertaking an inductive search for different trends and ascertaining the relative 

frequency and importance of patterns that are found. Additional work serves to ensure that 

the nature of causal relationships becomes successively more directed. This culminates in 

the formation of a formal hypothesis which is amenable to quantitative testing.  

 

Analogous with the earlier stages of Grounded Theory, my research involved the collection of 

data from which trends were identified (and their relative frequency and importance 
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established). However, fundamentally distinct from Grounded Theory I did not approach the 

research without prior preconceptions of the student experience (based upon my own 

experiences of being a student and working within a university). Similarly I did not address 

my research question, aim and objectives through the formation of hypotheses which were 

tested. Rather I undertook an Interpretivist description of trends that were identified within the 

data. Therefore, this study was not based upon Grounded Theory (although comparisons can 

obviously in part be drawn between certain tenets of Grounded Theory and my work).  

 

3.3) Methodology 

 

This study employed a comparative case study method and mixed data collection 

techniques. This section presents the rationale for using a case study, design of the case 

study and data collection techniques that were used. A summary of how ethical issues were 

addressed is then presented.  

 

3.3.1) Rationale 

 

Jankowicz (2007) outlined four research methods that could be used whilst undertaking 

research. Table 2 outlines each: 

 
Table 2: Possible research methods  
 

Method Overview of method 

Experimental  
A controlled experiment establishes relationships between variables. 
Researchers who use this method remain focused upon identifying variable 
relationships as opposed to understanding issues.   

Explicatory  
Involves establishing in detail how respondents experienced and made 
sense (personally and socially) of events in the past. Through doing so, a 
researcher will aspire to make sense of the present and anticipate the 
future.  

Survey  
Questioning a sample which is sufficiently large so as to represent a 
population of interest. Questioning will typically focus upon the present 
context. 

Case study  
An in-depth study of issues within a single organisation. Issues are 
examined in either the past and/or present context. A range of data 
collection techniques can be used. 

 

Based on the information in Table 2, neither experimental nor explicatory methods were 

used. Rather a case study method was employed. However, this incorporated data collection 



48 
 

techniques that are usually associated with the survey method. These distinctions are now 

discussed.  

 

Yin (1994) reported that a survey method is typically used when one seeks to answer a ‘what’ 

type of question (as is the case in this study - reflected in the research question). Likewise, I 

used questionnaires extensively - which are normally associated with the survey method. 

However, contrary to the survey method, my sample composition and size was not 

representative of the population of the University of Bedfordshire professional and generalist 

courses; rather, respondents were recruited from specific courses. Nor were questionnaires 

the sole data collection technique. Additionally, my work involved questioning students about 

both past and present experiences of HE study (different from what would be expected in a 

survey method). It is therefore suggested that although I used techniques inherently 

associated with the survey method, I did not actually employ a survey method. This is 

supported by Yin (1994, p.14) who stated that ‘the contrast between quantitative and 

qualitative evidence does not distinguish the research strategy’. 

 

Rather, I used a case study method to address what university life events were experienced 

by professional and generalist course students from the University of Bedfordshire and what 

association such experiences had with career thoughtfulness, decidedness and 

professionalism. This method can also be used to answer a ‘what’ research question (Stake, 

1995).  

 

When one considers the study focus: past and present experiences of individuals (students) 

within a single organisation (the University of Bedfordshire) using a range of data collection 

techniques (reported in Section 3.3.3) it is clearly compatible with the case study method. 

Jankowicz (2007) reported that when undertaking a case study, the unit of analysis can be 

reduced to a specific organisational department(s). Consequently, two distinctive 

‘departments’ (professional course versus generalist courses) were addressed. Given that 

emphasis was placed upon comparing the experiences of these groups, the method is best 

described as a comparative case study.  

 

3.3.2) Design 

 

Initially a period of exploratory pilot work was undertaken (results are presented in Chapter 

6). This served to acquaint me with the topic areas and through doing so refine the research 

question and design (Section 5.4 details how pilot work influenced the design of subsequent 
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work). This period of work identified the range of events that students experienced. It also 

permitted tentative comparisons to be made between what life events were experienced by 

persisters.  

 

Based upon pilot work, the decision was made to focus upon the life event experiences of 

two distinct groups of university student persisters (professional course and generalist 

course) and the association between these experiences with career thoughtfulness, 

decidedness and professionalism. This was done through developing, piloting, validating and 

administering three questionnaires (see Chapter 6). Validity of results was established 

through follow-up work with professional and generalist course lecturers.  

 

3.3.3) Data Collection Techniques 

 

Three data collection techniques were used (see Chapter 4 for an overview of the 

procedure). The following outlines when and why each was used:  

 

Initially, pilot work (reported in Chapter 5) was undertaken in order to acquaint me with the 

topic areas of interest. This phase employed two data collection techniques (semi-structured 

interviews and repertory grids). Semi-structured interviews are ‘…widely used in flexible 

designs, either as the sole method or in combination with others’ (Robson, 2002, p.278) (as 

is the case with repertory grids). These techniques were well suited to the exploratory nature 

of this phase as they provided rich qualitative data about students’ university experiences. 

Additionally, repertory grids were developed in order to establish the nature of individual 

personal construct systems (Kelly, 1963) (i.e. how people individually make sense of the 

world). Repertory grids are compatible with Interpretivist work because they are based upon 

Individual Constructivism. That said, grids can be (and were) considered collectively to 

provide insights into how groups make sense of a specific issue (in line with a Social 

Constructivist orientation). Therefore, they were particularly well suited to early stages of the 

research project.   

 

After pilot work, I developed and validated three questionnaires (see Chapter 6). This 

decision was based upon 1) pilot work findings; 2) my ongoing literature review; and 3) 

problems around recruiting respondents during pilot work. Questionnaires ‘…are not well 

suited to carrying out exploratory work’ (Robson, 2002, p.232) but this was no longer an 

issue because at this stage, I had a good understanding of each topic around which 
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questionnaires were constructed. Once validated, questionnaires were administered quasi-

longitudinally in the main study.  

 

During pilot work the emphasis participants placed upon certain issues varied depending 

upon data collection technique. This implied that the validity of conclusions could be 

undermined if conclusions were based on a single technique. This is why follow-up work with 

lecturers was undertaken.  

 

3.3.4) Ethics  
 

Throughout this study, ethical principles advocated by the British Psychological Society (no 

date) and the University of Bedfordshire Business School were followed. Consequently, prior 

to data collection, participants were briefed as to the study purpose, what participation 

involved, how data would be used and ethical rights associated with participation. 

Participants were told that participation was voluntary and assured that data would be treated 

confidentially and reported anonymously. Time was consistently allowed for any questions 

that participants had before, during or after data collection. Respondents were given the 

option to withdraw data they provided at any stage and encouraged to contact me if they had 

any concerns or questions associated with their participation (my contacts details were 

provided). Data that was collected was stored securely and is reported accurately. As noted 

in Section 1.3, feedback was provided to lecturers in July 2010 in relation to key findings that 

emerged.   

 

 
Key points made in Chapter 3 

 

• An Interpretivist epistemological position was assumed  

 

• A comparative case study method was used 

 

• Multiple data collection techniques were employed 
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Chapter 4 - Procedure  
 

Research spanned three distinct phases 1) Pilot Work; 2) Questionnaire Development; and 3) 

Main Study. Figure 1 provides a diagrammatic representation of the study design. 
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Figure 1: Overview of Study Design  
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Each phase of the design illustrated in Figure 1 is now discussed: 

 

4.1) Phase 1: Pilot Work (March 2007 to May 2008) 

 

4.1.1) Pilot Work – Overview  
 

At the start of the pilot study (March 2007), I was interested in addressing how student 

persisters experienced life event difficulties associated with university. I tentatively planned to 

do this through a longitudinal study based upon repertory grids. Consequently, pilot work set 

out to establish 1) the range of life events (including difficulties) that persisters experienced; 

2) whether employment of a longitudinal study based upon repertory grids would be practical; 

and 3) whether there were between-group differences in life event reporting. Pilot work was 

conducted over a fifteen month period and involved two stages of data collection: 

 

Pilot Work Stage 1: Interviews with students and university staff were conducted between 

March and June 2007. Interviews focused upon difficulties that students experienced as they 

moved through university (negative life events). Comparisons were made between student 

and staff reporting.  

 

Pilot Work Stage 2: A mixed methodology was employed. Students participated in interviews 

(about significant events that occurred during university) and repertory grids (the topic of 

grids was how students handled difficulties) between March and May 2008. Participants were 

intentionally recruited to permit tentative between-group comparisons. Implications of data 

collection method upon findings were considered.  

 

4.1.2) Pilot Work – Participant Recruitment   

 

Pilot Work Stage 1: Quota sampling was used. Six students from years one, two and three 

were recruited on an opportunistic basis. I contacted staff who had extensive experience of 

working with students and represented a range of faculty / support teams, to invite them to 

participate. At this stage, I sought to obtain a range of views associated with studying. 

Consequently, participants from diverse backgrounds (both traditional and non-traditional) 

were recruited.  

 

Pilot Work Stage 2: Students were recruited from courses that fundamentally differed in terms 

of career direction. After a review of university courses, I selected a generalist course (BA 



54 
 

Business Studies (general route)) and a professional course (BEd Primary Route Education). 

The generalist course was associated with no explicitly defined career route and limited 

emphasis upon developing role-specific professionalism. In contrast, the professional course 

was associated with a defined career route (becoming a teacher) with significant emphasis 

placed upon teaching students role-specific professionalism. The rationale for course 

selection is presented in Appendix 1. Participants were recruited through 1) invitations posted 

on BREO (University VLE); 2) invitations during lectures and tutorials; and 3) snowball 

sampling whereby participants told friends about the study, who then contacted me if they 

wished to participate. 

 

4.1.3) Pilot Work - Participants 

 

There were 39 participants in the pilot study: 

 

Pilot Work Stage 1: 25 participants:  

 

• Eighteen students. Most participants were female (N = 12). Students were from a range 

of ethnic backgrounds but predominately resided in the UK (N = 14), however, there was 

European (N = 3) and international (N = 1) representation. Participants were from first, 

second and third years of their degree programme (six from each) and represented a 

range of different faculties. Participant ages ranged between 20 and 66 (M = 33.56). 

Given the diversity in age, most participants could be described as non-traditional 

students.  

 

• Seven university staff. All worked at the University of Bedfordshire within a support (5) or 

academic capacity (2). The majority of participants were male (N = 4). Participants had a 

range of different experiences around working within HE.  

 

Pilot Work Stage 2: 14 participants:  

 

• Four professional course students participated. These students had all completed work 

placements throughout their time at university. All participants were in level two, white, 

female and aged between 18 and 20 (M = 19.25).  

 

• Ten generalist course students participated (none had completed a work placement). The 

majority of the participants were female (N = 7) and aged between 18 and 35 (M = 
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24.25). Students were studying at levels one (N = 4) two (N = 4) and three (N = 2). The 

students were from the UK (N = 6); Europe (N = 1); and international (N = 3).   

 

As noted in Section 4.1.2, it was anticipated that career status and professionalism would 

differ between students from generalist and professional courses. Consequently, during 

interviews, participants were asked whether they had reached a career decision and the 

extent to which they were a professional in their chosen discipline. Tables 3 and 4 outline 

participants’ reported status:  

  

Table 3: Pilot work stage 2 participants - career decidedness 
 

 Career Decided Career Undecided TOTAL 

Participants   6 8 14 

 

Table 4: Pilot work stage 2 participants - professionalism status  
 

 Professional Professional 
student 

Not professional TOTAL 

Participants   4 1 8 13 

• Professional = participants reported that they were a professional in their subject  

• Professional as a student = participant reported that they were a professional but only in a student capacity 

• Not professional = participants reported that they were not a professional in any field 

 (One student did not complete this part of the interview so was not grouped) 

 

All professional course students reported that they were career decided and half reported 

they were a professional in their subject. In contrast, eight (80%) of the generalist course 

students had not made a career decision and only three (33%) saw themselves as either a 

professional or professional student. Given the sample size the generalisation of these 

findings was very limited but did provide support for the anticipated distinction between 

students from professional and generalist courses.   

 

4.1.4) Pilot Work – Data collection  

 

Pilot Work Stage 1: Semi-structured interviews addressed life event difficulties that students 

had experienced. Interview questions were not guided by previous work so student and staff 

participants were not asked to discuss specific difficulties but rather recall and reflect upon 

problems they had encountered. How participants responded to questions dictated the 
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course of interviews. Interviews were held on a one-to-one basis and were recorded. See 

Appendix 2 for a copy of the question template that was used. 

 

Pilot Work Stage 2: Two data collection techniques were employed: 

 

• Semi-structured Interview – This addressed events (positive and negative) that students 

experienced and how their career decidedness and professionalism changed during 

university. Student responses dictated the direction that interviews assumed. One 

participant was not questioned regarding professionalism due to time limitations. 

Interviews were held on a one-to-one basis and were recorded. See Appendix 2 for a 

copy of the question template that was used.  

 

• Repertory Grid - This addressed how students handle difficulties during university. 

Participants were presented with the same grid elements. Elements were devised in the 

light of the literature on the student experience of university (as reviewed in Chapter 2). 

Constructs were elicited by presenting elements in triads (groups of three) and asking 

participants to indicate how two were alike and one different. When participants were 

unable to supply additional constructs for triads they were asked to consider all elements 

and provide constructs that were missing. Participants then rated a global construct that 

summarised the purpose for the grid (handles difficulties well – handles difficulties badly). 

This allowed the similarity score analysis technique outlined by Honey (1979) to be 

utilised. Repertory grids were completed on a one-to-one basis. See Appendix 3 for a 

copy of the grid elements that were used. 

 

4.1.5) Pilot Work - Analysis  
 

Pilot Work Stage 1: A coding frame was developed through reading transcripts. Specifically, 

events were grouped together in the most parsimonious way possible. Definitions of these 

themes were then written and these were then used to analyse the transcripts. Eleven 

themes emerged and definitions were written (see Section 5.1.1). The coding frame was then 

used to analyse interview content.   

 

Pilot Work Stage 2: The following analysis was employed:  

 

• Interviews - An individual sentence unit of analysis was adopted. Given that the focus of 

pilot stage two was slightly different from pilot stage one, a new coding frame was 



57 
 

developed - again through reading transcripts. Twelve themes emerged and definitions 

were written (see Section 5.1.2). The coding frame was then used to analyse interview 

content.  

 

• Repertory Grids - The coding frame that was developed through the analysis of stage two 

interviews was used to code the constructs that were provided during repertory grids. In 

this instance, the unit of analysis was individual constructs. 

 
4.1.6) Pilot Work - Reliability  

 

Transcription accuracy was checked prior to analysis (every word was checked for each 

transcript). Reliability checks were also undertaken: 

 

Pilot Work Stage 1: After I had coded interview transcripts I asked one of my supervisors to 

independently code an interview transcript using the coding frame. No pronounced 

differences in coding frame application were found. 

 

Pilot Work Stage 2: The reliability of interviews and repertory grids was established through 

calculation of reliability coefficients. Specifically, a ‘confusion matrix’ was created (see Robson, 2002 

for details) from which coding similarity was established. Reliability coefficients were then calculated: 

 

• Interviews - I asked two colleagues to code one of the interview transcripts. Cohen’s 

Kappa was calculated between the coding undertaken by: myself and coder one (k = 

0.96); myself and coder two (k = 0.87); coder one and coder two (k = 0.85). Fliess (1981; 

cited by Robson, 2002) stated that as a ‘rule of thumb’ a Kappa above 0.75 is regarded 

as ‘excellent’. Therefore, interview reliability was acceptable.  

 

• Repertory Grids - I asked two colleagues to independently use the coding frame to code 

the constructs provided during three of the repertory grids. Cohen’s Kappa was again 

calculated between the coding undertaken by: myself and coder one (k = 0.91); myself 

and coder two (k = 0.86); and coder one and coder two (k = 0.86). Based on Fliess 

(1981; cited by Robson, 2002), reliability ratings were acceptable.  
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4.2) Phase 2: Questionnaire Development (September 2008 to January 2009) 

 

Based on pilot work findings, I decided to employ questionnaire data collection techniques 

during phase 2 (the reasoning for this is discussed in Section 5.4). After reviewing the 

suitability of existing questionnaires, I elected to develop new measures. The rationale for 

why it was necessary to develop each instrument is presented in Sections 6.1, 6.2 and 6.3.    

 

4.2.1) Questionnaire Development - Overview 

 

Three periods of data collection were undertaken over a four-month period: 

 

Questionnaire Development Stage 1: An online questionnaire (SASLEQ – Staff Awareness of 

Student Life Events Questionnaire) was developed and administered to establish how 

university life events (that would be experienced by students) were perceived to be by 

university staff (discussed as part of the Student Life Event Questionnaire (SLEQ) 

development process in Appendix 4).  

 

Questionnaire Development Stage 2: Qualitative feedback about questionnaire design was 

obtained.  

 

Questionnaire Development Stage 3: In January 2009, I administered the questionnaires to a 

sufficiently large cohort of students to permit statistical reliability and validity checks to be 

undertaken.  

 

4.2.2) Questionnaire Development - Participant Recruitment   

 

Questionnaire Development Stage 1: Contact details of lecturers, academic and pastoral 

support staff were obtained from the University of Bedfordshire website. Staff were 

individually emailed participation invitations. 

  

Questionnaire Development Stage 2: An opportunistic sampling strategy was employed to 

obtain feedback on initial drafts of questionnaires from a small number of students and staff.  

 

Questionnaire Development Stage 3: In order to validate questionnaires, it was planned that 

students from the defined target groups (professional and generalist) would be recruited. I 

therefore contacted lecturers to arrange opportunities to invite students to participate during a 
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lecture or tutorial. This approach worked well in terms of recruiting students from a Primary 

Education (professional) course. However, it was not possible to arrange widespread access 

to students from the Business Studies (generalist) course. Consequently, validation work was 

based primarily on professional course students. These were however, supplemented by a 

small number of respondents from other courses who were recruited opportunistically. It was 

recognised that this was a potential issue; consequently further checks of questionnaire 

validity were undertaken based upon a more mixed sample that was recruited during the 

main study.  

 

4.2.3) Questionnaire Development - Participants  

 

Questionnaire Development Stage 1: The SASLEQ was emailed to 279 members of 

University of Bedfordshire academic staff (229) and support staff (50). In total, 94 responded 

to the invitation to complete the questionnaire (approximately a 34% response rate). These 

represented all university faculties and a range of pastoral and support teams. 

 

Questionnaire Development Stage 2: Five students and three university staff provided 

feedback on the first version of each questionnaire. Students were of different ages, 

ethnicities and from unrelated academic courses. All of the university staff were my 

colleagues in the Professional and Academic Development (PAD) Team (a learning 

development team) at the University of Bedfordshire.  

 

Questionnaire Development Stage 3: 235 students participated. The sample primarily 

comprised of ‘traditional’ students in terms of age (Mean (M) = 21.71) and ethnicity (213 

described themselves as British). The majority of participants were female (N = 221); home 

(UK) students (N = 233); and studying full time for a BEd in Primary Education (N = 219). 

Representation was obtained from students who were studying at level one (N = 53); level 

two (N = 86); and level three (N = 95). Overall, 96% of participants were from a professional 

course (given the issues associated with recruiting generalist course students, this was 

higher than intended).  
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4.2.4) Questionnaire Development – Data Collection  

 

There were three stages of data collection associated with developing the questionnaires:  

 

Questionnaire Development Stage 1: Based on pilot work, a list of university life events was 

developed. These events were included in the SASLEQ. Invitations outlining the purpose of 

the work were emailed to staff at the University of Bedfordshire (in November 2008). 

Participants were asked to consider their experiences of working with and/or observing 

students and indicate on a five point scale (1 = this event is not experienced by students and 

5 = this event is experienced by all students) how frequently students experienced each 

event. If staff were unable to answer a question they were asked to select an ‘unsure’ option. 

At the end, respondents were given the opportunity to list any events that they perceived 

were missing. Ethical issues were addressed in a briefing page at the start of the 

questionnaire.  

 

Questionnaire Development Stage 2: I initially asked my colleagues in PAD to read through 

the questionnaires and provide feedback on design, length and clarity. In January 2009, a 

small number of students completed the SLEQ, CTDQ and the PSQ. Feedback was obtained 

regarding instructions clarity and formatting and how long it took respondents to complete 

questionnaires was established (around thirty minutes). Participants were briefed prior to 

participation regarding the study purpose and how data would be used and reported.  

 

Questionnaire Development Stage 3: At the end of January 2009, I administered the 

questionnaires to Primary Education students during three lectures. Prior to completing the 

questionnaires, I outlined the purpose of the study, what participation involved and addressed 

ethical issues. (See Appendix 5 for a copy of the participant briefing and demographic form 

that was used). Given the issues associated with accessing Business Studies students, a 

small number of students from other courses were also recruited. These students were 

approached individually, although the questionnaire administration process remained the 

same. A small number of respondents also completed existing questionnaires so that 

concurrent validity could be established (full details are reported in Appendices 4 (SLEQ), 6 

(CTDQ) and 7 (PSQ)).  
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4.2.5) Questionnaire Development - Data Analysis  

 

Questionnaire Development Stage 1: Mean scores were calculated and the total number of 

unsure responses for each of the events included in the SASLEQ was recorded. Using this 

information, each event was awarded an occurrence rating (calculated by listing the events 

(highest to lowest) based on mean score and number of unsure responses). As can be seen 

in Appendix 4 this information was used (in conjunction with other information) to establish 

event normality and was an important part of the SLEQ development.  

 

Questionnaire Development Stage 2: Data collected was not subject to specific analysis. 

Rather, feedback was used to inform questionnaire design. 

 

Questionnaire Development Stage 3: Data was analysed using SPSS. Where appropriate, a 

conventional assessment of questionnaire reliability and validity was performed. This involved 

calculating Cronbach’s Alpha (inter-item reliability), principal component analysis (construct 

validity) and correlating a developed measure with an existing instrument (concurrent 

validity). Establishing the SLEQ reliability and validity was not amenable to statistical analysis 

(discussed in Appendix 4) – in this case a qualitative approach was employed.  

 

4.3) Phase 3: Main Study (October 2009 to July 2010) 

 
4.3.1) Main Study - Overview  

 

Over ten months, three periods of data collection were completed: 

 

Main Study Stage 1: In October/November 2009, the SLEQ, CTDQ and PSQ were 

administered to students. 

 

Main Study Stage 2: In March/April 2010, the SLEQ, CTDQ and PSQ were re-administered. 

Collecting data quasi-longitudinally limitations expanded upon much previous work (see 

Section 2.2.3) which tended to adopt a cross sectional design.  

 

Main Study Stage 3: In July 2010, two semi-structured interviews and a focus group (all with 

lecturers) were conducted to establish validity of questionnaire findings.  
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4.3.2) Main Study - Participant Recruitment   
 

Main Study Stages 1 and 2: Again, the teaching teams who ran the Primary Education 

degree (professional course) were approached to arrange access to their students. Given the 

issues around accessing Business students, I elected to recruit an alternative group of 

generalist students. Following a review of university programmes, the Applied Social Studies 

(comprising degrees in Child and Adolescent Studies, Criminology, Health and Social Care 

and Applied Social Science) department was identified as a suitable replacement. This 

department represented an area where students were likely to have a less defined career 

direction and little or no opportunity (provided by the university) to develop professionalism 

during their studies based upon real world experience.  

 

Data was also collected from first year Operation Departmental Practice (ODP) students as 

part of study skills teaching days that I delivered during the 2009/10 academic year. 

Following discussion with an ODP tutor it was established that this course had a clear career 

decision and ongoing opportunities for real world professionalism development through a 

placement. This group was therefore very similar to the education cohort.  

 

Main Study Stage 3: I arranged to meet lecturers who taught on the Applied Social Studies 

and Primary Education programmes to discuss findings. At this stage, staff were approached 

ahead of students because 1) staff were found to consistently have a good awareness of the 

student experience (discussed in Section 5.3); and 2) staff should have a better appreciation 

of normative university life events trends than students (having seen several cohorts 

complete the course rather than just experienced a single cycle of studying (as would have 

been the case if students were used).  

 

4.3.3) Main Study - Participants   

 
Main Study Stage 1: 652 students completed the questionnaires. Of the responses, it was 

found that a small number of participants had not signed the consent form (N = 17) or 

completed the questionnaire incorrectly (N = 6). In both cases data was excluded from 

analysis. The remaining 629 participants formed the sample. The majority of participants 

were female (N = 576), British (N= 442) and studying full time (N = 622). The mean age of 

the sample was 23.38. Collectively, this implied the sample primarily comprised of ‘traditional’ 

students. Overall, 63% of the participants came from professional courses. The following 

splits the sample based on course (one participant did not specify course membership): 
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• 385 Primary Education students (out of a possible 438) participated. The majority of 

students were female (N = 353). The mean age of this group was 21.09.  

 

• 230 Applied Social Studies students (out of a possible 436) participated. The majority of 

students were female (N = 213). The mean age of this group was 27.14.  

 

• 13 ODP students (out of a possible 26) participated. The majority of students were 

female (N = 9). The mean age of this group was 28.33. 

 

Main Study Stage 2: 491 students completed the questionnaires. Twenty-five responses 

were excluded because either the consent form was not signed (N = 17) or the instrument 

was completed incorrectly (N = 8). The remaining 466 formed the sample. Unsurprisingly, 

most participants were female (N = 426) and primarily traditional students (British (N = 348), 

studying full time (N = 463) with a mean age of 23.18)). Overall, 72% of the participants came 

from professional courses. The following splits the sample - based on course: 

 

• 319 Primary Education students (out of a possible 421) participated. The majority of 

these were female (N = 296). The mean age of this group was 21.24.  

 

• 132 Applied Social Studies students (out of a possible 433) participated. The majority of 

these were female (N = 118). The mean age of this group was 27.53.  

 

• 15 ODP students (out of a possible 18) participated. The majority of these were female 

(N = 12). The mean age of this group was 28.6. 

 

Table 5 provides a breakdown of main study stage one and two sample representativeness 

(split by course):  
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Table 5: Main study sample representativeness  
 

Course Level 
Students enrolled Students 

participated 
% of students who 

participated 
Oct/Nov Mar/Apr Oct/Nov Mar/Apr Oct/Nov Mar/Apr 

Primary 
Education 

1 118 107 99 89 83.9% 83.2% 
2 114 109 102 97 89.5% 89.0% 
3 96 94 84 72 87.5% 76.6% 
4 110 111 100 61 90.9% 55.0% 

Applied 
Social 
Science 

1 172 169 70 36 40.7% 21.3% 
2 115 115 92 58 80.0% 50.4% 
3 149 149 68 38 45.6% 25.5% 

ODP 1 26 18 13 15 50.0% 83.3% 

TOTAL - 900 872 628 466 - - 

 

Main Study Stage 3: Five lecturers participated.  All were employed at the University of 

Bedfordshire and had at least five years experience of teaching their current programme. Of 

these participants, two taught on the BEd Primary Studies course (one male and one female) 

and three taught on Applied Social Studies courses (two male and one female).  

 

4.3.4) Main Study – Data Collection  
 

Main Study Stages 1 and 2: Through contacting lecturers, opportunities were identified when 

students could be invited to participate during their lectures and seminars. Typically, 

questionnaire briefing and administration was undertaken at the same time. However, due to 

room availability there were occasions when participants were briefed (up to one week) 

before they completed questionnaires.  

 

Main Study Stage 3: The benefits of obtaining ‘thick description’ through qualitative 

techniques to establish the validity of quantitative findings was discussed by Holliday (2002). 

Therefore as part of the study debrief, I contacted lecturers to invite them to discuss findings. 

Prior to meeting, lecturers were given a summary of the main findings that emerged. Each 

interview focused upon understanding each finding in the context of the course. Due to time 

constraints a focus group was conducted with the Applied Social Studies lecturers (this 

followed the same format as interviews). Each interview/focus group was transcribed and 

checked for accuracy (every word was checked for each transcript). 
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4.3.5) Main Study - Analysis  
 

Main Study Stages 1 and 2: Between and within group comparisons were conducted upon 

questionnaire data (details of specific statistical tests that were employed are discussed in 

Chapters 7 and 8): 

 

• Course type (professional and generalist)  

• Time of year (start and end of the year) 

• Year group (year one, year two, year three and year four)  

 

Main Study Stage 3:  Lecturers’ comments were considered in conjunction with statistical 

results (applicability between the two is discussed throughout Chapters 7 and 8).  

 

4.3.6) Main Study - Issues Associated with Analysis  

 

A large number of statistical tests were undertaken. This raised a number of issues 

concerning the extent to which one could be confident that findings were robust. The 

following outlines how such issues were addressed:  

 

Type One Error: Given the number of tests performed there was a possibility of type one 

errors occurring when using a p value of 0.05. An obvious solution was to employ a p value 

of 0.01 however, reducing the p value potentially meant that patterns associated with student 

reporting would be missed. Therefore a p value of 0.05 was maintained but results that were 

significant at this level were treated with caution. Likewise, greater emphasis was placed 

upon patterns of significant results.  

 

Sample Size: Undertaking a range of between and within group tests meant that some group 

comparisons were based on disproportionate sample sizes. This was to be expected 

because not all respondents experienced all of the life events. Again, greatest emphasis was 

placed upon larger groups of a comparable size.  

 

ODP Students: Given the small number of students recruited from this course and the 

similarity between the ODP and Primary Education students, these courses were both 

included in the professional group. 
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Key points made in Chapter 4 
 

• The procedure comprised three main phases: 

 

- Pilot Work 

- Development of Questionnaires  

- Main study  
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Chapter 5 – Pilot Work Findings 
 

Prior to embarking on a large scale study, pilot work was undertaken (see Section 4.1 for an 

overview of the pilot work procedure). Parts of this work have been presented at conferences 

(see Briggs, 2008; Briggs and Pritchett, 2008) and are published in Briggs and Pritchett 

(2010).   

 

During pilot work a number of findings relevant to Objectives 1 and 2 emerged. These are 

discussed in this chapter. Undertaking this pilot work was also incredibly helpful in terms of 

formalising my research question - as I moved from an examination of broad topics to 

focusing upon more specific issues (as reported in Section 9.5)). The chapter concludes with 

a summary of how the pilot work phase shaped subsequent work that was undertaken.  

 

5.1) Events Experienced by Students  

 

Through the pilot work I developed an understanding and appreciation of what life events 

were experienced by student persisters during university. This work was based on a mixed 

sample so the following was not specific to professional or generalist students but rather 

students per se (however, the composition of participants in pilot work phase two permitted 

some tentative group comparisons to be made – reported in Section 5.2). This was 

acceptable given that the focus of the work was around forming an understanding of events 

that students experience. However, due to the small sample sizes, findings inevitably have 

limited generalisability. It should be noted that some issues that were reported might not 

strictly be regarded as ‘life events’ but rather described ‘personal changes’. Given that these 

were reported by students to be significant experiences associated with studying, they are 

included in this section.  

 

5.1.1) Life Event Themes – Pilot Work Stage 1 

 
Eleven themes were identified (see Section 4.1.5 for details of analysis). At least fifty percent 

of the student participants discussed nine of the themes. Theme definitions and reporting 

rates are presented in Table 6: 
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Table 6: Themes, definitions and reporting rates (pilot work stage 1) 
  

Theme Definition 
Reported 

by % 
participants 

(ppts) 

1.  Academic skills / 
work 

Difficulties around academic work and / or in relation 
to developing, the skills associated with undertaking 
academic work. For example, difficulty in writing, 
mathematics or assessment. 

100% 

2.  Relationships / 
interactions 

Difficulties linked to interactions. For example, 
difficulty when interacting with academics; students; 
university staff; or people outside of university.  

100% 

3.  Time conflicts 
Difficulties related to competing time demands. For 
example, time pressure associated with university 
study; or activities external to university.  

89% 

4.  Course related 

Difficulties experienced because of course specific 
issues. For example, receiving limited course related 
information; teaching content or style; or issues 
around attending a placement. 

67% 

5.  Finances Difficulties linked to finances. For example, 
outgoings, income or budgeting.    61% 

6.  Student’s state 
of mind 

Difficulties experienced because of how a student 
perceives himself / herself and / or how they feel. For 
example, anxiety; low confidence; or negative self-
belief.  

56% 

7.  Transitions 
Difficulties around university transitions. For example, 
starting university; moving between levels of study; or 
the prospect of leaving.  

56% 

8.  Mental / physical 
state 

Difficulties around mental or physical condition that 
impact on students’ ability to undertake their studies. 
For example, difficulty because of personal health; or 
the health of a significant other. 

50% 

9.  

Accessing 
university 
services / 
facilities 

Difficulties experienced in relation to using university 
facilities/services. For example, online learning 
material, study support, career advice, workshops, 
learning resources. 

50% 

10.  Place of 
residence Difficulty because of where a student is living. 28% 

11.  Culture/ religion 
Difficulties because of religious belief and/or linked to 
their cultural background. For example, religious 
belief conflict; or integrating into a new culture. 

22% 
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5.1.2) Life Event Themes – Pilot Work Stage 2 

 

Twelve themes were identified (see Section 4.1.5 for details of analysis). Participants 

discussed most themes during interviews but primarily focused upon three themes during 

repertory grids. Theme definitions and reporting rates are presented in Table 7: 

 

Table 7: Themes, definitions and reporting rates (pilot work stage 2) 
 

Theme Definition 
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%
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1.  
Attitude / 
disposition / 
feelings 

Students’ state of mind whilst at university 
(how they feel / perceive themselves; 
attitude around studying).  

100%  100% 

2.  Interactions / 
relationships 

Interactions with academics; students; 
university staff; or people outside of 
university.  

100% 94% 

3.  
Academic 
knowledge / skills 
/ experience 

Development / application of practical / 
study skills or subject knowledge.  100%  86% 

4.  Career and 
ambitions 

Factors that shaped students’ career 
direction / and or career plans.  100%  21% 

5.  Programme of 
study 

Course issues that impacted on university 
experience. For example: assessments / 
timetabling / teaching. 

100%  0% 

6.  Image of 
university 

Students’ preconceptions / impressions of 
university. 100%  0% 

7.  External 
influences 

Factors external to university that impacted 
on students’ ability to study. For example, 
work / living arrangements / finances. 

93% 14% 

8.  Becoming a 
professional  

Student’s perceptions of what it means to 
be a professional and / or own 
professionalism status. 

93% 7% 

9.  Real world work 
experiences 

Students’ workplace experiences (before 
or during university) and / or students’ 
discussion of future work experiences. 

86%  0% 

10.  
Feedback on / 
assessment of 
performance  

Feedback that student received on their 
performance at university and / or 
assessment of performance: tutor based / 
peer based/ self-assessment. 

86%  14% 

11.  
Availability and 
use of university 
facilities / services  

Student usage of university facilities and/or 
services (availability or awareness). 71%  14% 

12.  Other  Miscellaneous factors that did not fit into 
the other themes.  21%  0% 
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5.1.3) Comparison of Pilot Work Stages 1 and 2 Findings 
 

The majority of themes that emerged during both stages related to comparable university 

events albeit emphasised to different extents by participants (excluding themes that 

corresponded with new areas of questioning in stage two linked to career and 

professionalism). This was apparent when one compared themes that emerged at each 

stage; see Table 8: 

 

Table 8: Comparability of theme topics that emerged in pilot stages 1 and 2 
 

Pilot work stage 1 theme(s) Comparable pilot work stage 2 theme(s) 

Relationships / interactions Interactions / relationships 

Student’s state of mind Attitude / disposition / feelings 

Academic skills / work 
Academic knowledge / skills / experience 

Feedback on / assessment of performance 

Course related Programme of study 

Finances 

Place of residence 

Culture / religion 

External influences 

Accessing university services / facilities 
Availability and use of university facilities / 

services 

Mental / physical condition Other 

Time conflicts   

 Real world work experiences 

 Image of university 

 Career and ambitions  

 Becoming a professional 

 

As shown in Table 8, regardless of data collection timing and method, all participants 

discussed issues around interactions / relationships. Likewise, the majority of interviewees 

talked about academic skills / capabilities. Some of the less prevalent themes in stage one 

were more salient in stage two. For example, issues around attitude / disposition / feelings 

were discussed by only fifty-six percent of the student participants during stage one (as part 

of the state of mind theme) compared with all stage two participants.  
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When considered collectively, data from stages one and two indicated certain themes of 

university life event impacted on student persisters’ university experiences (either positively 

or negatively). However, there appeared to be other events that were only relevant to certain 

student persisters - supporting the notion that there are between-group differences in what 

university events occur. Furthermore, although not explicitly addressed, participants 

discussed how events occurred at specific stages of their studies and also how perceptions 

had changed over time. This supported the notion that life event research must address both 

event occurrence and perception and the extent to which these change over time.  

 

Participants discussed a wider range of events and issues during interviews when compared 

with repertory grids. This finding appeared unrelated to between-group differences given the 

disparity between stage two interview and repertory grid results. It might be argued that this 

result was an artifact of the repertory grid focus being different to the stage two interviews. 

However, when one compares the grid results with stage one interviews, a similar pattern 

emerged. Implications of this reporting pattern are considered in Section 5.2 when tentative 

between-group comparisons are made. 

 

 

5.1.4) Consideration of Pilot Work Findings in relation to Objective 1 

 

Objective 1: Establish what life events are normally experienced by students whilst 

studying at university. Based on pilot work, it was apparent that student persisters 

experienced a range of life events during university. The most common events were 

related to interactions (reported by all participants), course related issues (reported by at 

least two thirds of participants) and external influences (reported by at least sixty percent 

of participants). Likewise, experiences of personal change associated with personal / 

academic development were also commonplace (reported by all participants). Although 

different coding frames emerged in each stage of the pilot work there were obvious 

similarities between life event reporting. 

 

However, based upon the data that was collected during pilot work it was not possible to 

comment upon the extent to which these experiences can be generalised to the wider 

student persister population.  
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5.2) Between-group Differences  

 

As reported in Section 4.1.2, participants were recruited during pilot work stage 2 to permit 

tentative between-group differences in event reporting to be examined (based on year of 

study, type of course (professional vs. generalist), career decidedness and professionalism). 

The following outlines these findings.  

 

5.2.1)  Pilot Work Stage 2 Interview  

 

Between-group differences in interview content were assessed in two ways: 

 

• Time spent on topic: In each transcript the total number of words that an interviewee said 

was calculated. From this, it was possible to calculate the percentage of interview 

dialogue specific to each theme. Using all transcripts, I calculated the average 

percentage of interview content that was spent discussing each theme. Between-group 

comparisons were made through comparing group reporting against the sample average. 

 

• Rank order introduction: When interviewees first discussed, each life event theme was 

identified (first, second, third, etc). Theme introduction timings were then totaled for each 

theme and divided by the number of interviewees that discussed the theme. This 

provided average theme introduction points which were compared between groups.  

 

Comparisons were made based on year of study and course; career decidedness; and 

professionalism status. (See Appendix 8 for full time spent on topic findings and Appendix 9 

for full rank order introduction findings). Results indicated between-group differences 

(primarily linked to course and year of study) in relation to certain themes (given the small 

sample size differences that were found were not amenable to statistical testing): 

 

Differences in life event theme focus 

 

 All second year professional course students discussed the real world experience theme 

more than average 

 

 All second year generalist course students discussed the real world experience theme 

less than average 
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 First year generalist course students discussed the attitude / disposition / feeling theme 

less than the group average 

 

 Students who had made a career decision on average discussed interactions / 

relationships and real world work experience themes more than undecided students 

 

Differences in when life event themes were introduced (based on rank order) 

 

 The professional course year two students introduced the real world work theme before 

the group average 

 

 The generalist course students in their second year introduced the real world work theme 

later than the group average 

 

 The professional course students (year two) all introduced the interactions / relationships 

theme earlier than the group average 

 

 First year generalist course students all introduced the interactions / relationships theme 

later than the group average 

 

5.2.2) Pilot Work Stage 2 Repertory Grids 

 

As part of the repertory grid, participants rated a global construct that summarised the 

purpose for the grid (handles difficulties well – handles difficulties badly). This enabled the 

calculation of a percentage similarity score for each construct. This was then used to 

ascertain which most closely related to the global construct (Honey, 1979) through ordering 

constructs highest to lowest (based on similarity scores) and assigning each a label of either 

‘high’, ‘intermediate’ or ‘low’. Similarity score metrics take into account the fact that 

participants vary in cognitive complexity (for instance, a match of sixty percent might be ‘high’ 

for one respondent but ‘low’ for another. This therefore allowed me to establish what themes 

were most salient to each participant and through considering participant groups’ collective 

scores, establish the nature of between-group differences. Data from one participant was 

excluded because she was unable to rate all of the elements on the provided construct.  

  

In comparison with stage two interviews, participants focused on fewer themes during 

repertory grids. This suggested that perceptions played an important role in how students 
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construed and reported salient aspects of their university experiences. Furthermore, of the 

themes discussed, only three appeared to be consistently salient to the majority of 

participants. This reporting pattern meant that almost all constructs fell into three areas of the 

coding frame and Honey’s technique failed to highlight group differences. It was considered 

that this finding could be an artifact of coding frame parsimony rather than participants 

perceiving that students handled difficulties in the same way. Consequently, I re-examined 

the constructs that comprised the attitude / disposition / feelings; academic knowledge / skills 

/ experience; and the interactions / relationships themes to identify individual construct topics 

that comprised each theme. Topic reporting patterns were then tentatively examined to 

ascertain whether there were between-group differences that had been previously masked. 

As reporting of the other themes was no more than twenty-one percent, these were not 

divided into individual construct topics.  

 

Details of how participants reported life events in each theme during grids (including those 

divided into specific construct topics) are provided in Appendix 10. Variation was found in how 

students perceived the same university events in terms of how many constructs were 

provided; and similarity score ratings (based on Honey’s technique). The following outlines 

differences that were found:   

 

Construct in the Attitude / Disposition / Feelings Theme  

 

 Year two students provided eight (89%) of the ‘priorities / seriousness’ constructs (four 

had a high similarity score) 

 

 First year generalist course students provided all four constructs associated with 

‘contentiousness’ (two had an intermediate similarity score) 

 

 Professional course year two students (all of whom had made a career decision) 

provided four (66%) of the ‘being proactive’ constructs (two high and two intermediate 

similarity scores)  

 

 Career decided students provided ten (66%) of the ‘motivation / work ethic’ constructs 

(similarity scores were spread) 
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 Students who reported that they were a professional / professional student provided four 

(80%) of the ‘relaxed / panicked’ constructs (two high and two intermediate similarity 

scores) 

 

Constructs in the Interactions / Relationships Theme  

 

 Second year students provided nine (90%) of the constructs related to ‘seeking help / 

advice’ and five of the ‘peer pressure’ constructs (similarity scores were spread) 

 

 Career decided students provided eight (80%) of the ‘seeking help / advice’ constructs 

(similarity scores were spread) 

 

 Career decided students provided five of the six constructs (83%) associated with ‘peer 

pressure’ (three intermediate and two low similarity scores) 

 

 Students who reported that they were not professionals provided all three constructs 

related to ‘reliance on others’ (all had high similarity scores)  

 

Construct in the Academic Knowledge / Skills / Experience Theme 

 

 Students who reported that they were not professionals provided all three of the 

constructs classified as ‘problem solving technique’ (similarity scores were spread)  

 

 Students who reported that they were not professionals provided all four of the 

constructs classified as ‘time management / deadlines’ (three had high similarity scores) 

 

Reporting of Remaining Themes 

 

 Year one generalist course students provided both of the ‘external influences’ constructs (one 

high and one intermediate similarity score) 

 

 Generalist course students provided the three ‘career and ambitions’ constructs (two had 

intermediate similarity scores)  

 

 Students with a clear career decision status provided both ‘feedback on / assessment of 

performance’ constructs (both intermediate similarity scores) 
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 A year two student with a clear career decision status provided the ‘availability and use of 

university facilities / services’ construct (this had a low similarity score) 

 

 

5.2.3) Consideration of Pilot Work findings in relation to Objective 2 

 

Objective 2) Establish whether there are trends in the occurrence and/or perception 

of university life events based upon a student’s course. Work undertaken during pilot 

work stage two was based upon a small sample size. However, the following tentative 

conclusions were drawn. 

 

There were differences in university life event reporting and perceptions of how students 

handle difficulties based on: 1) type of course; 2) year of study; 3) career decidedness; and 

4) professionalism. 

 

Identification of differences in university life event experiences could not be consistently 

found when working at a theme level (repertory grid analysis had to be undertaken at a 

construct level). This implied the need to ask participants about specific university life events 

rather than themes of events.  

 

Given the variation between similarity scores it was apparent that students perceived events 

differently. Consequently, it was reasoned that the investigation into university life events 

needed to address both event occurrence and perception. This was reflected in later stages 

of the study. 

 

During pilot work, the emphasis participants placed upon certain issues varied depending 

upon the data collection technique. This implied that the validity of conclusions could be 

undermined if final PhD conclusions were based on a single source of data.  
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5.3) Staff Awareness of Students’ University Life Events 

 

As part of the pilot work study one, university staff were interviewed about their 

awareness of student life events (this comparison is not directly related to the research 

question but is included because these findings informed decision making about 

subsequent aspects of study design). Staff reporting of event themes were compared 

with students’ accounts. Inspection of percentages suggested three levels of agreement 

between student and staff reporting; outlined in Table 9: 

 

Table 9: Levels of agreement between students and staff – pilot stage 1 

 

Level of Agreement Theme 
Percentage of 

Students  Staff  

Close agreement 

Academic skills / work 100% 100% 

Relationships / interactions 100% 100% 

Time conflicts 89% 100% 

Finances  61% 71% 

Proportionally over 

reported by staff  

Transitions  56% 86% 

Mental / physical condition  50% 100% 

Student’s state of mind 56% 71% 

Place of residence  28% 57% 

Culture / religion  22% 57% 

Proportionally under 

reported by staff 

Course related  67% 28% 

Accessing university services / 

facilities 
50% 14% 

 

As can be seen in Table 9, results indicated that difficulties seldom occurred in isolation. 

It was found that generally, university staff possessed a sound awareness of difficulties 

associated with the student experience. However, results indicated some variation 

between student and staff reporting. For example, all students reported experiencing a 

combination of academic and relationship problems but none reported a combination of 

religion / culture and mental / physical difficulties. University staff perceived that students 

experienced a combination of relationship and academic problems (in line with student 
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results). However, contrary to student accounts, fifty-seven percent of staff suggested 

that students experienced a combination of religion / culture and mental / physical 

difficulties.  

 

As shown, university staff were generally in either close agreement with students or 

proportionally over reported events. Overall, this suggested that staff generally had a good 

awareness of life events that students experienced. This finding was important because it 

suggested that university staff could legitimately be included in the process of identifying 

normative university life events (indicating that university staff could be involved in later 

questionnaire development). 

 

5.4)  Influence of Pilot Work on Project Direction 

 

Pilot work provided me with a much better appreciation as to the diversity of life events that 

student persisters experience. As shown, this phase of work went some way to addressing 

Objectives 1 and 2. Undertaking this work also significantly shaped the design of the rest of 

this study.  

 

Throughout pilot work it was incredibly difficult to recruit students who were willing to spare 

an hour of their time and participate. This was despite the fact that I tried to recruit students 

via VLE notices and invitations during core lectures and/or tutorials. This caused me to doubt 

that it would be possible to recruit sufficient numbers of students to permit the between-group 

comparisons reflected in Objective 2 to be addressed.  

 

As noted, during the second part of the pilot work I intentionally sampled students from 

different types of course (professional and generalist – see Section 4.1.2). Through doing so, 

a tentative examination of the association between student career decidedness and 

professionalism and reporting of life events was possible (as reported in Section 5.2 a range 

of differences were found). Parallel to reaching these findings, it became increasingly clear 

just how little work had addressed how the multiplicity of university life events was associated 

with change in students’ career status and professionalism (see Section 2.5.3). Likewise, the 

UK economy had entered a highly turbulent period and graduate job opportunities were 

significantly reduced. This meant that universities were placed under ever increasing 

pressure to support students in their transition from studying to employment.  
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Although useful, the limited sample size provided tentative insights (in terms of wider 

generalisability) into what university life events student experienced and the association 

these had with career decidedness / professionalism. Likewise, tentative between course and 

year-group differences were identified. I was also conscious that pilot work findings could 

have been affected by the timing of data collection.  

 

Collectively, this led me to decide that the PhD should continue to address the occurrence 

and perception of university life events and the association between such experiences and 

career status/professionalism. This is reflected in my research question: 

 

What university life events are normally experienced by students from generalist 

courses and what association do these have with career thoughtfulness, decidedness 

and professionalism, when compared with students from more professionally specific 

courses? 

 

However, data collection techniques would be used so as to expand upon pilot work findings 

and address limitations inherent with this work. Consequently, I chose to use questionnaires 

(reported in Chapter 6) to measure 1) students’ reporting of normative university life events 

(in terms of event occurrence and perception); 2) students’ career decidedness; 3) students’ 

professionalism. However, given the differences that had emerged between data collection 

techniques and reporting of life event experiences, it was also decided that the validity of 

questionnaire findings would be checked through another data collection technique (reflected 

in the procedure reported in Chapter 4).  
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Chapter 6 - Questionnaire Development  
 

During the questionnaire development phase of the study, three questionnaires were created 

and validated (see Section 4.2 for an overview of the questionnaire development procedure). 

This chapter seeks to justify the need for developing new questionnaires and provides a brief 

overview of the questionnaires which were created: SLEQ (Section 6.1); Career 

Thoughtfulness and Decidedness Questionnaire (CTDQ) (Section 6.2); and Professionalism 

Status Questionnaire (PSQ) (Section 6.3). This chapter concludes with a summary of how the 

questionnaire development phase shaped subsequent work. 

 

6.1) Student Life Event Questionnaire  

 

6.1.1) Rationale  

 

The appropriateness of using a questionnaire to measure life events is well documented 

(Braboy Jackson and Finney, 2002; McCullough, Huebner and Laughlin, 2000; Frazier and 

Schauben, 1994; Billings and Moos, 1982; Askenasy, Dohrenwend and Dohrenwend, 1977). 

It was intended that a pre-existing questionnaire would be identified to ascertain when 

student persisters experienced (and how they perceived) university life events. A remit was 

written in order to select a suitable instrument:  

 

• Must contain normative university life events 
 

• Must be suitable for use with professional and generalist courses students at a UK 

university (predominately these courses comprised of home (UK) students) 

 

• Must have good validity and reliability (it was intended that this would be based on 

assessment of face validity and if possible, inter-item reliability, construct validity and 

concurrent validity) 

 

• Can be completed relatively quickly (around ten minutes) (this was important as it formed 

part of a questionnaire battery) 

 

However, based on a review of previous literature it was apparent that the term ‘life event’ 

had been used in a variety of ways. This was supported by Brim (1980) who indicated there 

is significant diversity in how the term has been employed. This caused problems in terms of 
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selecting a suitable measure. Therefore, to avoid terminology ambiguity the phrase ‘life 

events’ was defined in relation to this study.  

 

6.1.2) Life Events Defined 

 

Definitions of a ‘life event’ were presented in Section 2.3. Based on these, the following 

assumptions were made:  

 

• As there appeared to be limited distinction between major and minor life events, the term 

‘life events’ describes any event that has an effect upon an individual, regardless of 

severity. 

 

• It has been noted that life event desirability varies between individuals (Mueller, Edwards 

and Yarvis, 1977). Likewise, event desirability will vary depending upon situational 

context. Therefore, the phrase ‘life event’ describes events regardless of desirability.  

 

These conceptualisations are synonymous with the definition proposed by McCullough, 

Huebner and Laughlin (2000, p.282), which stated that: 

 

Life events are ‘…both positive and negative events as well as major events (e.g., death of 

family member, divorce) and minor events (i.e., daily hassles, daily uplifts)’  

 

Given that this study focused upon university life events, it was necessary to slightly modify 

this definition. Therefore, the term ‘life events’ was used to refer to: 

 

‘…positive and negative as well as major and minor events associated with studying at 

university’ 

 

This definition provided the conceptual basis from which a questionnaire could be selected. 

 

6.1.3)  Pre-Existing Questionnaires 

 

Perhaps the best known measure of general life event experiences is the Social 

Readjustment Rating Scale (SRRS) (Holmes and Rahe, 1967). However, within the SRRS, 

only one item (out of forty-three) directly addresses university study (“begin or end of 

school”). Whilst this questionnaire includes other items associated with the university 
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experience such as, finances, living arrangements and employment, there are numerous 

university events that are not addressed. Furthermore, many events included in the SRRS 

occur randomly, such as divorce or death, and are therefore incompatible with the concept of 

normative university life events. The SRRS has also been the subject of criticism 

(Dohrenwend and Dohrenwend, 1978) further indicating that the measure would not be 

suitable for use. .  

 

When a life events measure based on university situations (the Student Life Stress Inventory 

(SLSI) (Gadzella, 1994)) was examined it was apparent that content was insufficiently 

comprehensive. The SLSI does not contain events associated with undertaking university 

study but rather focuses upon types of stressor (‘frustrations, conflicts, pressures, changes, 

and self imposed’ (ibid, p.397)) and reactions associated with experiencing life events 

(‘physiological, emotional, behavioural and cognitive’ (ibid, p.397)). Consequently, the SLSI 

was unsuitable.  

 

Aside from these measures, it was not possible to locate other instruments which seemed 

suitable. This suggested a need for a new questionnaire to be developed. Consequently, 

existing measures were rejected and a new questionnaire was developed.  

 

6.1.4) Overview of the SLEQ  

 

Over a six month period the SLEQ was developed and validated (part of this work was 

presented by Briggs and Pritchett, 2009). This instrument contained thirty university life 

events which were relevant to student persisters from both professional and generalist 

courses. There are issues associated with establishing life event questionnaire reliability and 

validity using conventional methods (Stone, Kessler and Haythornwaite, 1991; Tausig, 1982). 

Therefore, it was only possible to establish that the SLEQ had good face validity and was 

straightforward to complete (taking around twelve minutes). See Appendix 4 for a detailed 

account of the SLEQ development and validation process. A copy of the SLEQ is now 

presented (Questionnaire 1). 
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Questionnaire 1: Copy of the SLEQ 

 
This questionnaire lists a number of different events, some of which you will have 

experienced whilst studying at university. Please think about your university experiences 

since the INSERT DATE HERE and indicate if you have experienced each event.  

 

If you have not experienced an event - indicate this by writing “N” in the first column and 

move on to the next event.   

 

If you have experienced an event - indicate this by writing “Y” in the first column. Before 

you move on to the next event, think about your experiences of that event since the INSERT 

DATE HERE and complete scales A, B and C: 

 

 Scale A - Event desirability – Indicate how desirable your experiences of that event 
have been (i.e. to what extent did you find the event to be a positive experience). This is 
a five point scale: 

 

o 1 = very desirable; 2 = desirable; 3 = neither desirable nor undesirable;  
4 = undesirable; and 5 = very undesirable. 

 

 Scale B - Event frequency – Indicate how frequently the event occurred since you 
entered your current year of study (as of the 1st of September 2009). This is a five point 
scale: 

 

o 1 = very frequently; 2 = frequently; 3 = neither frequently nor infrequently;  
4 = infrequently; and 5 = very infrequently.  

 

 Scale C - Event significance - Indicate how significant have the event experiences been 
to you as a student (i.e. how much of an impact an event has had on your university 
experience). This is a five point scale: 

 

o 1 = very significant; 2 = significant; 3 = neither significant nor insignificant;  
4 = insignificant; and 5 = very insignificant.  

 
Please only tick one number per scale for each event. 

 

Please think carefully about each of your responses and answer as honestly as possible, the 

questionnaire has no right or wrong answers. 

If you have any questions about how to complete any parts of this questionnaire please speak to 

Steve Briggs
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Remember: Only complete scales A, B and C if you have experienced an event (marked Y in the first column) 

 

University events 

Have you 

experienced 

this event? 

 

Y / N 

 

SCALE A 

If experienced, how 

desirable was this event? 

 

SCALE B 

If experienced, how 

frequently has the event 

occurred? 

 

SCALE C 

If experienced, how 

significant has this event 

been to you as a student? 
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Wrote / currently writing an assignment   1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Sat an exam   1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Currently involved in writing a dissertation / 
special project 

 
 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Received a grade on an assessment  1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Gave a presentation   1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

Participated in / currently participating in group 
work with other students 

 
  

1 2 3 4 5 
 

1 2 3 4 5 
 

1 2 3 4 5 

Participated in a placement (as part of course)  1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 

The timetabling of my course affected my 
studies   1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 
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Remember: Only complete scales A, B and C if you have experienced an event (marked Y in the first column) 

University events 

Have you 

experienced 

this event? 

 

Y / N 

 

SCALE A 

If experienced, how 

desirable was this event? 

 

SCALE B 

If experienced, how 

frequently has the event 

occurred? 

 

SCALE C 

If experienced, how 

significant has this event 

been to you as a student? 

 

Ve
ry

 d
es

ira
bl

e 

D
es

ira
bl

e 
N

ei
th

er
 

de
si

ra
bl

e 
no

r 
un

de
si

ra
bl

e 
U

nd
es

ira
bl

e 

Ve
ry

  
un

de
si

ra
bl

e 

 

Ve
ry

 fr
eq

ue
nt

ly
 

Fr
eq

ue
nt

ly
 

N
ei

th
er

 
fre

qu
en

tly
 n

or
 

in
fre

qu
en

tly
 

In
fre

qu
en

tly
 

Ve
ry

 
in

fre
qu

en
tly

 

 

Ve
ry

 s
ig

ni
fic

an
t 

Si
gn

ifi
ca

nt
 

N
ei

th
er

 
si

gn
ifi

ca
nt

 n
or

 
in

si
gn

ifi
ca

nt
 

In
si

gn
ifi

ca
nt

 

Ve
ry

 
in

si
gn

ifi
ca

nt
 

Experienced classroom based teaching 
(lectures / seminars)   1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

Experienced online teaching   1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

Attended personal tutorial (1:1 with lecturer)   1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

Family commitments affected my studies   1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

Undertook / participated in paid employment   1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

My financial circumstances affected my studies 
(cost of living / university fees)   1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

Made friends and socialised with students   1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

Met students from different backgrounds   1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 
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Remember: Only complete scales A, B and C if you have experienced an event (marked Y in the first column) 

University events 

Have you 

experienced 

this event? 

 

Y / N 

 

SCALE A 

If experienced, how 

desirable was this event? 

 

SCALE B 

If experienced, how 

frequently has the event 

occurred? 

 

SCALE C 

If experienced, how 

significant has this event 

been to you as a student? 
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Ability to access and communicate with 
lecturers (in person / online / phone / via email) 

  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

Received advice / encouragement from 
lecturers 

  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

Received information from the university or 
university staff (verbally / paper based) 

  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

Used Learning Resources Facilities (library / 
computer centre) 

  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

Used a university based restaurant / café / bar   1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 
Experienced a change in my communication 
skills (writing / language) 

  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

Experienced a change in my reading skills   1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 
Experienced a change in my time 
management 

  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

Experienced a change in my ICT skills                    
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Remember: Only complete scales A, B and C if you have experienced an event (marked Y in the first column) 

 

University events 

Have you 

experienced 

this event? 

 

Y / N 

 

SCALE A 

If experienced, how 

desirable was this event? 

 

SCALE B 

If experienced, how 

frequently has the event 

occurred? 

 

SCALE C 

If experienced, how 

significant has this event 

been to you as a student? 
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Experienced a change in my researching skills   1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

Experienced a change in my subject 
knowledge   1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

Experienced a change in my self awareness   1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

Experienced a change in how I solve problems   1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

Experienced a change in my confidence 
towards studying   1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5  1 2 3 4 5 

 

Please list any additional events (that are not included within this questionnaire) that you found influential in terms of your university experience: 
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6.2) Career Thoughtfulness and Decidedness Questionnaire  

 

6.2.1) Rationale 

 

As with measurement of university life events it was assumed that a pre-existing career 

decidedness questionnaire could be identified. Consequently, a questionnaire remit was 

written. This was the same as the SLEQ remit in terms of student demographic, reliability, 

validity and completion time. Additionally, this questionnaire had to address different stages 

of the career development process (i.e. in relation to career status associated with: 

programme of study, field of employment and prospective job). This was important to ensure 

that the instrument was meaningful for generalist course participants.  

 

However, whilst searching existing questionnaires, it rapidly became apparent that there was 

significant variation in terminology use. This not only confounded the search for a suitable 

instrument but also raised questions as to whether career decidedness was the right aspect 

of career development to address. In light of this, I elected to initially establish what common 

terminology linked to career development means in order to confirm that ‘career decidedness’ 

was the most suitable factor to measure.  

 

6.2.2) Terminology Ambiguity 

  

Super (1980) stated that terms such as, ‘career’ and ‘occupation’ do not mean the same thing 

and should not be used as synonyms. Super and Hall (1978, p.333) stated that ‘…people do 

‘pursue’ careers, just as they ‘engage in’ occupations, ‘get’ jobs, ‘occupy’ positions’. This is 

apparent when one considers a definition of each:  

 

A career is, ‘the sequence of employment-related positions, roles, activities and experiences 

encountered by a person’ (Arnold, 1997, p.16) 

 

An occupation is, ‘a job or type of work’ (Colin, Colin and Colin, 2006) 

 

However, as these terms are related, it is unsurprising that they have been used 

interchangeably (albeit inappropriately). Similarly, due to poor (or absent) definitions of 

terminology, there has also been a lack of consistency in how authors have used other 

terms/phrases related to career/occupational status and development. For instance, based 
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on a review of career development literature, there are three distinct ways in which the 

phrase “career orientation” has been used:  

 

1) Career orientation is the extent to which an individual focuses upon his or her career path - 

Waite, Haggstrom and Kanouse (1986) used the term ‘career orientation’ when discussing 

the career trajectory of employed men and women who had become parents. Likewise, Zhou, 

Smith and Spinelli (1999) used the term to describe a shift towards placing greater emphasis 

on career and related factors amongst the reasons that students provided for attending 

university.  

 

2) Career orientation refers to a subject being studied at university - Hodgkinson and Innes 

(2001) used the term ‘career orientation’ to differentiate between students who were studying 

business as opposed to social sciences.  

 

3) Career orientation is a set of drivers / values that guide a student in his or her career 

related choices - This reflected the most common use of the term (Buchanan, Kim and 

Basham, 2007; Crook and Crepeau, 1997). Gerpott, Domsch and Keller (1988, p.441) 

outlined that most authors define ‘career orientation’ as, ‘a type of work-related values 

reflected in individual preferences regarding job types, performance standards, and forms of 

recognition in the context of work careers’.  

 

When considering the three uses collectively, it was apparent that research had examined 

different areas. It might be suggested that the first usage referred to ‘occupational motivation’ 

whilst the second related to ‘academic course selection’. Therefore, although a body of 

career orientation work exists, in a number of cases, assertions made about, and measures 

of, career orientation are questionable.  

 

Other career status terminology has also been used inconsistently. For instance, Hoogstra, 

Schneider and Chang (2001) suggested three types of occupational identity. Firstly, formed 

occupational identities (‘some young adults have clear ideas about which occupation they 

want to pursue soon after they enter college’ (ibid, p.340)). Secondly, transitional 

occupational identities (‘other young adults have some idea of what the path they want to 

pursue after high school but may have difficulty deciding on a college major or a job’ (ibid, 

p.340)). Finally, diffuse occupational identities (‘there are those young adults who have no 

idea what path they want to pursue after high school and can give no clear explanation for 

their choice of job or major’ (ibid, p.340)). However, based on these definitions one might 
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argue that it would have been more appropriate for Hoogstra et al to propose three types of 

career decidedness – based on the definition proposed by Greenhaus, Callanan and Kaplan 

(1995, p.7), ‘career indecision (and its mirror image career decidedness) refers to the 

absence (or presence) of a career goal, as well as the degree of certainty attached to that 

goal’. Alternatively, based on Daniels, Clifton, Perry, Mandzuk and Hall (2006) one could 

equally suggest that Hoogstra et al proposed three type of career certainty.  

 

Variation in terminology inevitably created issues in terms of identifying a suitable 

questionnaire. Consequently, previous literature was reviewed in order to identify ways in 

which student career status had been measured. This resulted in the identification of three 

distinct theoretical bases: 1) Career orientation; 2) Career identity; and 3) Career 

decidedness. To establish which theoretical base was most suitable, it was necessary to 

establish what each term meant and review how each could be measured.  

 

6.2.3)  Selection of Theoretical Basis  

 

Career Orientation   

 

Based on a review of previous literature, the following definition broadly described what was 

most commonly meant by the term, ‘career orientation’: 

 

‘A type of work-related values reflected in individual preferences regarding job types, 

performance standards, and forms of recognition in the context of work careers’ (Gerpott, 

Domsch and Keller, 1988, p.441). 

 

This definition was reflected in Schein’s (1996; 1975) career orientation model which 

suggested that career choices of individuals are influenced by a ‘career anchor’. This was 

said to represent an individual’s self-concept and consist of, ‘1) self-perceived talents and 

abilities; 2) basic values, and, most important, 3) the evolved sense of motives and needs as 

they pertain to the career’ (ibid, p.2). Schein suggested eight anchors, which guide career 

related choices: i) Autonomy / independence; ii) Security / stability; iii) Technical-functional 

competence; iv) General managerial competence; v) Entrepreneurial creativity; vi) Service or 

dedication to a cause; vii) Pure challenge; and viii) Life style. Buchanan, Kim and Basham 

(2007) proposed other career anchors (careerism, reward equity, intrinsic motivation, job 

satisfaction and career satisfaction) also guide career selection. 
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Throughout an individual’s career, there will typically be one career choice category that acts 

as their anchor (the area on which they are unwilling to compromise). This preference will be 

determined by occupational and life experiences. Igbaria and Baroudi (1993) noted that 

through measuring anchor preferences it is possible to determine career orientation. This 

implied that students’ career orientation during university could be tracked through changes 

in career anchor preference.   

 

In terms of this study, a significant problem around employing a career orientation measure 

stemmed from the fact that although students were likely to experience career status change, 

they might encounter insufficient opportunities for their career anchors to be challenged. This 

stance appeared to be in line with Chang, Hwang, Liu and Siang (2007) who examined 

Taiwanese undergraduate students’ anchor preferences and found students typically 

favoured ‘autonomy’ and ‘service’ anchors. These authors suggested this could be linked to 

limited work experience and idealism. Consequently, a questionnaire based on career 

orientation could fail to identify subtle changes in students’ career status.  

 

Occupational Identity  
 

Previous work (Adams, 1998; Erikson, 1980; Marcia, 1966; 1967) established that identity 

development is an ongoing process and it is possible to categorise individuals based on four 

identity statuses. Marcia (1966) originally employed an interview as a means of establishing 

individuals’ dominant identity status. More recently a questionnaire has been developed 

which accommodates individuals who have a hybrid identity state (Adams, 1998). Likewise, a 

questionnaire that focuses exclusively upon occupational identity across the four ego identity 

statuses has emerged (Melgosa, 1987).  

 

It has been reported that amongst college students ego identity status ‘is predictive of career 

decision making’ (Guerra and Braungart-Rieker, 1999, p.263). Likewise, one might argue that 

occupational ego identity refinement occurs during stages of adulthood should an individual 

choose or be forced to change career direction. Collectively, this suggests that as students 

progress through university they might experience measurable ego identity change (because 

of new learning and experience); corresponding with development of defined career plans. 

 

There were however, potentially two issues which confounded using identify as a theoretical 

basis for measuring student career development. Firstly, it could be argued that development 

of a ‘true’ occupational identity must involve an individual actually having work experience 
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within a particular occupation. Given that the majority of university students (with the 

exception of students on placement or those working part-time) are working towards being 

able to enter their target occupation, they have not had the opportunity to develop workplace 

experience. One might therefore suggest that during university most individuals’ occupation 

is a ‘student’ and a student-based occupational identity will be developed. Consequently, any 

measurement of occupational identity taken whilst an individual is a student could be 

distorted. Secondly, one might question the level of detail that data collected from an 

occupational identity questionnaire provides. This is based on the fact that occupational 

identity categorisations / profiles present a relatively general picture of individuals’ career 

development status. In that, this type of measure does not explicitly detail what a specific 

identity profile represents in relation to particular stages of the career development process, 

for example, in terms of programme of study, field of employment and specific job.  

 

Consequently, whilst occupational identity was conceptually a suitable means of assessing 

career development status, it was reasoned that adopting a different theoretical basis would 

provide more suitable data (when an occupational identity measure could be employed is 

discussed in Section 9.4).  

 

Career Decidedness  

 

Within this study, career decidedness was defined as: ‘Career indecision (and its mirror 

image career decidedness) refers to the absence (or presence) of a career goal, as well as 

the degree of certainty attached to that goal’ (Greenhaus, Callanan and Kaplan, 1995, p.7). 

 

Osipow (1999) commented that traditionally career indecision was seen as something that 

affected people as they moved from adolescence into adulthood. However, he noted the 

issue, ‘now encompasses a broad life spectrum because of the increased frequency of 

events that require people to revise their career decisions over their life span’ (ibid, p.147). 

Given, the diversity of university students, one would expect variation amongst students’ 

career decidedness. This is supported by Titley and Titley (1980) who reported that American 

students who were starting university varied in the degree to which they were decided about 

studying for a particular major. Previous research has shown that career decision status is 

related to retention (Titley and Titley, 1980); life satisfaction (Lounsbury, Tatum, Chambers, 

Owens and Gibson, 1999); and career decision-making efficacy expectations (Betz and 

Volyten, 1997). Consequently, helping students to make career decisions is important and 

should represent a fundamental university role. However, although facilitating career decision 
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might represent a key developmental goal, there is, amongst authors, incongruence 

regarding perceptions of its dimensionality. 

 

A large proportion of literature suggested career decidedness should be conceptualised as 

multidimensional (Kelly and Pulver, 2003; Gordon, 1998; Greenhaus, Callanan and Kaplan, 

1995; Callanan and Greenhaus, 1992; Chartland and Robbins, 1990; Larson, Heppner, Ham 

and Dugan, 1988; Barak and Friedkes, 1981; Jones and Chenery, 1980). Adoption of 

multidimensional measures has furthered understanding of career decision-making through 

identifying trends that would have been masked by dichotomous scales (Newman, Fuqua 

and Minger, 1990). Nonetheless, there is a lack of consensus in terms of how many 

decidedness dimensions exist. Specifically, three (Kelly and Pulver, 2003), four (Kelly and 

Pulver, 2003; Greenhaus, Callanan and Kaplan, 1995; Callanan and Greenhaus, 1992; 

Larson et al, 1988; Barak and Friedkes, 1981), six (Newman, Fuqua and Minger, 1990) and 

seven (Gordon, 1998) dimensions of career indecision have been reported. The most 

obvious cause of variation between multidimensional models of career decidedness stems 

from the fact that authors have drawn conclusions after considering career decision status in 

conjunction with other variables. For instance, comfort and the degree to which indecision is 

problematic (Newman, Fuqua and Minger, 1990); career planning and problem solving 

(Larson et al, 1988); personality and ability (Kelly and Pulver, 2003); and career goals 

(Callanan and Greenhaus, 1992).  

 

In terms of career decidedness measurement, it has been common practice to employ a 

single item measure (Savickas, Carden, Toman and Jarjoura, 1992; Jones and Chenery, 

1980). This led Savickas et al (1992) to examine unidimensional measures of career 

indecision which suggested that measurement terminology implied multiple dimensions of 

career choice, such as satisfaction, certainty, and comfort. However, despite variations 

around measurement terminology, when this assertion was tested through a factor analysis, 

career choice appeared to be unidimensional. Based on results, Savickas et al suggested it 

is most effective to question satisfaction around a range of career indecision areas (such as, 

programme of study, field of employment and prospective job) as opposed to attempting to 

address multiple dimensions of a specific construct.  

 

Given the variation in findings it was not possible to identify the exact nature of career 

decidedness dimensionality. This clearly raised an issue in terms of career decidedness 

measurement. However, assuming that a well-defined conceptualisation of decidedness was 

employed, this issue can be addressed. Based on this assertion and given the measurement 
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issues related to career orientation and identify, the concept of career decidedness was 

confirmed to be the most suitable theoretical basis from which to select a questionnaire.  

 

6.2.4) Existing Career Decidedness Measures  

 

Once career decidedness was selected as the theoretical basis for a questionnaire, I 

reviewed how it had previously been measured. As noted, a proportion of career 

decidedness researchers employed single item measures. This was not suitable for use in 

this study because it did not provide a clear picture of student career indecision in relation to 

different stages of the decision making process. Further, one might argue that employing a 

single measure raised issues in terms of data reliability and validity. Consequently, it was 

decided that a multi-item questionnaire would be employed. However, after reviewing 

previous work (such as, Gati, Krausz and Osipow, 1996; Krumboltz, 1994; Osipow, Carney 

and Barak, 1976) no suitable questionnaire could be identified. Therefore, a new instrument 

was developed and validated.  

 

6.2.5) Development of a New Questionnaire 

 

Over a six month period an eleven item questionnaire was developed and validated. This 

addressed student career thoughtfulness and decidedness (given the focus of the instrument 

- it was called the CTDQ. This questionnaire was consistently found to have excellent 

construct validity and internal consistency. Evidence of concurrent validity was also found. 

Further assessment of measure suitability was undertaken when the CTDQ was used during 

subsequent stages of data collection – this supported initial findings. Full details of the CTDQ 

development and validation process are presented in Appendix 6. The following is a copy of 

the CTDQ (Questionnaire 2).  
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Questionnaire 2: Copy of the CTDQ 

 
This questionnaire contains a series of statements that describe how decided you are about 
the area in which you want to work and how much time you have spent making decisions 
about your career. Read each statement and indicate the extent to which you agree or 
disagree with each by ticking the appropriate box using the five point scale.  
 
Read the following statements and indicate your level of agreement with each. Please think 
carefully about each of your responses and answer as honestly as possible, the questionnaire 
has no right or wrong answers (please only tick one box per statement): 
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I have reached a decision about the kind of 
work I want to do after I complete my studies 

 
 
 

    

I have not considered what job I would like to 
get after I complete my studies 

     

I have not had chances to think about the job 
I will get after I graduate 

 
 

    

I am certain that I know precisely what job I 
want to do when I leave university 

 
 

    

I have never had the chance to think about 
how my degree programme fits in with my 
career goals 

 
 
 
 

    

I have not had the opportunity to consider 
how my university course relates to my 
career intentions 

 
 
 
 

    

I have made my mind up about what job I 
want to do when I have finished studying 

 
 
 

    

I have not considered the type of work I want 
to do after I graduate 

 
 

    

I have concluded that my programme of 
study fits in well with my career intentions 

 
 
 

    

I have made my mind up about the field I 
want to work in when I finish my degree 

 
 
 

    

In terms of fulfilling my career goals, I have 
decided that I am studying on the correct 
university course 

     

 



 

96 
 

6.3) Professionalism Status Questionnaire  
 

As with measurement of university life events and career thoughtfulness/decidedness it was 

intended that a pre-existing questionnaire would be used to establish students’ 

professionalism. Again, a questionnaire remit was written. This was the same as the SLEQ 

remit in terms of student demographic, reliability, validity and completion time.   

 

When reviewing previous research it was apparent that the term ‘professionalism’ has been 

used in different ways. This was in line with Haywood-Farmer and Stuart (1990) who reported 

no clear agreement regarding how to define professionalism and associated terminology. 

Consequently, it was necessary to establish what the term ‘professionalism’ meant and adopt 

the most suitable definition in terms of addressing research Objective 4.  

 

6.3.1) Professionalism Defined  

 

Legge (1978) reported that at the institutional level, level of professionalism is dependent 

upon the power of members to force compliance amongst service users or limit client access 

to alternative service providers. For instance, the British Medical Association (BMA) (no date) 

is a highly professionalised institution given the power and exclusivity its members have in 

terms of controlling how medicine is practiced (for instance, drug prescription or declaring 

legal death). Should a non-BMA member attempt to practice medicine he/she can be 

prosecuted. In contrast, The Hairdressing Council (HC) (no date) is a less professionalised 

institution because its members have no power in terms of controlling who cuts hair; a non-

HC member can cut someone’s hair without fear of prosecution.  

 

Legge (1978) outlined that previous research has typically conceptualised professionalism in 

two ways. The first is the notion that defining features of professional occupations can be 

identified and listed. For instance, the American Pharmacists Association (2008) outlined ten 

professional traits synonymous with pharmaceutical industry employees. Likewise, The 

Training and Development Agency (2007) outlined key professional traits that qualified 

teachers must demonstrate. However, Legge (1978) noted that whilst such lists are common, 

there is no consensus as to what represent the more important elements. Rather, lists that 

present key attributes of a professional occupation commonly involve reference to: ‘1) Skills 

based on theoretical knowledge; 2) The provision of training and education; 3) Testing the 

competence of members’ peer group evaluation of competence [i.e. establishing the extent to 

which peers view an individual to be a professional]; 4) Organization i.e., a professional 
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culture is sustained by formal professional associations, which have the power to regulate 

entry to (and sometimes, promotion within) the profession; 5) Adherence to a professional 

code of conduct; and 6) Altruistic service’ (ibid, p.75).   

  

Legge expanded on this, in a second conceptualisation which suggested that level of 

professionalism related to the presence of an authoritative relationship between a 

professional and a client. Legge suggested two stages required for an occupation to become 

professional (in terms of its authority). The first involves a profession per se demonstrating 

competence to practice through a ‘licence’ to control how services or goods are delivered or 

provided. The second requires established professionals certificating newcomers to a 

profession are competent to work. An individual must convince prospective colleagues of 

his/her competence and by doing so will not need to convince would-be clients of being fit to 

practice. Examples of this process are evident in terms of the stages involved in becoming a 

chartered psychologist (British Psychological Society, 2008) or doctor (National Health 

Service, 2008).  

 

Broadly, in line with Legge’s conceptualisations, Hall (1968) suggested the extent to which 

someone is a professional will depend upon:  

 

Attitudinal factors - how individuals view themselves, their work, and the assumption that 

attitudes directly affect behaviour. It includes, ‘the sense of calling of the person to the field 

and the extent to which he uses colleagues as his major work reference’ (Hall, 1968, p.92). 

This is similar to Legge’s first conceptualisation. However, it expands this notion by implying 

that individuals form a perception of their professional status through self-assessment of their 

standing on each attribute;  

 

Structural factors – prerequisites of professionalism relate to features of occupation structure, 

such as formal education or training and specific entry requirements (analogous with Legge’s 

second conceptualisation).  

 

Hall noted that attitudinal and structural aspects are most prevalent in more professionalised 

occupations. Likewise, based on three factors, he reported there to be inter and intra 

occupational professionalism variations. Firstly, general social structure affects 

professionalism because of the influence of social requirement for a specific occupation 

and/or if legal stipulation or behavioural sanctions are in place enabling an occupation to be 

performed successfully. Secondly, professionalism would be influenced by occupational 
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organisation based on the extent to which there is diversity between professional bodies 

around standards or regulative practice norms and/or variable occupation entry requirements. 

Finally, occupational setting related to an individual’s work situation in terms of opportunity to 

work in an autonomous and self-regulatory manner affects professionalism.  

  

6.3.2) Selection of Conceptual Basis  

 

In terms of the compatibility of defining professionalism as an individual’s progression (based 

on education and training) towards entering a ‘professional occupation’ (Legge’s second 

conceptualisation and Hall’s structural factors) with meeting Objective 4, it was acknowledged 

that students are generally working towards entering professional occupations (as noted, this 

is more explicit on certain courses). However, throughout the data collection process 

participants remained in the same primary occupational status (student). It was therefore 

argued that it would be naïve to assume that different stages of university automatically 

correspond with enhanced professionalism.  

 

The conceptual basis for professionalism that there are specific traits synonymous with being 

a professional (Legge’s first conceptualisation) and that an individual will form opinions about 

his/her relative professional standing based on trait self-assessment (Hall’s attitude factors) 

was deemed more compatible with Objective 4. This was based on the notion that as 

students progress through university it is hoped that, in line with the governmental agenda, 

they become professionalised. It was therefore purported that through employing a 

questionnaire based on traits, it would be possible to accommodate individual differences 

between students in terms of when professionalism develops. Furthermore, Hall’s attitude 

factors imply that an individual will form perceptions about his/her professional standing; 

these should be measurable. Consequently, professionalism was defined as: The 

development of a set of traits that are synonymous with the attributes required to work within 

a range of professional occupations.    

 

6.3.3) Alternative Professional Development Conceptualisations 

 

There were alternative ways in which professionalism could have been conceptualised in 

terms of measurement selection. Justification for why these were not adopted is now 

discussed. 
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Professional Identity  

 

Research (Apker, Zabava Ford, and Fox, 2003; Ohlen and Sehesten, 1998; Du Tort 1995) 

has examined students’ professional development using instruments based on professional 

identity. However, for an individual to develop a ‘true’ identity s/he must have firsthand 

experience of an environment synonymous with identity development. Therefore, for a true 

‘professional identity’ to develop, an individual must have experience of working in a 

professional occupation (as described by Legge, 1978). The students in the aforementioned 

professional identity studies were all enrolled on university programmes with an attached 

placement, for example nursing or teaching courses. Consequently, employment of a 

professional identity measure was, in these cases, appropriate. However, given that the 

generalist participants in this study were not enrolled on courses with attached placements, 

employing a measure of professional identity was not suitable.  
 

Professional Values  

 

Authors (Mead, 2007; Leners, Rohers and Piccone, 2006; Martin, Yarbrough and Alfred, 

2003) have examined professionalism through assessment of professional values. However, 

employing a professional values measure to assess professionalism would not have met 

Objective 4. This was because studies that employed measures of professional values 

typically examined only one student group such as teachers (Mead, 2007) or nurses (Martin, 

Yarbrough and Alfred, 2003). Inspection of values indicated that these were discipline 

specific and not transferrable to students from different courses.  

 

6.3.4) Identification of Professionalism Measure  

 

I had planned to identify and use a validated professionalism questionnaire. However, there 

were confounding methodological issues associated with this approach.  

 

Firstly, the majority of studies that addressed student professional development developed or 

adopted measures, for use with a very specific demographic for example, pharmaceutical 

students (Chisolm, Cobb, Duke, McDuffie and Kennedy, 2006); nursing students (Du Toit, 

1995); and medical students (Elcin, Odabasi, Gokler, Sayek, Akova, and Kiper, 2006). 

Likewise, other measures of professionalism were designed for respondents already in 

employment, such as, general practitioners and medical specialists (Haywood-Farmer and 

Stuart, 1990) or members of assorted occupations (Snizek, 1972; Hall, 1968). Consequently, 
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the wording of questions was unsuitable (nor easily modified) for examining general 

professional development amongst students.  

 

Secondly, it was reported by Jha, Bekker, Duffy and Roberts (2007) that in the medical field, 

most authors measure professionalism through examining attributes and/or proxy measures 

(such as ethics or cultural issues). This was supported by Lynch, Surdyk and Eiser (2004) 

who reviewed professionalism measures published over a twenty year period. Based on the 

literature review, this approach was not specific to medicine but rather represented a trend in 

professional development work. Consequently, there was a lack of questionnaires which 

examined general (as opposed to specific) attitudes around professionalism.  

 

Thirdly, because there is variation in how ‘professionalism’ has been defined, it is 

unsurprising that associated terminology has been used differently. For instance, Beijaard, 

Meijer and Verloop (2004) reported variation in how the term ‘professional identity’ has been 

conceptualised and that in certain studies no definition is even provided. Consequently, one 

might question the validity of research undertaken in this area. This is illustrated by the fact, 

that Cavenagh, Dewberry and Jones (2000) measured professional identity through 

establishing the influence of family role models, length of time a person had wanted to enter 

a career and degree of commitment and satisfaction with academic programme and career 

selection. However, given the areas this addressed, one might suggest that this would be 

more accurately described as a measure of career decidedness. Modifying such an 

instrument was inappropriate. 

 

Given these methodological issues, it was recognised that employing (or modifying) a pre-

existing professionalism questionnaire could compromise validity. Furthermore, it appeared 

that there was a fundamental need for a measure of general professionalism to be 

constructed. Consequently, a new instrument was developed and validated.  

 

6.3.5) Development of a New Questionnaire 

 

Over a six month period, a twelve item professionalism status questionnaire was developed 

and validated (given the focus of the instrument it was called the PSQ). This was consistently 

found to have good internal consistency. However, evidence of construct validity was 

inconsistent. Efforts to establish concurrent validity were unsuccessful (however, this was 

linked to issues in finding a suitable questionnaire which could be correlated with the PSQ). 

The following is a copy of the PSQ (Questionnaire 3):  
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Questionnaire 3: Copy of the PSQ 

 
This questionnaire contains statements that address how similar you are to senior 
practitioners who work in your chosen field (i.e. the area you are studying). Within this 
questionnaire, the term “senior practitioner” refers to an individual who, based on their 
qualifications and/or experience, is recognised by other people who work in the same field as 
being a professional. Please read each of the statements and indicate the extent to which 
you agree or disagree with each statement using the five point scale. 
 
Read the following statements and indicate your level of agreement with each. Please 
think carefully about each of your responses and answer as honestly as possible, the 
questionnaire has no right or wrong answers (please only tick one box per statement): 
 

 St
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ly

 
A
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1 
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2 
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3 
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I do not have the same attitudes as senior 
practitioners who work in my field 

     

Other people would describe me as being like 
senior practitioners who work in my field 

     

Based on my knowledge, I am not like senior 
practitioners who work in my field 

     

Based on my experience, I am similar to senior 
practitioners who work in my field 

     

I do not have the same commitment to continuing 
professional development as senior practitioners 
who work in my field 

     

My level of education / training means that I am 
not like senior practitioners who work in my field 

     

My values are not compatible with those held by 
senior practitioners who work in my field 

     

I am like senior practitioners who work in my field 
because we follow the same code of practice 

     

In terms of my skills, I am like senior practitioners 
who work in my field 

     

Senior practitioners who work in my field do not 
think the same way as me 

     

I do not belong to the same professional body as 
senior practitioners who work in my field 

     

I do not behave in the same way as senior 
practitioners who work in my field 
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6.4) Influence of Development of Questionnaires Phase on Project Direction 

 

As indicated, it was possible to create and validate three questionnaires which permitted the 

study objectives, aim and research question to be addressed. Consequently, there was no 

need to deviate from the design and data collection techniques that I had proposed at the 

end of the pilot work (see Section 5.4).  

 

It is also worth noting that as the questionnaires were being developed and validated (from 

around September 2008 to May 2009) the UK HE sector faced governmental cuts to funding. 

The prospect of increased tuition fees became ever more likely and the number of available 

graduate employment opportunities decreased. Collectively, these factors further 

emphasised the importance of 1) understanding student persisters’ experience of university 

(in terms of identifying how to promote a positive student experience); and 2) establishing 

whether university life events were associated with career thoughtfulness, decidedness and 

professionalism (in terms of identifying how universities can help to equip graduates in 

searching for and entering into employment). Given this context, the currency and 

applicability of undertaking work in these areas appeared increasingly high. 
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Chapter 7 – What University Life Events are Experienced by Students? 
 

This chapter reports what university life events were experienced by professional and 

generalist course students (in terms of occurrence and their perception). This fulfills part of 

the research question (highlighted in bold):  What university life events are normally 

experienced by students from generalist courses and what association do these have 

with career thoughtfulness, decidedness and professionalism, when compared with 

students from more professionally specific courses? The extent to which the research 

question was addressed in its entirety is addressed in Section 9.1.4.  

 

As part of the SLEQ development (discussed in Appendix 4) a content analysis was used to 

group university life events. Results from this analysis were used as the basis for organising 

the presentation of results. Consequently, Chapter 7 is split into seven sections: 

  

7.1) Personal Development Changes  

7.2) Tutor Interaction Life Events  

7.3)  Student Interaction Life Events  

7.4) Non-university Commitment Life Events 

7.5) University Facilities Life Events 

7.6) Fixed Teaching and Assessment Life Events 

7.7) Reporting Patterns 

 

Results based on data collected during the main study (see Section 4.3 for an overview of 

the procedure followed) are presented in Sections 7.1 through to 7.6. In each section, 

descriptive statistics are reported, followed by analysis undertaken to establish quasi-

longitudinal and group differences in event reporting. Event occurrence and perception 

reporting patterns are then presented for professional and generalist course students (details 

of specific tests that were used are reported throughout Section 7.1). Findings from follow-up 

interviews with lecturers are then discussed. Applicability of findings to Objectives 1 

(establish what life events are normally experienced by students whilst studying at university) 

and 2 (establish whether there are trends in the occurrence and/or perception of university 

life events based upon a student’s course) is considered at the end of each section. In 

Section 7.7 overall reporting patterns are considered. These findings are discussed in 

relation to Objective 2 (findings have been presented by Briggs, 2011; 2010). 
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7.1) Personal Development Changes 

 

This section details student responses to SLEQ items that addressed personal development. 

It is acknowledged that the items addressed in this section might be regarded as ongoing 

changes that are synonymous with studying rather than specific life events. Given that the 

SLEQ required participants to consider their experiences of each questionnaire item (life 

event or personal development change) over a period of months, the inclusion of such items 

was acceptable. Nonetheless, to reflect this difference personal development items that were 

included in the SLEQ are referred to as ‘changes’ rather than events in this section.  

 

7.1.1) Personal Development Changes - Descriptive Statistics and Quasi-longitudinal 

Changes  

 

Descriptive statistics for SLEQ data collected during the main study and quasi-longitudinal 

changes in reporting rates (calculated using McNemar and Wilcoxon Tests) are shown in 

Tables 10 (professional course students) and 11 (generalist course students). Results are 

then discussed. 
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Table 10: Quasi-longitudinal differences in participant reporting of personal development changes between Oct/Nov2009 and March/April 
2010 (professional course) 
 

Change in: 

% of ppts that reported 
change 

SLEQ Desirability scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Frequency scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Significance scale 
mean scores 
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(Wilcoxon) 

Communication skills 18% 54% p < 0.001 2.01 2.06 NS 2.39 2.53 Z = - 2.256,  
p = 0.024 1.94 1.93 NS 

Reading skills 13% 37% p < 0.001 1.88 2.01 NS 2.32 2.36 NS 1.76 1.82 NS 

Time management 36% 53% p = 0.001 2.05 1.96 NS 2.04 2.20 NS 1.66 1.71 NS 

ICT skills 14% 28% p < 0.001 1.87 1.95 NS 2.35 2.46 NS 1.73 1.96 NS 

Researching skills 27% 66% p < 0.001 1.92 1.90 NS 2.24 2.16 NS 1.75 1.68 NS 

Subject knowledge  65% 90% p < 0.001 1.61 1.64 NS 2.02 2.01 NS 1.49 1.56 Z = - 2.048,  
p = 0.041 

Self awareness 34% 51% p < 0.001 1.89 2.01 NS 2.18 2.22 NS 1.79 1.78 NS 

Problem solving  22% 41% p < 0.001 1.98 2.00 NS 2.26 2.38 NS 1.78 1.90 NS 

Confidence 49% 66% p = 0.001 1.90 2.00 Z = - 2.465,  
p = 0.014 2.18 2.18 NS 1.51 1.65 Z = - 2.204,  

p = 0.028 

NS = not significant 
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Table 11: Quasi-longitudinal differences in participant reporting of personal development changes between Oct/Nov 2009 and March/April 
2010 (generalist course)  
 

Change in: 

% of ppts that reported 
change 

SLEQ Desirability scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Frequency scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Significance scale 
mean scores 
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Communication skills 36% 79% p < 0.001 1.82 1.66 NS 2.07 2.02 Z = - 1.933,  
p = 0.05 1.73 1.57 NS 

Reading skills 37% 71% p < 0.001 1.70 1.63 Z = - 2.206,  
p = 0.027 1.87 1.91 Z = - 1.919,  

p = 0.05 1.50 1.60 NS 

Time management 63% 72% NS 1.83 1.78 NS 1.86 1.98 NS 1.58 1.64 NS 

ICT skills 28% 51% p = 0.001 1.63 1.61 NS 1.81 1.89 NS 1.50 1.63 NS 

Researching skills 47% 89% p < 0.001 1.66 1.50 Z = - 3.153,  
p = 0.002 1.89 1.88 NS 1.49 1.39 NS 

Subject knowledge  63% 95% p < 0.001 1.57 1.45 Z = - 1.164,  
p = 0.003 1.96 1.80 Z = - 3.704,  

p < 0.001 1.46 1.40 NS 

Self awareness 56% 83% p < 0.001 1.81 1.66 NS 2.06 2.06 NS 1.68 1.62 NS 

Problem solving  42% 70% p < 0.001 1.79 1.64 NS 2.07 1.89 Z = - 2.655,  
p = 0.008 1.57 1.66 NS 

Confidence 69% 89% p =0.001 1.67 1.63 NS 2.04 1.96 NS 1.41 1.50 NS 

NS = not significant 
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As can be seen in Tables 10 and 11, throughout the year the most reported items were 

change in subject knowledge or confidence. In contrast, the least reported items were 

change in reading or ICT. Regardless of the time of year, those who had experienced 

personal development changes, typically reported experiences to be desirable, frequent in 

occurrence and of significance.  

 

Reporting of personal development changes increased over time. Professional course 

students’ item perceptions remained relatively fixed throughout the year for almost all items. 

There was some difference in generalist course students’ desirability and frequency 

perceptions over time (typically increasing) but no difference in significance scores. 

 

 

7.1.2) Course Type and Personal Development Item Reporting  

 

Chi-square tests were used to establish associations between course type (professional 

course vs. generalist course) and reporting of personal development change. Mann Whitney 

Tests were used to ascertain if there were significant differences in the desirability, frequency 

and significance scores awarded to each item by students from each course type. Results 

are shown in Tables 12 (October/November 2009) and 13 (March/April 2010) and then 

discussed.  
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Table 12: Between course differences in personal development change reporting in Oct/Nov 2009  
 

Change in: 

% of ppts that reported 
change 

SLEQ Desirability scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Frequency scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Significance scale 
mean scores 
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Communication 
skills 18% 36% χ2= 26. 4,  

p < 0.001 2.01 1.82 NS 2.39 2.07 U = 2251.5, 
p = 0.019 1.94 1.73 U = 2296.0,  

p = 0.028 

Reading skills 13% 37% χ2= 52.7,  
p < 0.001 1.88 1.70 NS 2.32 1.87 U = 1491.5,  

p = 0.003 1.76 1.50 U = 1728.0,  
p = 0.05 

Time 
management 36% 63% χ2= 48.8,  

p < 0.001 2.05 1.83 U = 8446.5,  
p = 0.006 2.04 1.86 U = 8591.0,  

p = 0.035 1.66 1.58 NS  

ICT skills 14% 28% χ2= 20.6,  
p < 0.001 1.87 1.63 NS 2.35 1.81 U = 1099.0,  

p = 0.002 1.73 1.50 NS 

Researching 
skills 27% 47% χ2= 26.6,  

p < 0.001 1.92 1.66 U = 4392.5,  
p = 0.001 2.24 1.89 U = 4161.5,  

p < 0.001 1.75 1.49 U = 4177.0,  
p = 0.001 

Subject 
knowledge  65% 63% NS  1.61 1.57 NS 2.02 1.96 NS 1.49 1.46 NS 

Self awareness 34% 56% χ2= 29.7,  
p < 0.001 1.89 1.81 NS 2.18 2.06 NS 1.79 1.68 NS 

Problem solving  22% 42% χ2= 28.1,  
p < 0.001 1.98 1.79 U = 3373.5,  

p = 0.024 2.26 2.07 NS 1.78 1.57 U = 3230.0,  
p = 0.028 

Confidence 49% 69% χ2= 24.6,  
p < 0.001 1.90 1.67 U = 12895.5,  

p = 0.005 2.18 2.04 U = 13116.0,  
p = 0.05 1.51 1.41 U = 12790.5, 

p = 0.018 

NS = not significant 
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Table 13: Between course differences in personal development change reporting in March/April 2010    
 

Change in:  

% of ppts that reported 
change 

SLEQ Desirability scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Frequency scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Significance scale mean 
scores 
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Communication 
skills 54% 79% χ2= 25.9,  

p < 0.001 2.06 1.66 U = 5903.5,  
p < 0.001 2.53 2.02 U = 5579.5,  

p < 0.001 1.93 1.57 U = 6294.0,  
p < 0.001 

Reading skills 37% 71% χ2= 42.7,  
p < 0.001 2.01 1.63 U = 3697.5,  

p < 0.001 2.36 1.91 U = 3613.0,  
p < 0.001 1.82 1.60 U = 4242.0,  

p = 0.006 

Time 
management 53% 72% χ2=14.3,  

p < 0.001 1.96 1.78 U = 6771.5,  
p = 0.026 2.20 1.98 U = 6468.5,  

p = 0.013 1.71 1.64 NS 

ICT skills 28% 51% χ2= 22.0,  
p < 0.001 1.95 1.61 U = 2117.5,  

p = 0.001 2.46 1.89 U = 1718.5,  
p < 0.001 1.96 1.63 U = 2154.5,  

p < 0.004 

Researching 
skills 66% 89% χ2= 26.5,  

p < 0.001 1.90 1.50 U = 8281.5,  
p < 0.001 2.16 1.88 U = 9512.5,  

p < 0.001 1.68 1.39 U = 9142.5,  
p < 0.001 

Subject 
knowledge  90% 95% NS 1.64 1.45 U = 14672.0  

p < 0.001 2.01 1.80 U = 14758.5,  
p = 0.002 1.56 1.40 U = 14803.0,  

p = 0.001 

Self awareness 51% 83% χ2= 42.1,  
p < 0.001 2.01 1.66 U = 6853.5,  

p < 0.001 2.22 2.06 NS 1.78 1.62 U = 7617.5,  
p = 0.029 

Problem solving  41% 70% χ2= 30.8,  
p < 0.001 2.00 1.64 U = 4347.5,  

p < 0.001 2.38 1.89 U = 3872.0,  
p < 0.001 1.90 1.66 U = 4890.0,  

p = 0.008 

Confidence 66% 89% χ2= 27.0,  
p < 0.001 2.00 1.63 U = 9589.5,  

p < 0.001 2.18 1.96 U = 9916.0,  
p = 0.04 1.65 1.50 U = 10639.5,  

p = 0.039 

NS = not significant 
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As shown in Tables 12 and 13, it was found that, with the exception of change in subject 

knowledge (no difference); generalist course students were more likely to report experiencing 

all personal development changes regardless of the time of year. Moreover, generalist 

students were generally found to consistently report most personal development changes to 

be more desirable, frequent in occurrence and significant throughout the year. 
 

 

7.1.3) Personal Development Change Occurrence  

 

Chi-square tests were used to establish whether there were significant associations between 

year group and change occurrence. The following outlines participant reporting of personal 

development change occurrence. Results are then collectively discussed.  
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Professional Course Students  

 

In October/November 2009 data, there were eight significant associations between year 

group and reporting of personal development changes (communication (χ2= 17.208, p = 

0.001); reading (χ2= 27.613, p < 0.001); time management (χ2= 22.266, p < 0.001); 

researching (χ2= 43.849, p < 0.001); subject knowledge (χ2= 84.907, p < 0.001); self 

awareness (χ2= 38.626, p < 0.001); problem solving (χ2= 29.925, p < 0.001); confidence (χ2= 

22.950, p < 0.001)). Inspection of percentages indicated that higher change occurrence 

reporting rates were associated with students in either their second or first year of study. 

Findings are illustrated in Figure 2: 

 

  
Figure 2: Personal development change reporting in Oct/Nov 2009 (professional course)  
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In March/April 2010 data, there were eight significant associations between year group and 

reporting of personal development changes (communication (χ2= 48.647, p < 0.001); reading 

(χ2= 30.072, p < 0.001); time management (χ2= 16.062, p = 0.001); researching (χ2= 49.025, 

p < 0.001); subject knowledge (χ2= 7.922, p = 0.048); self awareness (χ2= 24.604, p < 0.001); 

problem solving (χ2= 20.961, p < 0.001); confidence (χ2= 24.204,p < 0.001)). Findings are 

illustrated in Figure 3: 

 

  
Figure 3: Personal development change reporting in March/April 2010 (professional course)  
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Generalist Course Students  
 

In October/November 2009 data, there were six significant associations between year group 

and reporting of personal development changes (reading (χ2= 22.549, p < 0.001); ICT (χ2= 

13.334, p = 0.001); researching (χ2= 30.526, p < 0.001); subject knowledge (χ2= 42.176, p < 

0.001); self awareness (χ2= 10.486, p = 0.005); confidence (χ2= 10.365, p = 0.006)). Personal 

development changes were consistently reported the most by first year students and least by 

students in years two and three. Findings are illustrated in Figure 4: 

 

 

Figure 4: Personal development change reporting in Oct/Nov 2009 (generalist course)  
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In March/April 2010 data, there were no associations between year groups and reporting of 

personal development change. Findings are illustrated in Figure 5: 

 

 

Figure 5: Personal development change reporting in March/April 2010 (generalist course)  

 

 

Summary of Personal Development Change Occurrence 

 

As shown in Figures 2 and 4, results indicated that (regardless of course) students who had 

three years of academic study to complete were most likely to report experiencing personal 

development changes at the start of the academic year. As can be seen in Figure 3, at the 

end of the academic year significant associations were found for eight personal development 

changes amongst professional course students. It was apparent that first and second year 

reporting rates were very similar for most changes. Generally, lower reporting of changes 

was associated with years three and four. No association was found between year group and 
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Figure 5).  
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7.1.4) Personal Development Change Perceptions  
 

Kruskal Wallis Tests were used to determine if year groups differed in perception of personal 

development changes. Directionality of significant differences was established through Mann 

Whitney Tests. Tables 14, 15 outline significant year group differences in SLEQ perception 

scores awarded by professional students at the start and end of the academic year. Table 16 

reports significant year group differences in perception scores awarded by generalist 

students at the start of the academic year (no differences were found in generalist course 

student perceptions at the end of the year). Results are then discussed. 
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Table 14: Significant difference between years of study in perception score in Oct/Nov 2009 (professional course)  
 

SLEQ scale Change in 

Mean score 
(number of ppts) 

Significant 
difference 
(Kruskal 
Wallis) 

Post-Hoc Significant differences between Year Groups 
(based on Mann Whitney Tests) 

Yr 1 Yr 2 Yr 3 Yr 4 Y1 & Y2 Y1 & Y3 Y1 & Y4 Y2 & Y3 Y2 & Y4 Y3 & Y4 

Frequency Subject 
knowledge  

2.01 
(87) 

1.95 
(87) 

1.90 
(50) 

2.41 
(29) 

H = 10.225, 
p = 0.017 NS NS U = 920.5, 

p = 0.012 NS U = 878.0,  
p = 0.007 

U = 469.5, 
p = 0.003 

Significance Confidence  1.58 
(69) 

1.62 
(58) 

1.53 
(30) 

1.19 
(36) 

H = 15.705, 
p = 0.001 NS NS U = 778.0, 

p < 0.001 NS U = 642.5,  
p < 0.001 

U = 371.5, 
p = 0.008 

NS = not significant 

 

 

Table 15: Significant difference between years of study in perception score in March/April 2010 (professional course)  
 

SLEQ scale Change in 

Mean score 
(number of ppts) 

Significant 
difference 
(Kruskal 
Wallis) 

Post-Hoc Significant differences between Year Groups 
(based on Mann Whitney Tests) 

Yr 1 Yr 2 Yr 3 Yr 4 Y1 & Y2 Y1 & Y3 Y1 & Y4 Y2 & Y3 Y2 & Y4 Y3 & Y4 

Desirability Subject 
knowledge 

1.51 
(99) 

1.74 
(89) 

1.68 
(59) 

1.68 
(53) 

H = 8.520, 
 p = 0.036 

U = 3559.5, 
p = 0.010 NS U = 2166.5, 

p =0.040 NS NS NS 

Frequency  

Reading skills 2.25 
(55) 

2.56 
(41) 

2.00 
(13) 

2.50 
(13) 

H = 7.429, 
 p = 0.05 

U = 880.0, 
p = 0.044) NS NS U = 162.0, 

p = 0.020 NS NS 

Time 
management  

2.04 
(67) 

2.40 
(55) 

2.40 
(25) 

1.96 
(27) 

H = 11.721, 
 p = 0.008 

U = 1383.5, 
p = 0.011 

U = 606.5, 
p = 0.027 NS NS U = 512.0,  

p = 0.015 
U = 221.0, 
p = 0.019 

ICT skills 2.65 
(37) 

2.25 
(28) 

2.67 
(15) 

2.15 
(13) 

H = 8.097, 
 p = 0.044 

U = 362.5, 
p = 0.022 NS NS NS NS NS 

Subject 
knowledge  

1.74 
(99) 

2.15 
(87) 

2.21 
(58) 

2.09 
(53) 

H = 23.480, 
 p < 0.001 

U = 2983.5, 
p < 0.001 

U = 1945.5, 
p < 0.001 

U = 1907.5, 
p = 0.001 NS NS NS 

Significance  

Subject 
knowledge  

1.33 
(98) 

1.72 
(87) 

1.67 
(58) 

1.62 
(53) 

H = 24.840, 
 p < 0.001 

U = 2832.0, 
p < 0.001 

U = 1991.0, 
p < 0.001 

U = 1861.0, 
p= 0.001 NS NS NS 

Confidence  1.48 
(83) 

1.88 
(60) 

1.81 
(31) 

1.54 
(41) 

H = 14.186, 
 p = 0.003 

U = 1784.5, 
p = 0.001 

U  = 921.5, 
p = 0.009 NS NS U = 944.5,  

p = 0.028 NS 

NS = not significant 
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Table 16: Significant difference between years of study in perception score in Oct/Nov 2009 (generalist course)  
 

SLEQ scale Event 

Mean score 
(number of ppts) 

Significant 
difference 
(Kruskal 
Wallis) 

Post-Hoc Significant differences between 
Year Groups 

(based on Mann Whitney Tests) 

Yr 1 Yr 2 Yr 3 Y1 & Y2 Y1 & Y3 Y2 & Y3 

Frequency 

Communication 
skills  

2.13 
(31) 

2.27 
(30) 

1.70 
(20) 

H = 5.703 
p = 0.05 NS NS U = 184.0,  

p = 0.015 

Subject knowledge  1.74 
(65) 

2.40 
(43) 

1.85 
(33) 

H = 17.139 
p < 0.001 

U = 794.5,  
p < 0.001 NS U = 450.5,  

p = 0.004 

Self awareness  1.94 
(48) 

2.40 
(48) 

1.68 
(28) 

H = 13.674 
p = 0.001 

U = 823.0,  
p = 0.010 NS U = 368.0,  

p = 0.001 

Problem solving  1.86 
(35) 

2.45 
(33) 

1.83 
(24) 

H = 9.518 
p = 0.009 

U = 367.5,  
p = 0.005 NS U = 253.0,  

p = 0,015 

Confidence  2.02 
(56) 

2.21 
(61) 

1.78 
(37) 

H = 6.611 
p = 0.037 NS NS U = 798.0,  

p = 0.010 

NS = not significant 
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As shown in Table 14 at the start of the academic year, amongst professional course 

students, there was generally a consensus in how personal development changes were 

perceived. It was, however, found that fourth years reported change in subject knowledge to 

occur least frequently. In contrast, fourth years reported change in confidence to be more of 

more significance than other year groups. Amongst generalist course students (see Table 

16), second years reported less frequent occurrence of a number of personal development 

changes (subject knowledge, self-awareness and problem solving) than the other year 

groups. Furthermore, second years reported less frequent change in communication skills 

and confidence than third years. No year group differences were found in event desirability 

and significance scores.  

 

Table 15 shows that, by the end of the academic year, amongst professional course 

students, first years reported change in subject knowledge to be more frequent and 

significant than other year groups (first years also reported it to be more desirable than 

second and fourth years). Students in years two and three reported change in time 

management to be less frequent than first and fourth years. Change in confidence was 

reported by second years as being least significant. There were no differences in generalist 

course students’ perception scores at the end of the year. 
 

 

7.1.5) Course Tutor Interpretation of Personal Development Change Results  

 

As indicated in Section 4.3.4, there are benefits associated with considering trends that 

emerge through quantitative analysis in conjunction with richer contextual information 

collected through qualitative work. Consequently, follow-up interviews were completed with 

course tutors to establish the validity of questionnaire findings. During follow-up interviews, 

results presented in sections 7.1.1, 7.1.2, 7.1.3 and 7.1.4 were discussed. Interviewees 

generally indicated agreement with SLEQ results. Based on interviews, the following 

explanations for findings emerged.  

 

Differences between courses appeared to be attributable to variation in the student 

demographic that typically enrolled upon each programme (professional course students 

perhaps arriving with the perception of being more skilled): 
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Professional course lecturer 2: “I would have thought communication skills and things like 

that were on the whole quite strong for most of them because again they have to have 

had some school experience before they get on the course.” 

 

Higher reporting rates of personal development changes amongst students in earlier levels of 

their course was linked to students’ wanting to address their limited experience of HE study:  

 

Professional course lecturer 1: “That is again because they are earlier on in their 

specialism and they are beginning to get a grounding in subject content.” 

 

Generalist course lecturer 2: “And I think that is possibly what this could be about, they 

recognise maybe that they [level one students], have skills deficits and skills acquisition is 

actually quite important.” 

 

Generalist course lecturer 3: “I mean, logic would say to me we know level one this is a 

big learning curve for them.” 

 

It seemed that differences in course structure explained why certain personal development 

changes were reported more or less by students at specific stages of study:  

 

Generalist course lecturer 1: “PDP [Personal Development and Planning]. I mean 

personal development planning, we bang that drum all of the time at level one.” 

 

Professional course lecturer 1: “I think that is partly because I sort of come down on them 

quite hard in year two because it is moving from the year one where they have settled in 

to really knowing what this degree is about, raise their, raise my expectations of them and 

to raise their capabilities.” 

 

Professional course lecturer 2: “Change in problem [solving], I mean yeah it is likely to be 

lower in years three and four I think because they are out in school more.” 

 

Quasi-longitudinal increases in reporting rates of personal development change amongst 

students in later years of study were attributed to the possibility that it took experienced 

students time to identify where new skills needed to be developed:  
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Generalist course lecturer 3: “By the time they enter level three they probably feel they 

have all knowledge they need of research skills and therefore by the time they get to 

Easter they have realised that they didn’t.” 

 

The emphasis placed on confidence change by fourth year students was attributed to the 

imminence of undertaking employment:  

 

Professional course lecturer 2: “I mean they are about to move into a profession, they 

have got to go to interviews, they have got to be clear about what they want to do. And 

certainly looking back at last years fourth year I would say, yeah they were, there was a 

sense of confidence about them.” 

 

One tutor suggested that increased emphasis upon becoming an independent learner could 

cause some students difficulty in terms of conceptualising how they are developing. This 

might attribute for lower rates of change reporting amongst students in later year groups:  

 

Professional course lecturer 2: “I don’t think it is that we don’t tell them, I just think that 

they don’t understand what it means.” 

 

It was also highlighted that within a year group there were pockets of students who have 

particularly strong views around the speed of their personal development:  

 

Generalist course lecturer 3: “There were some who felt that their knowledge wasn’t being 

developed as much as they would have liked it to be.” 

 

Overall, interviews with lecturers appeared to support and explain the trends that were 

identified. Consequently, conclusions drawn from SLEQ data related to personal 

development changes appeared to be valid. 
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7.1.6) Personal Development Change Findings related to Objectives 

 

Results reported in Section 7.1 provided insights into Objectives 1 and 2. These are now 

discussed:  

 

Objective 1: Establish what life events are normally experienced by students whilst 

studying at university 

 

In line with previous research (Crebert, Bates, Bell, Patrick and Cragnolini, 2004) it was 

found that the majority of student persisters were aware of experiencing changes associated 

with personal development at some stage of the academic year. It therefore appeared valid 

to describe personal development changes as normative university experiences.  

 

Objective 2: Establish whether there are trends in the occurrence and/or perception 

of university life events based upon a student’s course 

 

Findings supported previous literature (SECCAT, 2002) in that more students reported 

developing transferrable skills as the year progressed. However, results indicated that 

student awareness of developmental change was not linear and fluctuated during 

progression through a course. 

 

When considered collectively, results suggested that students were more aware of changes 

in personal development at specific stages of study. At the start of the year, students who 

had completed less than two years were generally more likely to report developmental 

changes. This appeared to establish the existence of a general trend in how items in this 

theme were perceived. As the year progressed, a trend specific to the generalist courses 

also emerged (no year group difference in reporting).  
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7.2) Tutor Interaction Life Events 

 

This chapter details student reporting of tutor interaction life events in the SLEQ.  

 

7.2.1) Tutor Interaction Life Events - Descriptive Statistics and Quasi-longitudinal 
Changes 

 

Descriptive statistics for SLEQ data collected during the main study and quasi-longitudinal 

changes in reporting rates are shown in Tables 17 (professional course students) and 18 

(generalist course students). Results are then discussed. 
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Table 17: Quasi-longitudinal differences in participant reporting of tutor interaction life events between Oct/Nov 2009 and March/April 2010 
(professional course)  
 

Event 

% of ppts that reported 
event 

SLEQ Desirability scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Frequency scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Significance scale 
mean scores 
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Significant 
quasi-
longitudinal 
difference 
(Wilcoxon) 

Personal tutorial 9% 80% p < 0.001 1.75 2.19 NS 2.70 3.42 NS 1.65 2.00 NS 

Accessed lecturers 80% 94% p < 0.001 2.10 2.19 NS 2.69 2.66 NS 1.88 1.99 
Z = - 2.184,  

p = 0.029 

Received advice from 

lecturer 
65% 84% p < 0.001 1.70 1.89 

Z = - 3.548,  

p < 0.001 
2.60 2.86 NS 1.72 1.83 NS 

Received information 

from university  
86% 86% NS 2.06 2.27 

Z = - 2.849,  

p = 0.004 
2.19 2.56 

Z = - 2.095,  

p = 0.036 
1.88 2.12 

Z = - 4.261,  

p < 0.001 

NS = not significant  
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Table 18: Quasi-longitudinal differences participant reporting of tutor interaction life events between Oct/Nov2009 and March/April 2010 
(generalist course)  
 

Event 

% of ppts that reported 
event 

SLEQ Desirability scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Frequency scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Significance scale 
mean scores 
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Significant 
quasi-
longitudinal 
difference 
(Wilcoxon) 

Personal tutorial 15% 51% p < 0.001 1.47 1.60 NS 2.58 2.69 NS 1.44 1.50 NS 

Accessed lecturers 76% 98% p = 0.013 1.77 1.68 NS 2.66 2.20 
Z = - 3.942,  

p < 0.001 
1.67 1.61 NS 

Received advice from 

lecturer 
71% 94% p < 0.001 1.59 1.59 NS 2.35 2.29 NS 1.46 1.56 NS 

Received information 

from university  
78% 86% NS 1.87 2.02 NS 2.23 2.34 NS 1.76 2.01 NS 

NS = not significant  
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As can be seen in Tables 17 and 18, personal tutorial attendance was reported least 

throughout the year. Unsurprisingly, reporting of personal tutorials, accessing lecturers and 

receiving advice were higher at the end of the academic year. Reporting of the occurrence of 

receiving information from the university remained constant. There was generally a 

consensus that tutor interaction events were desirable and significant aspects of studying. 

Reports of event frequency ranged between frequent to neither frequent nor infrequent in 

occurrence. Generalist course students’ perceptions of tutor interaction events remained 

relatively constant over the year. In contrast, a number of perceptual changes occurred in 

professional course students reporting of events. Most notably, both receiving advice from 

lecturers and receiving information became less desirable over time. Likewise, over time, 

accessing lecturers and receiving information were seen to become less significant. 

 

7.2.2) Course Type and Tutor Interaction Life Event Reporting  

 

Course type differences in tutor interaction event occurrence and perceptions are shown in 

Tables 19 (October/November 2009) and 20 (March/April 2010). Results are then discussed.  
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Table 19: Between course differences in tutor interaction event reporting in Oct/Nov 2009  
 

Event 

% of ppts that reported 
event 

SLEQ Desirability scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Frequency scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Significance scale mean 
scores 
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Significant 
difference   
(Mann 
Whitney) 

Personal tutorial 9% 15% NS 1.75 1.47 NS 2.70 2.58 NS 1.65 1.44 NS 

Accessed 

lecturers 
80% 76% NS 2.10 1.77 

U = 21244.0,  

p < 0.001 
2.69 2.66 NS 1.88 1.67 

U = 21350.0,  

p < 0.001 

Received advice 

from lecturer 
65% 71% NS 1.70 1.59 

U = 18784.0,  

p = 0.042 
2.60 2.35 

U = 17159.0,  

p = 0.003 
1.72 1.46 

U = 15895.0,  

p < 0.001 

Received 

information from 

university  

86% 78% NS 2.06 1.87 
U = 26010.0,  

p = 0.003 
2.19 2.23 

U = 25423.5,  

p = 0.007 
1.88 1.76 NS 

NS = not significant  
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Table 20: Between course differences in tutor interaction event reporting in March/April 2010 
 

Event 

% of ppts that reported 
event 

SLEQ Desirability scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Frequency scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Significance scale mean 
scores 
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Significant 
difference   
(Mann 
Whitney) 

Personal tutorial 80% 51% χ2= 38.1,  
p < 0.001 

2.19 1.60 U = 5033.5,  
p < 0.001 

3.42 2.69 U = 5332.5,  
p < 0.001 

2.00 1.50 U = 5382.5,  
p < 0.001 

Accessed 

lecturers 
94% 98% NS 2.19 1.68 U = 12801.5,  

p < 0.001 
2.66 2.20 U = 13814.5,  

p < 0.001 
1.99 1.61 U = 13590.0,  

p < 0.001 

Received advice 

from lecturer 
84% 94% χ2= 8.2,  

p = 0.004 
1.89 1.59 U = 12780.0,  

p < 0.001 
2.86 2.29 U = 10940.5,  

p < 0.001 
1.83 1.56 U = 2471.5,  

p < 0.001 

Received 

information from 

university  

86% 86% NS 2.27 2.02 U = 12448.5,  
p = 0.002 

2.56 2.34 U = 11885.0,  
p = 0.026 

2.12 2.01 NS 

NS = not significant  
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As shown in Table 19, at the start of the academic year, there was no course type difference 

in student reporting of tutor interaction event occurrence. However, generalist course 

students reported most tutor interaction events to be more desirable than professional course 

students. Similarly, certain tutor interaction events were reported to be more frequent in 

occurrence (receiving advice and information) and significant (accessing lecturers and 

receiving advice) by generalist course students.  

 

As can be seen in Table 20, by the end of the year, professional course students were more 

likely to report experiencing personal tutorials. In contrast, generalist students were more 

likely to report receiving advice from lecturers and typically reported tutor interaction events to 

be more desirable, frequent in occurrence and significant than professional course students. 
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7.2.3) Tutor Interaction Life Event Occurrence  

 

The following outlines how participants reported the occurrence of tutor interaction events. 

Results are then discussed.  

 

Professional Course Students 

 

In October/November 2009 data, significant associations were found between year group 

and SLEQ reporting of accessing lecturers (χ2= 34.187, p < 0.001), receiving advice (χ2= 

18.115, p = 0.001) and receiving information (χ2= 14.924, p = 0.002). In each case, event 

occurrence was higher amongst first years. Second year reporting was higher than third year 

reporting which was relatively comparable with fourth year reports. Reporting patterns are 

illustrated in Figure 6: 

 

  
Figure 6: Tutor interaction event reporting in Oct/Nov 2009 (professional course)  
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In March/April 2010 data, a significant association was found between year of study and 

professional course student reporting of personal tutorials (χ2= 23.405, p < 0.001), accessing 

lecturers (Exact = 13.382, p = 0.002), receiving advice / encouragement (χ2= 21.432, p < 

0.001) and receiving information (χ2= 9.916, p = 0.019). Reports of accessing and 

communicating with lecturers, receiving advice and receiving information were all lowest 

amongst third year students. Reporting of personal tutorial attendance was lowest amongst 

first and third years. Findings are illustrated in Figure 7: 

 

   
Figure 7: Tutor interaction event reporting in March/April 2010 (professional course)  
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Generalist Course Students  
 

In October/November 2009 data, a significant association was found between third year 

membership and student reporting of participating in a personal tutorial (χ2= 8.024, p = 

0.018). Reporting patterns are illustrated in Figure 8: 

 

 

Figure 8: Tutor interaction event reporting in Oct/Nov 2009 (generalist course)  
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In March/April 2010 data, a significant association was found between year group and 

generalist student reporting of accessing lecturers (Exact = 5.733, p = 0.017) and personal 

tutorial attendance (χ2= 33.647, p < 0.001). In both cases, reporting was higher amongst third 

years and lowest amongst first years. Reporting patterns are illustrated in Figure 9: 

 

 
Figure 9: Tutor interaction event reporting in March/April 2010 (generalist course)  

 

Summary of Tutor Interaction Life Event Occurrence 

 

As shown in Figure 6 at the start of the year, first year professional course students were 

most likely to report three tutor interaction events (receiving advice, accessing lecturers and 

receiving information). Event reporting was generally lowest amongst third and fourth year 

students. No association was found in reporting of personal tutorials. Amongst generalist 

course students, third years were more likely to report personal tutorial attendance. No 

association was found in the reporting of other events (see Figure 8). As illustrated in Figure 

7, by the end of the year, professional course third years were least likely to report tutor 

interaction (based on lower reporting of all tutor interaction events). In contrast, Figure 9 

shows that, amongst generalist course students, first years were least likely to report tutor 

interaction (based on lower reporting of personal tutorials and accessing lecturers). 
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7.2.4) Tutor Interaction Life Event Perceptions  
 

Tables 21, 22 outline significant year group differences in SLEQ perception scores awarded 

by professional students at the start and end of the academic year. No differences were 

found in generalist course student perceptions throughout the academic year. Results are 

then discussed. 
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Table 21: Significant difference between years of study in perception score in Oct/Nov 2009 (professional course)  
 

SLEQ scale Event 

Mean score 
(number of ppts) 

Significant 
difference 
(Kruskal 

Wallis) 

Post-Hoc Significant differences between Year Groups 
(based on Mann Whitney Tests) 

Yr 1 Yr 2 Yr 3 Yr 4 Y1 & Y2 Y1 & Y3 Y1 & Y4 Y2 & Y3 Y2 & Y4 Y3 & Y4 

Frequency 

Accessed 

lecturers 

2.37 

(106) 

2.87 

(84) 

2.62 

(55) 

3.03 

(66) 

H = 29.540 

p < 0.001 

U = 2969.0, 

p < 0.001 

U = 2387.5, 

p = 0.038 

U = 2081.5, 

p < 0.001 
NS NS 

U = 1368.5, 

p = 0.014 

Received 

advice from 

lecturer 

2.53 

(88) 

2.67 

(64) 

2.30 

(46) 

2.85 

(55) 

H = 10.576 

p = 0.014 
NS NS 

U = 1952.5, 

p = 0.039 

U=1129.0, 

p = 0.027 
NS 

U = 844.0, 

p = 0.002 

Received 

information 

from 

university  

2.19 

(104) 

2.64 

(90) 

2.23 

(62) 

2.83 

(81) 

H = 27.581 

p < 0.001 

U = 3394.5, 

p < 0.001 
NS 

U = 2702.0,  

p < 0.001 

U=2073.0, 

p = 0.005 
NS 

U = 1674.0, 

p < 0.001 

Personal 

tutorial  

2.27 

(11) 

3.50 

(12) 

2.00 

(6) 

2.63 

(8) 

H = 9.170 

p = 0.027 

U = 26.000, 

p = 0.011 
NS NS 

U = 9.000, 

p = 0.009 
NS NS 

Significance 

Received 

advice from 

lecturer 

1.77 

(88) 

1.91 

(64) 

1.63 

(46) 

1.49 

(55) 

H = 15.668 

p < 0.001 
NS NS 

U = 1827.0, 

p = 0.005 

U=1114.0, 

p = 0.017 

U = 1160.0, 

p < 0.001 
NS 

Received 

information 

from 

university 

1.88 

(336) 

2.05 

(104) 

1.97 

(89) 

1.81 

(62) 

H = 19.585 

p < 0.001 
NS 

U = 2619.5, 

p = 0.027 

U = 2801.0, 

p < 0.001 
NS 

U = 2680.5, 

p = 0.002 
NS 

NS = not significant 
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Table 22: Significant difference between years of study in perception score in March/April 2010 (professional course)  
 

SLEQ scale Event 

Mean score 
(number of ppts) 

Significant 
difference 
(Kruskal 

Wallis) 

Post-Hoc Significant differences between Year Groups 
(based on Mann Whitney Tests) 

Yr 1 Yr 2 Yr 3 Yr 4 Y1 & Y2 Y1 & Y3 Y1 & Y4 Y2 & Y3 Y2 & Y4 Y3 & Y4 

Desirability 

Accessed 

lecturers 

2.19 

(103) 

2.33 

(88) 

2.21 

(62) 

1.97 

(60) 

H = 7.535,  

p = 0.05 
NS NS 

U = 2556.0, 

p = 0.045 
NS 

U = 2005.0, 

p = 0.007 
NS 

Personal 

tutorial  

2.31 

(72) 

2.26 

(84) 

2.27 

(49) 

1.88 

(58) 

H = 12.442, 

p = 0.006 
NS NS 

U = 1435.0, 

p < 0.001 
NS 

U = 1840.0, 

p = 0.007 

U = 1039.0, 

p = 0.008 

Frequency 

Accessed 

lecturers 

2.66 

(103) 

2.84 

(87) 

2.71 

(62) 

2.33 

(60) 

H = 13.582,  

p = 0.004 
NS NS 

U = 2415.0, 

p = 0.011 
NS 

U = 1784.0, 

p < 0.001 

U = 1336.0, 

p = 0.003 

Received 

advice from 

lecturer 

2.71 

(93) 

3.13 

(79) 

2.75 

(48) 

2.83 

(58) 

H = 9.766,  

p = 0.021 

U = 2768.5, 

p = 0.003 
NS NS 

U=1493.0, 

p = 0.035 
NS NS 

Received 

information 

from 

university 

2.56 

(90) 

3.04 

(83) 

2.46 

(52) 

2.61 

(56) 

H = 18.404,  

p < 0.001 

U = 2677.5, 

p = 0.001 
NS NS 

U=1382.0,  

p < 0.001 

U = 1722.5, 

p = 0.006 
NS 

Personal 

tutorial 

3.92 

(72) 

3.42 

(83) 

3.40 

(48) 

2.81 

(58) 

H = 37.854, 

p < 0.001 

U = 2066.0, 

p = 0.001 

U = 1103.0, 

p < 0.001 

U = 943.0, 

p < 0.001 
NS 

U = 1634.5, 

p = 0.001 

U = 945.0, 

p = 0.003 

Significance 

Accessed 

lecturers 

2.05 

(101) 

2.09 

(87) 

2.00 

(62) 

1.72 

(60) 

H = 10.817,  

p = 0.013 
NS NS 

U = 2271.0, 

p = 0.003 
NS 

U = 1943.0, 

p = 0.004 

U = 1450.5, 

p = 0.019 

Personal 

tutorial 

2.19 

(72) 

2.05 

(83) 

2.10 

(48) 

1.58 

(57) 

H = 19.35,  

p < 0.001 
NS NS 

U = 1279.0, 

p < 0.001 
NS 

U = 1630.5, 

p =  0.001 

U = 853.5, 

p < 0.001 

NS = not significant 
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As indicated in Table 21, at the start of the year, regardless of year group, professional 

course students reported consistent tutor interaction event desirability. Generally, 

professional students in years two and four reported events to occur more frequently than 

first and third years. Fourth and third year professional students perceived receiving advice 

and information to be more significant than other years. Amongst generalist course students 

there was consistent reporting of tutor interaction event desirability, frequency and 

significance (regardless of year group). As shown in Table 22, by the end of the year, results 

suggested that amongst professional course students, fourth years perceived accessing 

lecturers and personal tutorials to be more desirable, frequent in occurrence and significant 

than other year groups. There was some evidence that second year students perceived that 

they received advice and information less than other year groups. In contrast, regardless of 

year group, generalist course students consistently reported tutor interaction event 

desirability, frequency and significance. 
 

7.2.5) Course Tutor Interpretation of Tutor Interaction Life Event Results  

 

During follow-up interviews, results presented in Sections 7.2.1, 7.2.2, 7.2.3 and 7.2.4 were 

discussed. Professional course lecturers were surprised there was a difference between 

courses in the reporting of this theme. Interviews suggested that between courses variation 

could be attributed to how professional course students perceived the university lecturer role. 

Generally, this cohort came to university from college where they were given opportunities to 

submit work for comment prior to submission. Equally, it appeared that the diversity (in terms 

of commitments both on and off university campus) of a professional course tutor’s role 

contradicted with some students’ perceptions of the lecturer role. Collectively, this suggested 

that many professional course students might have had unrealistic expectations of tutors. 

These points are illustrated in the following quotes:  

 

Professional course lecturer 1: “Staff have a whole range of roles in addition to their face 

to face contact with students and to be honest I do not think students are clear about that 

role.” 

 

Professional course lecturer 2: “They often have come from an A-level type of context 

where they do get an awful lot of what appears to be a growing dependence on their 

tutors to get to the right levels.” 
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Increases in reporting of tutorials, as the academic year progressed, were representative of 

students making better use of tutorial systems that were in place on both courses: 

 

Professional course lecturer 2: “And we do support a tutorial system where they have 

regular meetings with us throughout the year.” 

 

Higher personal tutorial reporting amongst third year generalist course students was 

attributed to dissertation support. Tutors suggested that lower reporting rates of tutor access 

and personal tutorial usage at the end of the year amongst first and second year generalist 

course students were due to timing of data collection. Illustrated in the following quotes: 

 

Generalist course lecturer 1: “The reason that the third years reported personal tutorials 

most consistently was because they were getting it in terms of their dissertation 

supervision on a regular basis.” 

 

Generalist course lecturer 3: “Well I know I did mine [first and second year personal 

tutorials] in term three at the start of term three. So that I think was after you had collected 

the data.” 

 

Increased importance placed upon aspects of tutor interaction by final year professional 

course students (based on event perception results) was attributed to the fact that students 

were approaching employment:  

 

Professional course lecturer 1: “I can understand why because of the leading to 

employment.” 

 

Overall, interviews generally supported reporting patterns identified through the SLEQ. Based 

on this SLEQ quantitative analysis findings appeared to be valid. 
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7.2.6) Tutor Interaction Life Event Findings Related to Objectives 

 

Results reported in Section 7.2 provided further insights into Objectives 1 and 2 (expanding 

on information presented in Section 7.1.6). These are now discussed:  

 

Objective 1: Establish what life events are normally experienced by students whilst 

studying at university 

 

In line with previous research (Yorke, 1999a; Ramsden, 1997) student persisters experienced 

life events associated with tutor interaction during the academic year. It therefore appeared 

valid to describe tutor interaction experiences as normative university life events.  

 

Objective 2: Establish whether there are trends in the occurrence and/or perception of 

university life events based upon a student’s course 

 

Certain students were more likely to report tutor interaction events at specific stages of their 

course. However, it appeared that patterns related to experiences of tutor interactions were 

specific to courses rather than a general student experience (for instance, generalist course 

students’ increased reporting of personal tutorials at the end at Easter). A similar finding 

emerged in terms of how students perceived tutor interactions. Again, patterns specific to 

each course emerged (such as, final year professional course students placing most 

emphasis on this area throughout the year or consistency in generalist course students’ 

perceptions) rather than universal student experiences.  
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7.3) Student Interaction Life Events 

 

This section details student reporting of student interaction events in the SLEQ.  

 

7.3.1) Student Interactions Life Events - Descriptive Statistics and Quasi-longitudinal 
Changes  

 

Descriptive statistics for SLEQ data collected during the main study and quasi-longitudinal 

changes in reporting rates are shown in Tables 23 (professional course students) and 24 

(generalist course students). Results are then discussed. 
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Table 23: Quasi-longitudinal differences in participant reporting of student interaction life events between Oct/Nov 2009 and March/April 
2010 (professional course) 
 

Event 

% of ppts that reported 
event 

SLEQ Desirability scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Frequency scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Significance scale 
mean scores 
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Significant 
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longitudinal 
difference 
(Wilcoxon) 

Socialised with 
students  90% 98% p = 0.012 1.36 1.42 NS 1.61 1.72 NS 1.48 1.53 NS 

Met different 
background students   73% 80% NS 1.80 1.84 NS 2.04 2.21 Z = - 2.214,  

p = 0.027 1.86 1.98 Z = - 2.415,  
p = 0.016 

NS = not significant 
 

Table 24: Quasi-longitudinal differences in participant reporting of student interaction life events between Oct/Nov 2009 and March/April 
2010 (generalist course) 
 

Event 

% of ppts that reported 
event 

Ppt SLEQ Desirability scale 
mean scores 

Ppt SLEQ Frequency scale 
mean scores 

Ppt SLEQ Significance scale 
mean scores 
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Significant 
quasi-
longitudinal 
difference 
(Wilcoxon) 

Socialised with 
students   90% 93% p = 0.022 1.67 1.62 NS 1.98 2.00 NS 1.83 1.75 NS 

Met different 
background students   89% 93% NS 1.84 1.82 NS 2.08 2.00 Z = - 2.327,  

p = 0.020 2.03 2.00 NS 

NS = not significant 
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As shown in Tables 23 and 24, as the year progressed, little difference was found in reporting 

of student interaction events. There was a consensus amongst respondents that student 

interaction events occurred frequently and were significant experiences. The desirability of 

student interaction events ranged from desirable to very desirable. Student reporting of 

making friends and socialising with students increased over time (regardless of course). In 

contrast, there were no quasi-longitudinal changes in reports of meeting students from 

different backgrounds (regardless of course). The desirability, frequency and significance of 

socialising with students remained constant over time. Similarly, the desirability of meeting 

different students remained stable. As shown, differences were found in the respondents’ 

(frequency (both courses) and significance (professional course only)) perceptions of meeting 

students from different backgrounds. 

 

7.3.2) Course Type and Student Interaction Life Event Reporting  

 

Course type differences in student interaction event occurrence and perceptions are shown 

in Tables 25 (October/November 2009) and 26 (March/April 2010). These are then 

discussed.
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Table 25: Between course differences in student interaction event reporting in Oct/Nov 2009  
 

Event 

% of ppts that reported 
event 

Ppt SLEQ Desirability scale 
mean scores 

Ppt SLEQ Frequency scale 
mean scores 

Ppt SLEQ Significance scale 
mean scores 
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Significant 
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Socialised with 
students  90% 90% NS 1.36 1.67 U = 28006.0,  

p < 0.001 1.61 1.98 U = 26743.5,  
p < 0.001 1.48 1.83 U = 26484.5,  

p < 0.001 
Met different 
background 
students   

73% 89% χ2= 21.9,  
p < 0.001 1.80 1.84 NS 2.04 2.08 NS 1.86 2.03 U = 25384.5,  

p = 0.041 

NS = not significant 
 

Table 26: Between course differences in student interaction event reporting in March/April 2010  
 

Event 

% of ppts that reported 
event 

Ppt SLEQ Desirability scale 
mean scores 

Ppt SLEQ Frequency scale 
mean scores 

Ppt SLEQ Significance scale 
mean scores 
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Socialised with 
students  98% 93% χ2= 5.4,  

p = 0.020 1.42 1.62 U = 16543.5,  
p = 0.007 1.72 2.00 U = 14476.0,  

p < 0.001 1.53 1.75 U = 15578.5,  
p = 0.008 

Met different 
background 
students   

80% 93% χ2= 11.3,  
p = 0.001 1.84 1.82 NS 2.21 2.00 U = 13218.5,  

p = 0.026 1.98 2.00 NS 

NS = not significant 
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As shown in Tables 25 and 26, throughout the year, professional course students reported 

socialising with students to be more desirable, frequent in occurrence and significant than 

generalist course students. In contrast, generalist course students were more likely to report 

meeting students from different backgrounds regardless of the time of year. At the start of 

term one, professional course students reported meeting students from different backgrounds 

to be a more significant experience. However, by the end of term two, professional course 

students were more likely to report socialising with friends. In contrast, generalist course 

students reported meeting students from different backgrounds more frequently. 

 
7.3.3) Student Interaction Life Event Occurrence  

 

The following details how participants reported the occurrence of student interaction events: 

 

Professional Course Students  

 

In October/November 2009 data, there were two significant year group associations in 

reporting (socialised with students (χ2= 92.656, p < 0.001); meeting students from different 

backgrounds (χ2= 142.327, p < 0.001)). Findings are illustrated in Figure 10: 

 

 
Figure 10: Student interaction event reporting in Oct/Nov 2009 (professional course)  
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In March/April 2010 data, there was a significant association between year group and 

professional course students’ reporting of meeting students from different backgrounds (χ2= 

61.094, p < 0.001). Around the same proportion of first and second year students reported 

this event but the occurrence reduced amongst third and fourth years. Reporting patterns are 

illustrated in Figure 11:  

 

 
Figure 11: Student interaction event reporting in March/April 2010 (professional course)  
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Generalist Course Students  
 

In October/November 2009 data, there were significant associations between year group and 

student reporting (socialised with students (χ2= 6.298, p = 0.043); meeting students from 

different backgrounds (χ2= 7.144, p = 0.026)). Findings are illustrated in Figure 12: 

 

 

 Figure 12: Student interaction event reporting in Oct/Nov 2009 (generalist course)  
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In March/April 2010 data, there were no associations between year groups and generalist 

student reporting of either event. These findings are illustrated in Figure 13: 

 

 
Figure 13: Student interaction event reporting in March/April 2010 (generalist course)  

 

Summary of Student Interaction Life Event Occurrence 

 

As shown in Figures 10 and 12, at the start of the academic year, students who were not in 
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Figures 11 and 13, by the end of term two, across both courses, year group made little 

difference in the reporting of making friends and socialising. However, amongst professional 

course students reporting of meeting students from different backgrounds remained most 

common among first and second year students. Year group had no influence upon the 

likelihood of generalist course students reporting that they had met students from different 

backgrounds. 

 

7.3.4) Student Interaction Life Event Perceptions  

 

Tables 27 and 28 outline significant year group differences in SLEQ perception scores 

awarded by professional students at the start and end of the academic year. Table 29 reports 

significant year group differences in perception scores awarded by generalist students at the 

start of the academic year. No differences were found in generalist course student 

perceptions at the end of the year. Results are then discussed.
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Table 27: Significant difference between years of study in perception score in Oct/Nov 2009 (professional course)  
 

SLEQ scale Event 

Mean score 
(number of ppts) 

Significant 
difference 
(Kruskal 
Wallis) 

Post-Hoc Significant differences between Year Groups 
(based on Mann Whitney Tests) 

Yr 1 Yr 2 Yr 3 Yr 4 Y1 & Y2 Y1 & Y3 Y1 & Y4 Y2 & Y3 Y2 & Y4 Y3 & Y4 

Desirability Socialised 
with students 

1.23 
(112) 

1.40 
(98) 

1.35 
(81) 

1.56 
(64) 

H = 16.685, 
p = 0.001 

U = 4734.0, 
p = 0.028 NS U = 2501.0, 

p < 0.001 NS U = 2638.5, 
p = 0.049 

U = 2095.5, 
p = 0.022 

Frequency  

Socialised 
with students 

1.39 
(111) 

1.56 
(97) 

1.63 
(79) 

2.06 
(64) 

H = 32.174, 
p < 0.001 

U = 4554.0, 
p = 0.026 

U = 3575.0, 
p = 0.012 

U = 1956.0, 
p < 0.001 NS U = 2106.5,  

p < 0.001 
U = 1817.5, 

p = 0.002 
Met different 
background 
students   

1.87 
(106) 

2.17 
(95) 

2.11 
(55) 

2.09 
(32) 

H = 7.687,  
p = 0.05 

U = 4021.5, 
p = 0.009 NS NS NS NS NS 

Significance  

Socialised 
with students 

1.26 
(111) 

1.48 
(96) 

1.58 
(79) 

1.71 
(63) 

H = 20.773, 
p < 0.001 

U = 4363.0, 
p = 0.006 

U = 3379.0, 
p = 0.001 

U = 2345.5, 
p < 0.001 NS U = 2534.0, 

p = 0.05 NS 

Met different 
background 
students   

1.71 
(106) 

1.97 
(94) 

1.87 
(55) 

2.03 
(32) 

H = 8.467,  
p = 0.037 

U = 4044.5, 
p = 0.014 NS U = 1280.0, 

p = 0.024 NS NS NS 

NS = not significant 
 

Table 28: Significant difference between years of study in perception score in March/April 2010 (professional course)  
 

SLEQ scale Event 

Mean score 
(number of ppts) 

Significant 
difference 
(Kruskal 
Wallis) 

Post-Hoc Significant differences between Year Groups 
(based on Mann Whitney Tests) 

Yr 1 Yr 2 Yr 3 Yr 4 Y1 & Y2 Y1 & Y3 Y1 & Y4 Y2 & Y3 Y2 & Y4 Y3 & Y4 

Frequency Socialised 
with students 

1.60 
(104) 

1.63 
(93) 

1.82 
(67) 

1.97 
(58) 

H = 9.058,  
p = 0.029 NS U = 2850.0, 

p = 0.027 
U = 2357.0, 

p = 0.012 NS NS NS 

Significance 

Socialised 
with students 

1.38 
(104) 

1.48 
(93) 

1.56 
(66) 

1.84 
(58) 

H = 14.066, 
p = 0.003 NS U = 2869.0, 

p = 0.036 
U = 2119.0, 

p < 0.001 NS U = 2096.0, 
p = 0.011 NS 

Met different 
background 
students   

1.80 
(99) 

2.02 
(85) 

2.22 
(37) 

2.13 
(38) 

H = 9.458,  
p = 0.024 

U = 3511.0, 
p = 0.039 

U = 1319.0, 
p = 0.008 

U = 1500.5, 
p = 0.05 NS NS NS 

NS = not significant 
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Table 29: Significant difference between years of study in perception score in Oct/Nov 2009 (generalist course)  
 

SLEQ scale Event 

Mean score 
(number of ppts) 

Significant 
difference 
(Kruskal 
Wallis) 

Post-Hoc Significant differences between 
Year Groups 

(based on Mann Whitney Tests) 

Yr 1 Yr 2 Yr 3 Y1 & Y2 Y1 & Y3 Y2 & Y3 

Frequency Socialised with 
students 

1.82 
(67) 

2.16 
(79) 

1.89 
(54) 

H = 7.460 
p = 0.024 

U = 2023.0, 
p = 0.01 NS NS 

NS = not significant 
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Table 27 shows that, at the start of the academic year, amongst professional course 

students, student socialising was most significant and frequent in the first year. Fourth year 

students reported this type of event to be least desirable. As shown in Table 28, towards the 

end of the academic year, amongst professional course students, perception scores 

suggested that student interaction events were generally less significant and frequent in 

occurrence for students in the final two years of their course. No year group differences were 

found in reporting of event desirability. 

 

Table 29 highlights that, in October/November, there was generally a year group consensus 

amongst generalist course students regarding how student interaction events were 

perceived. The only difference was that first years reported socialising more frequently than 

second years. At the end of the year, no differences were found in generalist course 

students’ perceptions of student interaction events. 

 

7.3.5) Course Tutor Interpretation of Student Interaction Life Event Results  

 

During interviews, information presented in Sections 7.3.1, 7.3.2, 7.3.3 and 7.3.4 was 

discussed. This suggested that students met individuals from different backgrounds because 

of their course membership:  

 

Professional course lecturer 2: “Often, on a BEd course the range of backgrounds is quite 

narrow I would suggest it is fairly sort of middle class, female sort of backgrounds, social 

backgrounds really.” 

 

Generalist course lecturer 1: “Because goodness knows the number of students who say 

to me in some way into the first term, ‘I had no idea it would be quite so diverse as this.” 

 

According to lecturers, professional course students did not actively attempt to increase the 

diversity of their friends - even within their own programme: 

 

Professional course lecturer 1: “But then some of those students (from minority groups) 

either become very isolated or they stick with their own social group as well.” 

 

The increased importance that professional course students appeared to place on socialising 

was attributed to differences in course structure and student interest:  
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Professional course lecturer 1: “I agree with that because we focus a lot of the time on 

working together as a team, collaboration. This course requires people skills.” 

 

Generalist course lecturer 2: “It might be the nature of the cohorts and the fact that, we 

spoke about timetabling a little while ago and the fact that they are in on a particular day 

and they come and go on those two days.” 

 

The emphasis placed on student interaction events by first year students (as shown in the 

event occurrence reporting and between year differences in perception scores) was 

attributed to a need to form friendships: 

 

Generalist course lecturer 1: “They might not know anybody and they are getting to know 

people for the first time in their first year.” 

 

The slight reduction in student interaction event reporting amongst final year generalist 

course students (apparent at the start of the year but not the end) was attributed to a change 

in priorities:  

 

Generalist course lecturer 1: “[Towards the end of your course] it is no longer particularly 

significant or important to you.” 

 

In contrast, lower reporting of student interaction events amongst fourth year professional 

course students (particularly at the start of the year) was attributed to course structure rather 

than student choice. Specifically, this group spent a large amount of their first term on a 

placement and had minimal classroom teaching. This also meant missing fresher week 

events:   

 

Professional course lecturer 2: “Fourth years are out of the university for six or seven 

weeks in the first, in the autumn term because of their final placement…. they go out 

during fresher’s week really, for a week then they are out two days a week for the next 

three weeks and two days at university”. 

 

Overall, discussion with lecturers provided clear support for SLEQ findings, questionnaire 

conclusions therefore appeared to be validated. 
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7.3.6) Student Interaction Life Event Findings Related to Objectives 

 

Results reported in Section 7.3 provide further insights into Objectives 1 and 2 (expanding 

on information presented in Sections 7.1.6, 7.2.6). These are now discussed:  

 

Objective 1: Establish what life events are normally experienced by students whilst 

studying at university 

 

Results supported previous research (Wilcox, Winn and Fyvie-Gauld, 2005; Yorke, 1999a) 

and indicated that the vast majority of student persisters experienced life events associated 

with student interaction at some stage of the academic year. It was therefore valid to 

describe student interaction experiences as normative university life events.  

 

Objective 2: Establish whether there are trends in the occurrence and/or perception 

of university life events based upon a student’s course 

 

Students were most likely to report student interaction events at particular stages of their 

course. Regardless of course type, first and second years were most likely to report both 

events (regardless of time of year). There was also a cross course consensus that the 

majority of third year students socialised regardless of time of year. These findings therefore 

appeared typical of the student experience. As shown, other reporting patterns were specific 

to particular courses rather than a ‘general’ student experience. Notably, at the start of the 

academic year, the majority of professional course fourth years did not report student 

interactions. This finding was seen as important given the link between lack of peer support 

and anxiety (Andrews and Wilding, 2004). Based on perceptions, it was also apparent that 

professional course students placed more emphasis upon social aspects of university than 

students from generalist courses. These events were particularly important to professional 

course students in earlier years of their course.  
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7.4) Non-University Commitment Live Events 

 

This chapter details student reporting of non-university commitment events in the SLEQ.  

 

7.4.1) Non-University Commitment Live Events - Descriptive Statistics and Quasi-
longitudinal Changes  

 

Descriptive statistics for SLEQ data collected during the main study and quasi-longitudinal 

changes in reporting rates are shown in Tables 30 (professional course students) and 31 

(generalist course students). Results are then discussed. 
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Table 30:  Quasi-longitudinal differences in participant reporting of non-university commitment life events between Oct/Nov 2009 and 
March/April 2010 (professional course) 
 

Events  

% of ppts that reported 
event 

SLEQ Desirability scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Frequency scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Significance scale 
mean scores 
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Significant  
quasi-
longitudinal 
difference 
(Wilcoxon) 

Family commitments 13% 31% p < 0.001 3.55 3.86 NS 2.84 3.20 NS 1.88 2.07 NS 
Employment  50% 52% NS 2.43 2.34 NS 1.98 2.01 NS 2.36 2.34 NS 
Financial issues 30% 30% NS 4.08 3.98 NS 2.36 2.24 NS 1.83 1.96 NS 
NS = not significant 

 

Table 31:  Quasi-longitudinal differences in participants reporting of non-university commitment life events between Oct/Nov 2009 and 
March/April 2010 (generalist course) 
 

Events  

% of ppts that reported 
event 

SLEQ Desirability scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Frequency scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Significance scale 
mean scores 
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Significant 
quasi-
longitudinal 
difference 
(Wilcoxon) 

Family commitments 37% 52% p = 0.043 3.34 3.52 NS 2.41 2.49 NS 1.86 1.97 NS 

Employment  52% 57% NS 2.11 2.11 NS 1.58 1.82 NS 1.72 1.77 NS 

Financial issues 43% 37% NS 3.45 3.28 NS 1.95 2.33 Z =  -2.218,  
p = 0.027 1.63 1.80 NS 

NS = not significant   
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As shown in Tables 30 and 31, throughout the academic year there was little change in 

reporting of the occurrence of financial issues and employment. However, reporting of family 

commitment issues increased. There was a consensus that financial issues and family 

commitments were significant events. Likewise, financial issues were judged to occur 

frequently. Collectively, evidence indicated that both financial and family issues were 

generally undesirable (especially amongst professional course students). Throughout the 

year, undertaking employment was perceived to be desirable, significant and to occur 

frequently. As shown, the desirability and significance of non-university commitment events 

remained constant throughout the year. With the exception of a decrease in generalist course 

students’ reporting of financial issue frequency of occurrence, frequency scores remained 

constant over time. 
 

7.4.2) Course Type and Non-University Commitment Life Events Reporting  

 

Course type differences in non-university commitment event occurrence and perceptions are 

shown in Tables 32 (October/November 2009) and 33 (March/April 2010). Results are then 

discussed.  
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Table 32: Between course differences in non-university commitment event reporting in Oct/Nov 2009  
 

Event 

% of ppts that reported 
event 

SLEQ Desirability scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Frequency scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Significance scale 
mean scores 
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Significant 
difference   
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Family 
commitments 13% 37% χ2= 50.1,  

p < 0.001 3.55 3.34 NS 2.84 2.41 U = 1625.0,  
p = 0.05 1.88 1.86 NS 

Employment  50% 52% NS 2.43 2.11 U = 9789.0,  
p = 0.009 1.98 1.58 U = 8597.0,  

p < 0.001 2.36 1.72 U = 7437.0,  
p < 0.001 

Financial issues 30% 43% χ2= 10.9,  
p = 0.001 4.08 3.45 U = 4190.5,  

p = 0.001 2.36 1.95 U = 4127.5,  
p = 0.002 1.83 1.63 U = 4574.5,  

p = 0.05 
NS = not significant  

 
Table 33: Between course differences in non-university commitment event reporting in March/April 2010  
 

Event 

% of ppts that reported 
event 

SLEQ Desirability scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Frequency scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Significance scale 
mean scores 
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Significant 
difference   
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Whitney) 

Family 
commitments 31% 52% χ2= 16.6,  

p  < 0.001 3.86 3.52 NS 3.20 2.49 U = 2152.5,  
p < 0.001 2.07 1.97 NS 

Employment  52% 57% NS 2.34 2.11 NS 2.01 1.82 NS 2.34 1.77 U = 4226.5,  
p < 0.001 

Financial issues 30% 37% NS 3.98 3.28 U = 1661.0,  
p = 0.006 2.24 2.33 NS 1.96 1.80 NS 

NS = not significant 
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As shown in Tables 32 and 33, throughout the year, generalist course students were more 

likely to report having family commitments. Likewise, over the year generalist course students 

consistently perceived financial issues to be more desirable; employment to be more 

significant and family commitments more frequent than professional course students. At the 

start of the first term, generalist course students were more likely to report experiencing 

financial issues. Similarly, generalist course students reported both employment issues and 

financial issues to be more desirable, frequent in occurrence and significant than professional 

course students. 

 
7.4.3) Non-University Commitment Life Event Occurrence  

 

The following outlines how participants reported the occurrence of non-university commitment 

events. Results are discussed in the summary of Section 7.4.3. 

 

Professional Course Students  

 

In October/November 2009 data, a significant association was found between year groups 

and SLEQ reporting of undertaking employment (χ2= 21.237, p < 0.001); first years reported 

this event less than other year groups. Reporting patterns are illustrated in Figure 14: 

 

 
Figure 14: Non-university commitment event reporting in Oct/Nov 2009 (professional course)  
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In March/April 2010 data, no associations were found between year groups and professional 

course student reporting of non-university commitment events. Findings are illustrated in 

Figure 15: 

 

 
Figure 15: Non-university commitment event reporting in March/April 2010 (professional 

course)  
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Generalist Course Students  
 

In October/November 2009 data, significant associations were found between year groups 

and student reporting of family commitments (χ2= 10.889, p = 0.005) and undertaking 

employment (χ2= 15.017, p = 0.001). Family issues were reported less by students in year 

two whereas employment was reported most by third years. Reporting patterns are illustrated 

in Figure 16: 

 

   
Figure 16: Non-university commitment event reporting in Oct/Nov 2009 (generalist course)  
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In March/April 2010 data, a significant association was found between year groups and 

generalist course reporting of financial issues (χ2= 7.403, p = 0.025); reporting was lowest 

amongst second year students. Reporting patterns are illustrated in Figure 17: 

 

   
Figure 17: Non-university commitment event reporting in March/April 2010 (generalist course)  

 

 

Summary of Non-university Commitment Life Event Occurrence 

 

As shown in Figures 14 and 16, at the start of the academic year, lower reporting of 

employment was associated with first years and higher reporting amongst students in years 

three and four. Across both courses, no year group associations were found in reporting of 

financial issues. Amongst generalist students, family commitments were reported less by 

second year students. However, no year group association was found amongst professional 

course student reporting of family commitments. As can be seen in Figures 15 and 17, at the 

end of the year, no year group association was found in reporting of family commitments 

affecting studies or undertaking employment (across both courses). Amongst generalist 

course students, respondents from years one and three were most likely to report financial 

issues. No year group association was found in professional course student reporting. 
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7.4.4) Non-University Commitment Life Event Perceptions  
 

Table 34 outlines significant year group differences in SLEQ perception scores awarded by 

professional students at the end of the academic year. Table 35 reports significant year 

group differences in perception scores awarded by generalist students at the end of the 

academic year. No differences were found in professional and generalist student reporting at 

the start of the year. Results are then discussed. 
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Table 34: Significant difference between years of study in perception score in March/April 2010 (professional course)  
 

SLEQ scale Event 

Mean score 
(number of ppts) 

Significant 
difference 
(Kruskal 
Wallis) 

Post-Hoc Significant differences between Year Groups 
(based on Mann Whitney Tests) 

Yr 1 Yr 2 Yr 3 Yr 4 Y1 & Y2 Y1 & Y3 Y1 & Y4 Y2 & Y3 Y2 & Y4 Y3 & Y4 

Frequency Employment   2.35 
(49) 

1.98 
(55) 

1.76 
(41) 

1.83 
(29) 

H = 8.674 
p = 0.034 NS U = 695.5, 

p = 0.009 
U = 522.0, 
p = 0.038 NS NS NS 

NS = not significant 

 

 

Table 35: Significant difference between years of study in perception score in March/April 2010 (generalist course)  
 

SLEQ scale Event 

Mean score 
(number of ppts) 

Significant 
difference 
(Kruskal 
Wallis) 

Post-Hoc Significant differences between 
Year Groups 

(based on Mann Whitney Tests) 

Yr 1 Yr 2 Yr 3 Y1 & Y2 Y1 & Y3 Y2 & Y3 

Frequency Employment  1.93 
(15) 

2.03 
(30) 

1.50 
(26) 

H = 6.765  
p = 0.034 NS NS U = 244.5,  

p = 0.009 

NS = not significant 
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At the start of the year, across both courses, no year group differences were found in the 

desirability, frequency and significance perceptions of financial issues, undertaking 

employment and family commitments. As shown in Tables 34 and 35, towards the end of the 

year, no year group differences were found (on either course) in desirability, frequency and 

significance perceptions of financial issues and family commitments. In contrast, across both 

courses, year group differences were found in reporting of how frequently undertaking paid 

employment occurred – although no clear reporting pattern emerged. Desirability and 

significance perceptions of this event remained consistent between years. 

 
7.4.5) Course Tutor Interpretation of Non-University Commitment Live Event Results  

 

During interviews, results presented in Sections 7.4.1, 7.4.2, 7.4.3 and 7.4.4 were discussed. 

Generalist course tutors were able to discuss findings and there was a clear consensus with 

results that emerged. In contrast, professional course lecturers felt less able to comment on 

how students experienced non-university commitment events. Typically, these tutors cited 

that such issues were ‘personal’ to specific students:  

 

Professional course lecturer 1: “Financial issues that’s, I don’t really have a comment on 

that because that’s very personal to the students and to individual context and 

circumstances.” 

 

Professional course lecturer 2: “[Finance] again it is very much down to an individual 

thing.” 

 

This variation in tutor views might be explained by differences in cohort diversity and the 

frequency of encountering students who are affected by non-university commitments:   

 

Professional course lecturer 1: “The statement ‘no year group was more likely to report 

family commitments’, the BEd year group are very young in comparison to other cohorts 

so, yeah I agree with that.” 

 

Generalist course lecturer 2: “Given our cohort it doesn’t necessarily surprise me, the 

number of people with diverse ages and experience and family connections.” 
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Overall, interviewees suggested that the likelihood of non-university commitments adversely 

affecting a student’s studies could be linked to specific aspects of course design:  

 

Generalist course lecturer 1: “I am not surprised that it is third years being most 

susceptible to family issues because of the nature of the commitment. For third year in 

timetabling terms being a very long Thursday for instance, which can sometimes involve 

them being here until five or six o’clock in the afternoon.” 

 

Professional course lecturer 2: “That is when there is likely to be more tension because on 

school placement it tends to be they are answerable to the school first rather than the 

university. It is not so easy to take time off or arrive late.” 

 

The notable peak in the number of third year generalist course students who reported 

employment (at the start of the year) was linked to more students encountering financial 

issues and undertaking employment to counteract this issue. It was also highlighted that a 

number of generalist course students undertook full-time work whilst studying. As highlighted 

in the following quotations:  

 

Generalist course lecturer 2: “I suppose off the top of my head thinking of a student who 

goes through three years of university, if they are going to have financial problems it is 

going to be at the beginning of the third year or over the summer, between the end of year 

two and year three and they might have to start work.” 

 

Generalist course lecturer 3: “A large number of my students are in full-time employment.” 

 

It was suggested that findings associated with non-university commitments could be slightly 

biased as a number of generalist course students departed because of non-university 

commitments and did not complete the questionnaire battery:  

 

Generalist course lecturer 2: “Of course you will be missing some students who never 

even got to this point [Easter] through financial issues, came and went.” 

 

Generalist course tutors generally supported conclusions that emerged. In contrast, 

professional course tutors were less aware of whether their students experienced non-

university commitments and so were less able to discuss SLEQ findings. 
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7.4.6) Non-University Commitment Life Event Findings Related to Objectives 

 

Results reported in Section 7.4 provided insights into Objectives 1 and 2 (expanding on 

information presented in Sections 7.1.6, 7.2.6 and 7.3.6). These are now discussed:  

 

Objective 1: Establish what life events are normally experienced by students whilst 

studying at university 

 

In line with previous research (Pollock, 2006; Broadbridge and Swanson, 2005; Metcalf, 

2003; Yorke, 1999a), non-university commitment events affected a proportion of student 

persisters during their studies (from both professional and generalist courses). Overall, 

around one third of participants experienced financial or family issues at any given point of 

the academic year and around half of students undertook employment. Based on this, these 

experiences were common for many students but did not appear to be normative university 

life events.  

 

Objective 2: Establish whether there are trends in the occurrence and/or perception 

of university life events based upon a student’s course 

  

Particular student groups were more likely to report non-university commitments. 

Specifically, generalist course students were at greater risk of experiencing financial and 

family issues. Further, events appeared to have a greater importance in terms of generalist 

course students’ studies. Trends associated with non-university commitments appeared 

specific to courses rather than a normative part of the student experience (for instance, third 

year students from a generalist course consistently reporting employment more than other 

year groups). Within each course it was generally found that students had similar 

perceptions of non-university commitment events regardless of year group.  
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7.5) University Facilities Life Events 
 

This chapter details student reporting of university facility events in the SLEQ.  

 

7.5.1) University Facilities Life Events - Descriptive Statistics and Quasi-longitudinal 
Changes  

 

Descriptive statistics for SLEQ data collected during the main study and quasi-longitudinal 

changes in reporting rates are shown in Tables 36 (professional course students) and 37 

(generalist course students). Results are then discussed.  
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Table 36: Quasi-longitudinal differences in participant reporting of university facility life events between Oct/Nov 2009 and March/April 2010 
(professional course) 
 

Event 

% of ppts that reported 
event 

SLEQ Desirability scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Frequency scale mean 
scores 
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Learning Resources 
Centre (LRC) usage 75% 98% p < 0.001 1.98 1.95 NS 2.28 2.07 Z = - 3.842,  

p < 0.001 1.79 1.75 NS 

Catering facilities  58% 75% p < 0.001 2.13 2.19 NS 2.46 2.51 NS 2.45 2.53 NS 

NS = not significant 
 

Table 37: Quasi-longitudinal differences in participant reporting of university facility life events between Oct/Nov 2009 and March/April 2010 
(generalist course) 
 

Event 

% of ppts that reported 
event 

SLEQ Desirability scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Frequency scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Significance scale 
mean scores 
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LRC usage 82% 98% p = 0.001 1.75 1.59 Z = - 2.029, 
 p = 0.042 1.98 1.48 Z = - 5.021,  

p < 0.001 1.53 1.36 Z = - 2.878,  
p = 0.004 

Catering facilities  55% 70% p = 0.001 2.20 2.52 NS 2.57 2.56 NS 2.62 2.79 NS 

NS = not significant  
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Tables 36 and 37 show that, both events were more likely to occur towards the end of the 

year. Overall, LRC usage was a positive and important student experience. In contrast, 

students seemed to be consistently indifferent about catering facilities impacting their studies. 

Over time students from both courses reported using the LRC more frequently. Generalist 

course students also reported LRC usage to become both more desirable and significant as 

the academic year progressed.    
 

7.5.2) Course Type and University Facilities Life Event Reporting  

 

Course type differences in university facility event occurrence and perceptions are shown in 

Tables 38 (October/November 2009) and 39 (March/April 2010). Results are then discussed. 
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Table 38: Between course differences in university facility event reporting in Oct/Nov 2009  
 

Event 

% of ppts that reported 
event 

SLEQ Desirability scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Frequency scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Significance scale mean 
scores 
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LRC usage 75% 82% χ2= 4.2,  
p = 0.039 1.98 1.75 U = 22731.5,  

p < 0.001 2.28 1.98 U = 21599.0,  
p < 0.001 1.79 1.53 U = 20399.0,  

p < 0.001 

Catering facilities 58% 55% NS 2.13 2.20 NS 2.46 2.57 NS 2.45 2.62 NS 

NS = not significant 

 
Table 39: Between course differences in university facility event reporting in March/April 2010  
 

Event 

% of ppts that reported 
event 

SLEQ Desirability scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Frequency scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Significance scale mean 
scores 
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LRC usage 98% 98% NS 1.95 1.59 U = 14499.0,  
p < 0.001 2.07 1.48 U = 11566.5,  

p < 0.001 1.75 1.36 U = 13548.5,  
p < 0.001 

Catering facilities   75% 70% NS 2.19 2.52 U = 9303.5,  
p = 0.008 2.51 2.56 NS 2.53 2.79 NS 

NS = not significant 
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As indicated in Tables 38 and 39, throughout the year, generalist course students reported 

LRC usage to be more desirable, frequent in occurrence and of greater significance than 

professional course students. No between-group differences were found in frequency and 

significant scores awarded to catering facilities. At the start of term one, generalist course 

students were more likely to report using the LRC. Towards the end of the academic year, 

professional course students reported catering facility usage to be more desirable than 

generalist course students. 

 
7.5.3) University Facilities Life Event Occurrence  

 

The following outlines how participants reported the occurrence of university facility events. 

Results are discussed in the summary of Section 7.5.3. 

 
Professional Course Students  
 
In October/November 2009 data, significant associations were found between professional 

course student year groups reporting of both events (LRC (χ2= 33.098, p < 0.001); catering 

facility use (χ2= 96.512, p < 0.001)). Reporting of catering facility and LRC usage were found 

to be lowest amongst fourth years. Around the same proportion of first, second and third year 

reported using catering facilities. Approximately the same percentage of first and third year 

students reported using the LRC, second year student reporting of this event was higher. 

Findings are illustrated in Figure 18: 

 

 
Figure 18: University facility event reporting in Oct/Nov 2009 (professional course)  
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In March/April 2010 data, a significant association was found between year groups and 

professional course student reporting of LRC usage (Exact = 10.342, p = 0.003); third years 

reported this event least. A significant association was also found between year group and 

reports of catering facility usage (χ2= 8.761, p < 0.033) - used most by second years.  

Findings are illustrated in Figure 19: 

 

 
Figure 19: University facility event reporting in March/April 2010 (professional course)  
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Generalist Course Students  
 

In October/November 2009 data, a significant association was found between year groups 

and SLEQ reporting of both events (LRC use (χ2= 19.169, p < 0.001) and catering facility use 

(χ2= 17.454, p < 0.001)). In each case, first years were more likely to report event 

occurrence. These findings are illustrated in Figure 20: 

 

   
Figure 20: University facility event reporting in Oct/Nov 2009 (generalist course)  

 

  

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3

LRC

Catering facilities

usage



 

172 
 

In March/April 2010 data, no association was found between year groups and SLEQ 

reporting of either event. Findings are illustrated in Figure 21: 

 

 
Figure 21: University facility event reporting in March/April 2010 (generalist course)  
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As shown in Figures 18 and 20, at the start of the academic year, students with three years 

left of their studies were more likely to report using the LRC. No clear pattern emerged in 

terms of student catering facility usage. However, reporting was lower amongst fourth year 

professional course students and second year generalist course students. Figure 19 

indicates that towards the end of the academic year, professional course students in year 

three were slightly less likely than other years to report LRC usage. Second year professional 

course students were most likely to report catering facility use. In contrast, no year group 

association was found between generalist course students’ reporting (see Figure 21). 

 

7.5.4) University Facilities Life Event Perceptions  

 

Table 40 presents significant year group differences in SLEQ perception scores awarded by 

professional students at the start of the academic year (there were no differences at the end 

of the year). Tables 41 and 42 reports significant year group differences in perception scores 
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Table 40: Significant difference between years of study in perception score in Oct/Nov 2009 (professional course)  
 

SLEQ scale Event 

Mean score 
(number of ppts) 

Significant 
difference 
(Kruskal 
Wallis) 

Post-Hoc Significant differences between Year Groups 
(based on Mann Whitney Tests) 

Yr 1 Yr 2 Yr 3 Yr 4 Y1 & Y2 Y1 & Y3 Y1 & Y4 Y2 & Y3 Y2 & Y4 Y3 & Y4 

Frequency LRC usage 2.45 
(87) 

2.06 
(93) 

2.35 
(57) 

2.32 
(56) 

H = 8.060,  
p = 0.045 

U = 3171.5, 
p = 0.008 NS NS U = 217.0, 

p = 0.05 NS NS 

Significance Catering 
facilities 

2.30 
(77) 

2.74 
(74) 

2.29 
(58) 

2.38 
(16) 

H = 9.584, 
 p = 0.022 

U = 2150.5, 
p = 0.006 NS NS U=1624.5,  

p = 0.012 NS NS 

NS = not significant 
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Table 41: Significant difference between years of study in perception in Oct/Nov 2009 (generalist course)  
 

SLEQ scale Event 

Mean score 
(number of ppts) 

Significant 
difference 
(Kruskal 
Wallis) 

Post-Hoc Significant differences between 
Year Groups 

(based on Mann Whitney Tests) 

Yr 1 Yr 2 Yr 3 Y1 & Y2 Y1 & Y3 Y2 & Y3 

Desirability LRC usage 1.54 
(69) 

1.88 
(65) 

1.87 
(52) 

H = 8.104,  
p = 0.017 

U = 1718.0, 
p = 0.011 

U = 1389.5, 
p = 0.02 NS 

Frequency LRC usage 1.78 
(68) 

2.17 
(65) 

2.02 
(51) 

H = 9.878,  
p = 0.007 NS U = 1074.0, 

p = 0.04 NS 

Significance LRC usage 1.40 
(68) 

1.59 
(64) 

1.62 
(50) 

H = 6.000,  
p = 0.05 

U = 1762.5, 
p = 0.028 

U = 1379.5, 
p = 0.039 NS 

NS = not significant 

 
 

Table 42: Significant difference between years of study in perception score in March/April 2010 (generalist course)  
 

SLEQ scale Event 

Mean score 
(number of ppts) 

Significant 
difference 
(Kruskal 
Wallis) 

Post-Hoc Significant differences between 
Year Groups 

(based on Mann Whitney Tests) 

Yr 1 Yr 2 Yr 3 Y1 & Y2 Y1 & Y3 Y2 & Y3 

Significance LRC usage 1.35 
(31) 

1.24 
(55) 

1.56 
(36) 

H = 8.917 
p = 0.012 NS NS U = 697.5, 

p= 0.003 

NS = not significant 

 



 

175 
 

Table 40 shows that, at the start of term one, professional course students in their second 

year reported LRC usage to be more significant than other professional year groups but 

catering facility usage less significant than first and third years. Table 41 highlights that, in 

October/November, generalist course first years perceived using the LRC to be a more 

desirable and significant experience than other year groups. Similarly, first years reported 

their usage was more frequent than third years. No differences were found in generalist 

students’ catering facility perceptions. 

 

Towards the end of term two, across both courses, no year group differences were found in 

the desirability and frequency scores awarded to LRC use. LRC significance was also 

reported consistently between professional course student year groups. As reported in Table 

42, amongst generalist course students, year two students reported LRC use to be more 

significant than third years. No year group differences were found in the frequency and 

significance scores awarded to catering facility usage (regardless of course).  
 

7.5.5) Course Tutor Interpretation of University Facilities Life Event Results  

 

During interviews, information presented in Sections 7.5.1, 7.5.2, 7.5.3 and 7.5.4 was 

discussed. However, lecturers generally found it difficult to comment on results associated 

with university facilities usage.   

 

It was suggested that higher reporting of usage and more positive perceptions amongst first 

year generalist course students (at the start of the year) could be linked to curiosity:  

 

Generalist course lecturer 2: “‘This is a big library let’s go and have a look around it and 

see what there is in there’ and start pressing buttons and enquiring. Maybe there’s an 

element of that…whereas in level two, levels three it is just part of the university now.” 

 

However, increases in student reporting of LRC usage and changes in perception were 

typically attributed to assignment timing:  

 

Generalist course lecturer 3: “Their first assignment on research is very much, would have 

them engaging in the library because of the systematic literature review.” 
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It was suggested that some students did not make good use of LRC facilities because of 

growing availability of online information: 

 

Professional course lecturer 2: “We do put a lot of stuff particularly about some aspects of 

the course on to the VLE… and I think some of them become a bit more reliant, maybe 

over reliant on that rather than going out and searching out their own stuff and you can 

often see that from an assignment.” 

 

There also appeared to be a consensus that the cost associated with using catering facilities 

was problematic for some students: 

 

Professional course lecturer 2: “The things I tend to pick up are it is expensive in terms of 

the main sort of provider here.” 

 

Generalist course lecturer 2: “It is nice to sit there every now and again but when you can 

get a cup of tea for twenty-five pence across the road.” 

 

Given that lecturers were unable to extensively comment on results associated with university 

facility use, SLEQ findings were treated with some caution. 
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7.5.6) University Facility Life Event Findings Related to Objectives 

 

Results reported in Section 7.5 provided insights into Objectives 1 and 2 (expanding on 

information presented in Sections 7.1.6, 7.2.6, 7.3.6 and 7.4.6). These are now discussed:  

 

Objective 1: Establish what life events are normally experienced by students whilst 

studying at university 

 

Results supported previous work (Metcalf, 2003; Yorke, 1999a) in that students were 

found to report events associated with university facility use. Findings generally indicated 

that the majority of participants had used both university facilities; both events were 

therefore seen to be normative university life events.  

 

Objective 2: Establish whether there are trends in the occurrence and/or perception 

of university life events based upon a student’s course 

 

Particular student groups were more likely to report using university facilities. In particular, 

reporting of LRC usage was more common amongst generalist course students at the 

start of the year. Moreover, generalist course students had more positive perceptions of 

the LRC throughout the year.   

 

Trends associated with university facility events appeared specific to each course rather 

than a general student experience. Likewise, perceptual trends appeared particular to 

each course (for example, at the start of the year generalist course first year students 

appeared to generally have more positive perceptions of LRC use than other generalist 

course year groups).  
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7.6) Fixed Teaching and Assessment Life Events 

 

This section details student reporting of fixed teaching and assessment events.  

 

7.6.1) Issues Surrounding Theme Analysis 
 

The nature and timing of events linked to assessment and teaching are fixed by academic 

teaching teams and/or course accreditation requirements. For example, students from one 

course could complete an assessment comprising an essay, presentation and exam. 

However, students from another group might complete an essay and group project. In such 

instances, between-group variation in event occurrence is symptomatic of course structure. 

Therefore, information regarding the probability of experiencing events will be contained in 

course documentation. Consequently, it was decided that reporting of all but one event 

occurrence (timetabling issues) associated with fixed assessment and teaching should not be 

subject to analysis of between and within group variations (in terms of course type, quasi- 

longitudinal differences and year group). Events excluded from this part of the analysis were:  

 

• Assignment writing 

• Sitting an exam 

• Writing a dissertation / special project 

• Receiving a grade 

• Giving a presentation 

• Participating in group work 

• Undertaking a placement 

• Classroom teaching 

• Online teaching 

 

Similarly, the frequency of assessment will be dictated by course structure. Consequently, 

greater emphasis was placed upon reporting patterns of event desirability and significance. 

Patterns in event frequency reporting are included but should be considered with caution.  

 

Students from the generalist courses did not complete a work placement so this item is 

excluded from reporting. However, a small number of students from this group reported this 

event (perhaps linked to non-mandatory voluntary work, which was encouraged by tutors or 

respondent error). In total 1% reported a placement at the start of the year and 2% at the end 

of the year.  
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7.6.2) Fixed Teaching and Assessment Life Events - Descriptive Statistics and Quasi-
longitudinal Changes  

 

Descriptive statistics for SLEQ data collected during the main study and quasi-longitudinal 

changes in reporting rates are shown in Tables 43 (professional course students) and 44 

(generalist course students). Results are then discussed. 
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Table 43: Quasi-longitudinal differences in participant reporting of fixed teaching and assessment life events between Oct/Nov2009 and 
March/April 2010 (professional course) 
 

Event 

% of ppts that reported 
event 

SLEQ Desirability scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Frequency scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Significance scale mean 
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(Wilcoxon) 

Assignment writing  31% 100%  2.89 3.39 Z = - 4.238,  
p < 0.001 

2.83 2.08 NS 1.93 1.95 NS 

Exams  4% 14%  3.12 3.36 NS 3.56 3.68 NS 1.56 1.80 NS 

Dissertation writing 19% 19%  2.90 3.10 NS 3.15 2.52 NS 1.73 1.51 NS 

Grade  8% 91%  1.84 2.19 NS 2.22 2.59 NS 1.53 1.70 NS 

Presentations 26% 78%  2.65 3.01 Z = -2.529, 
 p = 0.011 

3.81 2.94 Z = - 2.675,  
p = 0.007 

2.40 2.48 NS 

Group work 75% 91%  2.30 2.34 NS 3.01 2.39 Z = - 6.440,  
p < 0.001 

2.31 2.12 Z = - 2.226,  
p = 0.026 

Placement  33% 99%  1.65 1.56 NS 1.76 1.66 NS 1.22 1.26 NS 

Timetabling issues 42% 63% p < 0.001 3.87 3.58 NS 2.62 2.43 Z = - 2.025,  
p = 0.043 

1.85 2.14 NS 

Classroom teaching  98% 100%  2.10 2.23 Z = - 3.830,  
p = 0.001 

1.82 1.81 NS 1.67 1.84 Z = - 4.804, 
 p < 0.001 

Online teaching 45% 61%  2.66 3.10 Z = - 4.782,  
p = 0.001 

2.83 2.82 NS 2.24 2.79 Z = - 5.430,  
p < 0.001 

NS = not significant  
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Table 44: Quasi- longitudinal differences in participant reporting of fixed teaching and assessment life events between Oct/Nov2009 and 
March/April 2010 (generalist course) 

Event 

% of ppts that reported 
event 

SLEQ Desirability scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Frequency scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Significance scale mean 
scores 

O
ct

 / 
N

ov
 

20
09

  

M
ar

 / 
A

pr
 

20
10

  

Q
ua

si
-

lo
ng

itu
di

na
l 

di
ffe

re
nc

e 
 

(M
cN

em
ar

) 

O
ct

 / 
N

ov
 

20
09

 m
ea

n 

M
ar

ch
 / 

A
pr

il 
20

10
 m

ea
n 

Significant 
quasi-
longitudinal 
difference 
(Wilcoxon)  

O
ct

 / 
N

ov
 

20
09

 m
ea

n 

M
ar

ch
 / 

A
pr

il 
20

10
 m

ea
n 

Significant 
quasi-
longitudinal 
difference 
(Wilcoxon) 

O
ct

 / 
N

ov
 

20
09

 m
ea

n 

M
ar

ch
 / 

A
pr

il 
20

10
 m

ea
n 

Significant 
quasi-
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Assignment writing  49% 100%  2.59 2.41 NS  2.71 1.81 NS 1.65 1.55 NS 

Exams  23% 50%  2.70 3.13 Z = - 1.890,  
p = 0.05 3.40 3.81 NS 1.96 2.02 NS 

Dissertation writing 28% 33%  2.72 2.52 NS 3.25 2.80 Z = - 2.475, 
 p = 0.013 1.81 1.22 Z = - 3.071,  

p = 0.002 

Grade  30% 95%  1.88 2.10 NS 3.08 2.17 NS 1.48 1.38 NS 

Presentations 5% 73%  2.18 2.41 NS 2.75 3.29 NS 1.55 1.88 NS 

Group work 57% 91%  2.33 2.52 NS 2.90 3.03 NS 1.97 2.04 NS 

Timetabling issues 18% 21% p = 0.043 2.83 2.67 NS 2.66 2.38 NS 1.79 2.17 NS 

Classroom teaching  99% 100%  1.88 1.77 NS 1.80 1.39 Z = - 3.575,  
p < 0.001 1.46 1.43 NS 

Online teaching 28% 25%  2.08 2.13 NS 2.20 2.50 NS 1.74 1.93 NS 

NS = not significant  
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Tables 43 and 44 show that, unsurprisingly reporting of almost all fixed assessment and 

teaching events notably increased over time (regardless of course). As can be seen across 

both courses, reporting of timetabling issues significantly increased over time. Certain events 

were judged to be neither desirable nor undesirable (exams and dissertation writing) whilst 

others were consistently seen as desirable (grades and classroom based teaching). There 

were a number of quasi-longitudinal changes in perception scores awarded to the teaching 

and assessment life events. There was however, no consistency in the scores awarded by 

professional course and generalist course students. Despite this, it was apparent that over 

time professional course students’ perceptions changed more than generalist course 

students’. 
 

7.6.3) Course Type and Fixed Teaching and Assessment Life Event Reporting   

 

Course differences in teaching and assessment SLEQ reporting of event occurrence and 

perceptions are shown in Tables 45 (October/November 2009) and 46 (March/April 2010). 

Placement reporting was excluded from analysis because it only applied to one course type. 

Results are then discussed.
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Table 45: Between course differences in fixed teaching and assessment event reporting in Oct/Nov 2009  
 

Event 
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event 
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scores 

SLEQ Frequency scale mean 
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Significant 
difference   
(Mann 
Whitney) 

Assignment 
writing 31% 49%  2.89 2.59 U = 5616.5,  

p = 0.005 2.83 2.71 NS 1.93 1.65 U = 5124.5,  
p = 0.002 

Exams  4% 23%  3.12 2.70 NS 3.56 3.40 NS 1.56 1.96 NS 

Dissertation 
writing 19% 28%  2.90 2.72 NS 3.15 3.25 NS 1.73 1.81 NS 

Grade  8% 30%  1.84 1.88 NS 2.22 3.08 U = 567.5, 
p < 0.001 1.53 1.48 NS 

Presentations  26% 5%  2.65 2.18 NS 3.81 2.75 U = 294.5,  
p = 0.002 2.40 1.55 U = 244.5,  

p = 0.001 

Group work 75% 57%  2.30 2.33 NS 3.01 2.90 NS 2.31 1.97 U = 14026.5,  
p < 0.001 

Placement  33% 1%  1.65 1.00  1.76 2.33  1.22 1.33  

Timetabling 
issues 42% 18% χ2=38.4, 

 p < 0.001 3.87 2.83 U = 1950.5,  
p < 0.001 2.62 2.66 NS 1.85 1.79 NS 

Classroom 
teaching  98% 99%  2.10 1.88 U = 36210.0,  

p < 0.001 1.82 1.80 NS 1.67 1.46 U = 33302.0,  
p < 0.001 

Online teaching 45% 28%  2.66 2.08 U = 3618.0,  
p < 0.001 2.83 2.20 U = 3511.5,  

p < 0.001 2.24 1.74 U = 3554.0,  
p < 0.001 

NS = not significant  
Placement - tests of difference were not performed because this group did not attend a placement as part of their studies 
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Table 46: Between course differences in fixed teaching and assessment event reporting in March/April 2010  
 

Event 

% of ppts that reported event SLEQ Desirability scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Frequency scale mean 
scores 

SLEQ Significance scale mean 
scores 
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Significant 
difference   
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Whitney) 

Assignment 
writing 100% 100%  3.39 2.41 U = 10184.5,  

p < 0.001 2.08 1.81 U = 15522.0,  
p < 0.001 1.95 1.55 U = 13950.0,  

p < 0.001 

Exams  14% 50%  3.36 3.13 NS 3.68 3.81 NS 1.80 2.02 NS 

Dissertation 
writing 19% 33%  3.10 2.52 U = 887.0,  

p = 0.004 2.52 2.80 NS 1.51 1.22 NS 

Grade  91% 95%  2.19 2.10 NS 2.59 2.17 U = 12621.0,  
p < 0.001 1.70 1.38 U = 12910.5,  

p < 0.001 

Presentations 78% 73%  3.01 2.41 U = 7945.5,  
p < 0.001 2.94 3.29 U = 9119.0,  

p = 0.004 2.48 1.88 U = 7479.0,  
p < 0.001 

Group work 91% 91%  2.34 2.52 NS 2.39 3.03 U = 10822.0,  
p < 0.001 2.12 2.04 NS 

Placement  99% 2%  1.56 2.00  1.66 3.00  1.26 1.67  

Timetabling 
issues 63% 21% χ2= 67.8,  

p < 0.001 3.58 2.67 U = 1573.0,  
p < 0.001 2.43 2.38 NS 2.14 2.17 NS 

Classroom 
teaching  100% 100%  2.23 1.77 U = 14030.0,  

p < 0.001 1.81 1.39 U = 14129.5,  
p < 0.001 1.84 1.43 U = 12740.5,  

p < 0.001 

Online teaching 61% 25%  3.10 2.13 U = 1481.0,  
p < 0.001 2.82 2.50 NS 2.79 1.93 U = 1627.5,  

p < 0.001 

NS = not significant  
Placement - tests of difference were not performed because this group did not attend a placement as part of their studies 
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As shown in Tables 45 and 46, throughout the year, professional course students were more 

likely to report experiencing timetabling issues. In contrast, generalist course students 

reported that teaching events (classroom and online) and assignment writing were more 

desirable and significant than professional course students throughout the year. Generalist 

course students reported that timetabling issues were more desirable throughout the year 

and dissertation writing / presentations more desirable at the end of the year. Mixed results 

emerged in terms of event frequency scores - this was unsurprising given that the courses 

required students to complete different assessments.  

 

7.6.4) Occurrence of Timetabling Issues 

 

October/November 2009 

 

A significant year group association was found between timetabling issues reporting amongst 

professional course students (χ2= 48.665, p < 0.001). Timetabling issues were reported most 

by fourth year students, least by first years, and by a similar proportion of second and third 

years. No association was found amongst generalist course students. Reporting patterns are 

illustrated in Figure 22: 

 

 
 Figure 22: Timetabling event reporting in Oct/Nov 2009 
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March/April 2010 

 

A significant year group association was again found amongst the reporting of timetabling 

issues by professional course students (χ2= 13.564, p = 0.004). Specifically reporting 

increased amongst second and first year students whereas third and fourth year reporting 

rates remained relatively constant. Again, no association was found amongst generalist 

course students. Reporting patterns are illustrated in Figure 23: 

 

 
Figure 23: Timetabling event reporting in March/April 2010 

 

 

Summary of Timetabling Life Event occurrence 

 

As shown in Figures 22 and 23, amongst professional course students, at the start of the 

year, timetabling appeared to be the biggest issue for fourth years. As the year progressed, 

all professional course years increasingly reported timetabling issues. However, second year 

students were most likely to report issues with their timetable after the first term had ended. 

No association was found in generalist course students’ reporting of timetabling issues 

(regardless of time of year). 

 

  

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4

Professional Course

Generalist Course



 

187 
 

7.6.5) Fixed Teaching and Assessment Life Events Event Perceptions  

 

Tables 47 and 48 outline significant year group differences in SLEQ perception scores 

awarded by professional students at the start and end of the academic year. Tables 49 and 

50 report significant year group differences in perception scores awarded by generalist 

students at the start and end of the academic year. Results are then discussed. 
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Table 47: Significant difference between years of study in perception score in Oct/Nov 2009 (professional course)  
 

SLEQ scale Event 

Mean score 
(number of ppts) 

Significant 
difference 
(Kruskal 
Wallis) 

Post-Hoc Significant differences between Year Groups 
(based on Mann Whitney Tests) 

Yr 1 Yr 2 Yr 3 Yr 4 Y1 & Y2 Y1 & Y3 Y1 & Y4 Y2 & Y3 Y2 & Y4 Y3 & Y4 

Desirability 

Presentations  2.42 
(59) 

3.05 
(38) 

2.50 
(4) 

2.25 
(4) 

H = 16.082, 
p = 0.001 

U = 642.0, 
p < 0.001 NS NS NS U = 33.0,  

p = 0.049 NS 

Group work  2.17 
(102) 

2.43 
(98) 

2.42 
(73) 

1.91 
(23) 

H = 16.496, 
p = 0.001 

U =4080.5,  
p = 0.01 

U = 2943.0, 
p = 0.007 NS NS U = 727.5,  

p = 0.003 
U = 522.5, 
p = 0.003 

Online teaching 2.58 
(52) 

2.78 
(87) 

2.74 
(27) 

1.91 
(11) 

H = 11.507, 
p = 0.009 NS NS U = 148.5, 

p = 0.006 NS U = 221.0,  
p = 0.002 

U = 65.0,  
p = 0.004 

Timetabling 
issues 

3.18 
(17) 

3.45 
(49) 

4.30 
(33) 

4.18 
(60) 

H = 24.427, 
p < 0.001 NS U = 121.5, 

p = 0.001 
U = 235.5, 
p < 0.001 

U = 473.5, 
p = 0.001 

U = 915.5,  
p < 0.001 - 

Frequency  

Assignment 
writing  

3.42 
(12) 

2.73 
(83) 

2.00 
(5) 

3.05 
(21) 

H = 7.875,  
p = 0.049 

U = 307.5, 
p = 0.025 

U = 8.5,  
p = 0.016 NS NS NS NS 

Presentations  4.36 
(58) 

3.22 
(36) 

2.25 
(4) 

2.75 
(4) 

H = 40.818, 
p < 0.001 

U = 354.5, 
p < 0.001 

U = 11.0,  
p = 0.001 

U = 24.5,  
p = 0.004 NS NS NS 

Placement  1.33 
(12) - - 1.81 

(95) 
U = 281.5,  
p = 0.001 NA NA U = 281.5, 

p = 0.001 NA NA NA 

Classroom 
teaching 

1.52 
(109) 

1.50 
(98) 

1.57 
(81) 

2.68 
(96) 

H= 114.478, 
p < 0.001 NS NS U = 1730.5, 

p < 0.001 - U = 1488.5, 
p < 0.001 

U = 1379.0, 
p < 0.001 

Online teaching  2.08 
(50) 

3.20 
(86) 

3.30 
(27) 

2.18 
(11) 

H = 45.772, 
p < 0.001 

U = 861.5, 
p < 0.001 

U = 229.0, 
p < 0.001 NS NS U = 235.0,  

p = 0.004 
U = 67.0,  
p = 0.007 

Significance  
Group work 2.20 

(102) 
2.28 
(97) 

2.51 
(71) 

2.29 
(21) 

H = 7.832,  
p = 0.05 NS U = 2809.0, 

p = 0.004 NS U=2893.0,  
p = 0.051 NS NS 

Timetabling 
issues 

2.18 
(17) 

2.00 
(49) 

1.88 
(32) 

1.62 
(58) 

H = 9.502,  
p = 0.023 NS NS U = 306.5, 

p = 0.011 NS U = 1046.5, 
p = 0.012 NS 

NS = not significant 
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Table 48: Significant difference between years of study in perception score in March/April 2010 (professional course)  

 

SLEQ scale Event 

Mean score 
(number of ppts) 

Significant 
difference 
(Kruskal 
Wallis) 

Post-Hoc Significant differences between Year Groups 
(based on Mann Whitney Tests) 

Yr 1 Yr 2 Yr 3 Yr 4 Y1 & Y2 Y1 & Y3 Y1 & Y4 Y2 & Y3 Y2 & Y4 Y3 & Y4 

Desirability 

Group work  2.11 
(90) 

2.60 
(96) 

2.32 
(60) 

2.29 
(56) 

H = 14.417, 
p = 0.003 

U =3117.0, 
p < 0.001 NS NS NS U = 2175.0, 

p = 0.029 NS 

Placement  1.32 
(104) 

1.58 
(97) 

1.61 
(71) 

1.90 
(58) 

H = 18.765,  
 p< 0.001 

U =4144.5, 
p = 0.01 

U = 2983.5, 
p = 0.01 

U = 1963.5, 
p < 0.001 NS U = 2335.5, 

p = 0.05 NS 

Online teaching 2.78 
(55) 

3.41 
(95) 

3.06 
(35) 

2.50 
(16) 

H = 20.600, 
p < 0.001 

U =1699.0, 
p < 0.001 NS NS NS U = 404.5, 

p= 0.002 
U = 189.0, 

p = 0.05 
Timetabling 
issues 

3.26 
(65) 

3.71 
(73) 

3.86 
(35) 

3.62 
(37) 

H = 11.133, 
p = 0.011 

U =1781.5, 
p = 0.008 

U = 740.0, 
p = 0.002 

U = 947.5, 
p = 0.05 NS NS NS 

Frequency  

Assignment 
writing  

2.30 
(104) 

1.85 
(95) 

2.11 
(70) 

2.03 
(60) 

 H= 30.869, 
p < 0.001 

U =3141.0, 
p < 0.001 

U = 3103.0, 
p = 0.046 

U = 2444.5, 
p = 0.005 

U = 
2576.5, p 

= 0.002 

U = 2403.5, 
p =0.040 NS 

Grade  2.83 
(103) 

2.34 
(95) 

2.42 
(66) 

2.89 
(36) 

 H= 26.317, 
p < 0.001 

U =3145.0, 
p < 0.001 

U = 2510.5, 
p = 0.002 NS NS U = 1150.5, 

p = 0.002 
U = 879.0, 
p = 0.022 

Presentations  3.26 
(38) 

3.12 
(94) 

2.85 
(59) 

2.57 
(61) 

 H= 15.665, 
p = 0.001 NS NS U = 788.0, 

p = 0.005 NS U = 1928.0, 
p < 0.001 NS 

Classroom 
teaching  

1.63 
(104) 

1.92 
(95) 

1.91 
(70) 

1.84 
(61) 

H = 8.968,  
p = 0.030 

U =4121.0,  
p = 0.027 

U = 2831.0, 
p = 0.006 NS NS NS NS 

Online teaching 2.89 
(55) 

2.74 
(94) 

3.20 
(35) 

2.13 
(16) 

H = 15.405, 
p = 0.002 NS NS U = 263.0, 

p = 0.011 
U=1147.0, 
p = 0.005 

U = 483.0,  
p = 0.016 

U = 113.5, 
p < 0.001 

Significance  

Assignment 
writing  

1.82 
(104) 

2.11 
(95) 

2.07 
(69) 

1.80 
(61) 

  = 10.807, p 
=0.013 

U =3946.5, 
p = 0.005 

U = 3027.5, 
p = 0.05 NS NS U = 2276.5, 

p = 0.013 NS 

Grade 1.62 
(104) 

1.84 
(95) 

1.71 
(66) 

1.56 
(36) 

H =8.335,  
p = 0.040 

U =4036.0,  
p = 0.013 NS NS NS U = 1323.5, 

p = 0.027 NS 

Placement  1.16 
(104) 

1.31 
(93) 

1.21 
(68) 

1.42 
(59) 

H = 9.401,  
p = 0.024 

U =4391.0, 
p = 0.05 NS U = 2467.0, 

p = 0.004 NS NS U = 1699.5, 
p = 0.05 

Online teaching  2.58 
(55) 

2.97 
(94) 

2.97 
(34) 

2.19 
(16) 

H = 11.533 
p = 0.009   

U =2090.0, 
p = 0.042 

U = 706.5, 
p = 0.039 NS NS U = 456.0,  

p = 0.009 
U = 149.5, 
p = 0.007 

NS = not significant 
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Table 49: Significant difference between years of study in perception score in Oct/Nov 2009 (generalist course)  

SLEQ scale Event 

Mean score 
(number of ppts) 

Significant 
difference 
(Kruskal 
Wallis) 

Post-Hoc Significant differences between 
Year Groups 

(based on Mann Whitney Tests) 

Yr 1 Yr 2 Yr 3 Y1 & Y2 Y1 & Y3 Y2 & Y3 

Desirability Grade 1.95 
(56) 

2.00 
(5) 

1.17 
(6) 

H= 5.870, 
 p = 0.050 NS U = 74.5,  

p = 0.015 NS 

Frequency 
Grade   3.31 

(54) 
2.20 

(5) 
1.67 

(6) 
H =14.190,  

p = 0.001 NS U = 23.0,  
p < 0.001 NS 

Classroom 
teaching  

1.35 
(69) 

1.91 
(88) 

2.15 
(61) 

H =31.108,  
p < 0.001 

U = 1868.0, 
p < 0.001 

U = 1096.5, 
p < 0.001 NS 

Significance Classroom 
teaching 

1.28 
(69) 

1.47 
(87) 

1.67 
(60) 

H = 13.774, 
p = 0.001 

U = 2538.5, 
p = 0.048 

U = 1385.0, 
p < 0.001 

U = 2165.0, 
p = 0.048 

NS = not significant 

 

Table 50: Significant difference between years of study in perception score in March/April 2010 (generalist course)  

SLEQ scale Event 

Mean score 
(number of ppts) 

Significant 
difference 
(Kruskal 
Wallis) 

Post-Hoc Significant differences between 
Year Groups 

(based on Mann Whitney Tests) 

Yr 1 Yr 2 Yr 3 Y1 & Y2 Y1 & Y3 Y2 & Y3 

Frequency  

Assignment writing 2.13 
(32) 

1.61 
(56) 

1.83 
(36) 

H = 10.460, 
p = 0.005 

U = 568.0,  
p = 0.002 NS NS 

Exams  2.70 
(10) 

3.89 
(28) 

4.25 
(20) 

H  12.703,  
p = 0.002 

U = 59.5,  
p= 0.006 

U = 21.0,  
p< 0.001 NS 

Grade  2.52 
(33) 

1.82 
(49) 

2.34 
(35) 

H =16.027,  
p < 0.001 

U = 454.5,  
p < 0.001 NS U = 595.0,  

p = 0.006 

Presentations  2.85 
(13) 

3.15 
(52) 

3.80 
(25) 

H = 9.032,  
p = 0.011 NS U = 80.5,  

p = 0.008 
U = 429.0,  
p = 0.012 

Significance  Exams  1.60 
(10) 

2.43 
(28) 

1.67 
(21) 

H = 6.660,  
p = 0.036 NS NS U = 192.5,  

p = 0.027 

NS = not significant 
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As shown in Table 47, at the start of the academic year, amongst professional course 

students, timetabling issues became more significant and less desirable the longer a student 

had been at university. Fourth year professional course students reported classroom 

teaching to be less frequent at the start of the year than other years. First years reported a 

number of events to be less frequent than other years (assignment writing and giving 

presentations). As indicated in Table 49, less year group differences were found amongst 

event perceptions reported by generalist course students. Amongst generalist course 

students, first years perceived classroom teaching to be more frequent and significant than 

students in other year groups. First year students also reported receiving a grade to be more 

desirable and frequent than third years.  

 

As reported in Table 48, towards the end of the academic year, amongst professional course 

students, first years reported assignment writing to be more desirable but less frequent than 

other year groups. Similarly, first years generally reported placement attendance to be more 

desirable and classroom teaching more frequent than other years. First years also reported 

timetabling issues to be most desirable and least significant. Fourth year students reported 

online teaching to be more frequent and significant than second and third years reported. 

Students in their second or third year reported receiving grades most frequently. However, 

these year groups reported group work to be least desirable. Table 50 shows that, again, 

fewer year group differences were found in event perceptions reported by generalist course 

students. Although significant differences were found between generalist course student year 

groups, no clear trends emerged.  
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7.6.6) Course Tutor Interpretation of Fixed Teaching and Assessment Life Event 
Results  

 

During interviews, information presented in Sections 7.6.2, 7.6.3, 7.6.4 and 7.6.5 was 

discussed. Interviews indicated that student expectations played a key part in terms of 

whether assessment and teaching events were reported. Lecturers agreed there were 

significant issues around timetabling during the 2009/10 academic year which accounted for 

results. It was suggested that first year students were more positive about this event because 

they had no previous experience of timetabling. As a result of the placement element, 

timetabling was a bigger issue for the professional course lecturers and harder to hide from 

students (in line with results): 

 

Professional course lecturer 2: “And particularly for second year, second years really had 

a rough time of it because theirs was amongst the most complex timetabling and we had 

to reschedule it and we were sort of on a bit of a wing and a prayer on ourselves with 

that.” 

 

Professional course lecturer 2: “Well it [timetabling] had always been like that [for fourth 

years] and then this year it went a bit crazy.” 

 

Generalist course lecturer 2: “There were significant timetable problems but these were 

done in the background and [generalist course] students were not really aware of them.” 

 

In line with findings, tutors confirmed that generalist course students in their first year 

received the most face-to-face teaching (in subsequent years there was a greater emphasis 

on independent learning). Timetabling issues also exacerbated this difference because it 

meant that some third year students effectively lost a seminar because they could not attend 

when it was scheduled:  

 

Generalist course lecturer 1: “I think sort of in the first year students get a lot of classroom 

teaching from the three of us and X and other colleagues.” 

 

Generalist course lecturer 3: “And level three in my case as I say they lost their seminar, 

therefore it was just one hour of teaching per week from me on that unit.” 
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Lecturers from both courses found it difficult to explain course-specific and year group 

differences in online teaching perceptions – all generally viewed this approach as unpopular 

with students: 

 

Professional course lecturer 1: Because for some of them, they don’t understand the 

relevance of online teaching in comparison to the relevance of face-to-face teaching.” 

 

Generalist course lecturer 1: “None of these things work [wiki, Facebook, discussion 

boards]. If you are imagining that there is going to be a quick IT fix and some people do in 

this university then they are very wide of the mark.” 

 

Based on Tables 43 and 44, it seemed that some students used assessment names 

interchangeably (for instance, calling an in-class essay an exam). During interviews, it 

emerged that professional course students typically completed multipart assignments which 

comprised several different elements: 

 

Professional course lecturer 2: “So if they are doing anything which is group assessed it is 

not a stand alone, there are usually some individual elements in that to create an overall.” 

 

Consequently, discrepancies in how students perceived assessment events (assignments, 

exams, presentations and group work) could account for differences in reporting. This was 

supported by one of the generalist course tutors who indicated that the format of 

assessments that each year group was set did not dramatically vary, rather student 

expectations and perceptions changed:  

 

Generalist course lecturer 2: “It is just a perception I think of what their workload consists 

of.” 

 

Interviews with lecturers partially supported SLEQ findings. However, qualitative data 

suggested that differences in students’ perceptions might have emerged because of multiple 

assignment formats and differences in students’ assessment descriptions. Results should 

therefore be considered with some caution. 
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7.6.7) Fixed Teaching and Assessment Life Event Findings Related to Objectives 

 

Results reported in Section 7.6 provided insights into Objectives 1 and 2 (expanding on 

information presented in Sections 7.1.6, 7.2.6, 7.3.6, 7.4.6, and 7.5.6). These are now 

discussed:  

 

Objective 1: Establish what life events are normally experienced by students whilst 

studying at university 

 

As highlighted, the occurrence of fixed assessment and teaching events is determined by 

a course team (University of Bedfordshire, 2009a). However, in line with previous work 

(Ramsden, 1997), student persisters experienced the majority of events within this theme 

(the main exceptions being exams and dissertation writing). Consequently, it appeared 

valid to describe most experiences included in this theme as normative university life 

events.  

 

Objective 2: Establish whether there are trends in the occurrence and/or perception 

of university life events based upon a student’s course  

 

As indicated, trends associated with fixed teaching and assessment events were specific 

to each programme rather than indicative of a ‘universal’ student experience. For instance, 

generalist course students had more similar perceptions (regardless of year group) than 

professional course students. Likewise, timetable problems were more synonymous with 

professional courses.  
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7.7) Trends in University Life Event Reporting 
 

This section provides a summary of the information presented in Sections 7.1 to 7.6 in the 

form of an overview of life event trends associated with each type of course. Like any overall 

summary, this information is simplified and inevitably there will be some exceptions; but 

because these conclusions are drawn from my data, this constitutes an accurate description 

of what a student who is following a professional programme, and a student who is following 

a generalist programme, may well encounter during their time at the university. 

 

7.7.1) Trends in University Life Events for a Professional Course Student 

 

Table 51 outlines university life event occurrences and perceptions that were most 

synonymous with specific stages of a professional course. 
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Table 51: Trends in university life events associated with a professional course  
 

Year Start of the academic year End of the academic year 

1 

High likelihood of experiencing tutor 
interactions 
 
High likelihood of experiencing student 
interactions 
 
Student interactions are very important  
 
Less likelihood of being employed  
 
Less likelihood of experiencing timetable 
issues 

High likelihood of experiencing 
personal development changes 
 
High likelihood of experiencing 
tutor interactions 

2 

High likelihood of experiencing student 
interactions 
 
High likelihood of experiencing personal 
development changes 

High likelihood of experiencing 
personal development changes 
 
High likelihood of experiencing 
tutor interactions 
 
High likelihood of experiencing 
timetabling issues 

3 

High likelihood of experiencing student 
interactions 
 
Less likelihood of experiencing personal 
development changes 
 
Less likelihood of experiencing tutor 
interactions 

Less likelihood of experiencing 
personal development changes 
 
Less likelihood of experiencing 
tutor interactions 

4 

Less likelihood of experiencing personal 
development changes 
 
Less likelihood of experiencing tutor 
interactions 
 
Less likelihood of experiencing student 
interactions 
 
Less likelihood of using university facilities 
 
High likelihood of experiencing timetabling 
issues  

Less likelihood of experiencing 
personal development changes 
 
Less likelihood of experiencing 
student interactions 

 

As shown in Table 51, there were times when specific groups of students were more likely to 

experience particular university life events and themes of life event. Students in their first year 
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were most likely to report having experienced the events included in the SLEQ. In contrast, 

students in their final year were less likely to report events.   

 

7.7.2) Trends in University Life Events for a Generalist Course Student  

 

Table 52 outlines university life events occurrences and perceptions that were most 

synonymous with specific stages of a generalist course. 

 

Table 52: Trends in university life events associated with a generalist course  
 

Year Start of the Academic Year End of the Academic Year 

1 

High likelihood of experiencing personal 
development changes  
 
High likelihood of experiencing student 
interactions 
 
Increased emphasis placed on LRC usage 
 
More positive perceptions of classroom 
teaching  

High likelihood of experiencing 
personal development 
changes 

2 

Less likelihood of experiencing personal 
development changes  
 
Less likely to perceive frequent changes in 
personal development 
 
Less likelihood of using university facilities  
 
Less likelihood of experiencing family issues 

High likelihood of experiencing 
personal development 
changes 
 
Less likelihood of experiencing 
financial issues 

3 
 

Less likelihood of experiencing personal 
development changes  
 
High likelihood of attending a personal tutorial 
 
High likelihood of undertaking employment 

High likelihood of experiencing 
personal development 
changes  
 
High likelihood of attending a 
personal tutorial 

 

As reported in Table 52, certain university life events were more likely to be experienced by 

particular year groups and occur at specific points of the academic year. Generally students 

in their first year were most likely to report the SLEQ items.    
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7.7.3) Explanations of Reporting Patterns  

 

When university lecturers were shown the trends in university life event reporting, they 

related the findings to their own observations of what happens to students as they progress 

through their studies. These explanations were offered in terms of change in motivation and 

expectations:  

 

Motivational ‘Dip’ 

 

Many of the normative university life events that were considered have previously been 

individually linked to student motivation; for example, assessments (Reber, 2005; Wise and 

Kong, 2005), staff/student interactions (Merwin, 2002; Hancock, 2002) or financial issues 

(Curtis, 2004; Christie and Munro, 2003). It was therefore unsurprising that during follow-up 

interviews, lecturers discussed how their students’ motivation changed and attributed this to 

life event occurrences. Specifically, it was suggested that there are periods of study when 

students historically suffered a decline in motivation (in line with Jacobs and Newstead, 

2000). Amongst generalist course students this was said to occur at the start of year two and 

amongst professional course students at the start of year three. As illustrated in the following 

interview quotations:  

 

Generalist course lecturer 1: “We have commented before about how there was a dip for 

our second years who coming back to university having done their first year and the 

summer break. Sometimes I notice some students comment themselves about how it 

takes them a while to get going again in their second year.” 

 

Generalist course lecturer 3: “Term one dip, I think students in level two are less actually 

excited about their studies….that complete dip.” 

 

Professional course lecturer 2: “…something that we called a third year dip and in a sense 

it was a sort of a, a tiredness a lack, they were half way through but they had come 

through two years but they still had two more years and ‘why am I doing this?’ and all 

sorts of things. So there was that sort of effect on some of them.” 

 

During the focus group with generalist course lecturers, tutors reported that aspects of the 

results resonated with their experiences of the motivational drop:    
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Generalist course lecturer 2: “And not necessarily in an overt way. It is in very subtle 

ways, you can spot it over a range of issues.” 

 

When one considers results associated with ‘traditional’ dip periods, it was apparent that at 

the start of the second year there was a noticeable difference between first and second year 

generalist course student reporting in terms of personal development changes and university 

facility occurrence. One might suggest that this difference was associated with the change in 

motivation discussed by lecturers. Interestingly, second and third year reporting was relatively 

similar around these areas. This could have been because these students were motivated by 

nearly completing their course rather than through their student experience. Evidence of a 

third year professional course student motivational dip was found in relation to event 

reporting at the end of the year in that, third year students reported certain tutor interaction, 

LRC usage and personal development changes less than other year groups.  

 

Changing Expectations  

 

An interview with one lecturer indicated trends that were symptomatic of differences in 

student expectations and the ways in which students construed university; illustrated in the 

following quotations: 

 

Professional course lecturer 2: “Again maybe a lot of our students come to expect that as 

being the norm and therefore their expectations are that much more. I do think there is 

that sometimes of the more you give the more they want.” 

 

Professional course lecturer 2: “There is particularly amongst our current third year a 

notion that you know, ‘I have paid my money and I expect you to tell me.” 

 

As shown, first year students (and to some extent second year professional course students) 

reported the occurrence of certain event themes as much, or more, than other year groups – 

particularly at the start of the academic year. This was most apparent in relation to aspects of 

personal development change, student interaction, tutor interaction and facility usage – 

events which were generally judged to be desirable. One might purport that this was 

symptomatic of students having more flexible views of what constitutes the student 

experience – a notion discussed in Section 9.2.1.  
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7.7.4) Trends in University Life Event Reporting Related to Objective 

 

Results reported in Section 7.7 provided insights into Objective 2 (expanding on 

information presented in Sections 7.1.6, 7.2.6, 7.3.6, 7.4.6, 7.5.6 and 7.6.7). These are 

now discussed:  

 

Objective 2: Establish whether there are trends in the occurrence and/or perception 

of university life events based upon a student’s course 

 

The non theme-specific reporting patterns that were identified were in line with other 

research that had addressed the student experience in terms of student expectations 

(Green, 2007; Lowe and Cook, 2003) and motivation (Jacobs and Newstead, 2000). The 

work reported in this study, however expanded upon existing work because of the insight it 

provided into the multiplicity of life events that occurred (and how these were perceived) 

during times of motivational changes; rather than just reporting associations between 

individual events and changes in motivation.  
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Chapter 8 - What University Life Events are Associated with Career 
Thoughtfulness, Decidedness and Professionalism? 
 

This chapter reports the associations that were found between university life events (in terms 

of occurrence and perception) experienced by professional and generalist students and their 

career thoughtfulness, decidedness and professionalism. This therefore addresses key 

aspects of the research question (highlighted in bold):  What university life events are 

normally experienced by students from generalist courses and what association do 

these have with career thoughtfulness, decidedness and professionalism, when 

compared with students from more professionally specific courses? The extent to 

which the research question was addressed in its entirety is addressed in Section 9.1.4. 

 

This chapter addresses three main areas: 

 

• The association between life events and career thoughtfulness (Section 8.1) 

 

• The association between life events and career decidedness (Section 8.2) 

 

• The association between life events and professionalism (Section 8.4) 

 

In each section, descriptive statistics and group differences are presented. Analysis is then 

reported that addressed the association between life event occurrence and perceptions with 

career thoughtfulness, decidedness and professionalism. Findings from follow-up interviews 

with lecturers are then outlined. Application of results to Objectives 3 (ascertain what 

differences there are between professional and generalist courses in terms of university life 

event occurrences and/or perception associated with career thoughtfulness and 

decidedness) and 4 (ascertain what differences there are between professional and 

generalist courses in terms of university life event occurrences and/or perception associated 

with professionalism) are addressed respectively in Sections 8.3 and 8.4.4. 
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8.1) Association between University Life Events and Career Thoughtfulness 
 

8.1.1) Overview and Group Differences 

 

Analysis was undertaken to establish whether there were course, year group and quasi-

longitudinal differences in career thoughtfulness. Table 53 reports career thoughtfulness 

descriptive statistics and significant differences found between year groups; results are then 

discussed.  

 

Table 53: Descriptive statistics and significant year group differences - career thoughtfulness  
 

Course Time  
Descriptive Statistics Significant year group 

differences All Year 
1 

Year 
2 

Year 
3 

Year 
4 

P
ro

fe
ss

io
na

l  

Oct / 
Nov 
2009 

N 
M 

Sd 

393 
1.67 

0.637 

112 
1.62 

0.505 

100 
1.87 

0.753 

84 
1.54 

0.635 

97 
1.62 

0.606 

H = 12.283, p = 0.006 
Y1 & Y2 (U = 4619.5, p = 0.025) 

Y2 & Y3 (U =3091.0, p =0.002) 
Y2 & Y4 (U = 3961.0, p = 0.023) 

March 
/ April 
2010 

N 
M 

Sd 

326 
1.60 

0.620 

100 
1.62 

0.560 

94 
1.70 

0.676 

71 
1.56 

0.648 

61 
1.47 

0.575 
No difference  

G
en

er
al

is
t  

Oct / 
Nov 
2009 

N 
M 

Sd 

220 
2.06 

0.776 

67 
2.16 

0.829 

89 
2.06 

0.714 

64 
1.96 

0.800 
NA No difference 

March 
/ April 
2010 

N 
M 

Sd 

127 
2.06 

0.779 

33 
2.28 

0.859 

57 
1.93 

0.656 

37 
2.08 

0.854 
NA No difference  

(Mean of 1 = High career thoughtfulness;    Mean of 5 = Low career thoughtfulness) 

 

As can be seen in Table 53, means indicated that all participants reported having engaged in 

career thoughtfulness. The following outlines findings linked to between-group differences:  

 

Between course differences - Professional course students reported having spent more time 

making a career choice than generalist course students at both the start (U = 30285.5, p < 

0.001) and end (U = 13307.5, p < 0.001) of the academic year.  

 

Between year group differences - At the start of the year, professional course students in 

year two reported spending less time considering their career options than students in other 

year groups. However, this difference was not apparent at the end of the year. No differences 

were found in generalist course students throughout the year.  
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Quasi-longitudinal changes - No difference was found in professional course and generalist 

course students’ career thoughtfulness scores at the start and end of the academic year. 

 

8.1.2) Life Events and Career Thoughtfulness 

 

Analysis was firstly undertaken on the entire sample to establish whether the inclusion of a 

placement was associated with higher career thoughtfulness. In October/November 2010, 

students who had attended a placement (N = 131; M = 1.68) reported significantly (U = 

29915.5, p = 0.042) greater thoughtfulness that than those who had not (N = 481; M = 1.84). 

A similar pattern emerged at the end of the academic year, again students who had attended 

a placement (N = 326; M = 1.61) reported significantly (U = 14150.5, p < 0.001) greater 

thoughtfulness that than those who had not (N = 127; M = 2.03). This would make conceptual 

sense given that real world work experience directly associated with an intended career path 

should enable an individual to evaluate the suitability of their career choice.  

 

Analysis was then undertaken to determine whether occurrence or perception of specific 

university events was associated with professional and generalist students’ career 

thoughtfulness.  

 

 

Life events and career thoughtfulness - professional course students 

 

Event Occurrence  

 

Tables 54 and 55 report life event occurrences associated with professional course students’ 

career thoughtfulness (overall eleven different occurrences). It should be noted that students 

who reported having not experienced classroom teaching (N=7) were found to have lower 

career thoughtfulness on October/November however, it was known that all respondents has 

experienced classroom teaching. Therefore, this finding was indicative of respondent error 

rather than a genuine difference so was not included. Results are then discussed:  
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Table 54: Event occurrence and difference in career thoughtfulness mean score in Oct/Nov 

2009 (professional course) 

 

Event 

Event 

experienced 

Event not 

experienced Significant differences 

N Mean N Mean 

Assignment writing  121 1.82 172 1.60 U =13304.5, p =0.002  
Presentations  105 1.75 288 1.64 U =12999.0, p =0.029 
Online teaching  176 1.76 216 1.59 U =16523.5, p =0.023  
Met different 
background students   290 1.72 103 1.53 U =12433.0, p =0.010 

Communication skills  70 1.93 322 1.61 U = 8450.5, p =0.001 
Reading skills  49 1.93 343 1.63 U =6847.5, p =0.032 
Time management  141 1.79 251 1.60 U =14932.5, p =0.009 
Researching skills  104 1.79 288 1.62 U =12916.0, p =0.033 
Problem solving  85 1.90 307 1.60 U =10376.0, p =0.003 
(Mean of 1 = High career thoughtfulness;    Mean of 5 = Low career thoughtfulness) 

 

Table 55: Event occurrence and difference in career thoughtfulness mean score in 

March/April 2010 (professional course) 

 

Event 

Event 
experienced 

Event not 
experienced Significant differences 

N Mean N Mean 

Dissertation writing 62 1.47 264 1.63 U = 6908.0, p = 0.047 
Employment  171 1.54 155 1.67 U = 11442.5, p = 0.027 
(Mean of 1 = High career thoughtfulness;    Mean of 5 = Low career thoughtfulness) 

 

As shown in Table 54, five events associated with personal development related to lower 

career thoughtfulness. Similarly, aspects of assessment (assignment writing and 

presentations), online teaching and meeting students from different backgrounds were 

associated with spending less time considering career options. These findings were 

counterintuitive given that one would expect time spent engaged in university activities 

should serve to encourage students to consider their career options.  

 

As indicated in Table 55, fewer perceptions were associated with thoughtfulness at the end of 

the year - only dissertation writing and undertaking employment were associated with higher 

career thoughtfulness. This was unsurprising given that both events are synonymous with 

later years of studying when one would expect career thoughtfulness to be taking place.  
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Event Perceptions  

 

Tables 56 and 57 reports perceptions correlated with professional course students’ career 

thoughtfulness (overall forty-one different perceptions). Results are then discussed:  

 
Table 56: Perception scores correlated with career thoughtfulness in Oct/ Nov 2009 

(professional course) 

 

SLEQ scales Event  N Correlation 
coefficient 

p value  
(2 tailed) 

Desirability 

Personal tutorial  36 .530 0.001 
Problem solving  85 .328 0.002 
Received advice from lecturer 252 .261 < 0.001 
Researching skills  104 .228 0.020 
Classroom teaching  385 .205 < 0.001 
Socialised w/ students 352 .166 0.002 
Confidence  190 .162 0.026 
Received information from 
university 338 .160 0.003 

Online teaching  174 .156 0.040 
Subject knowledge  253 .153 0.015 
LRC usage 293 .132 0.024 

Frequency Online teaching  171 .267 < 0.001 
Met different background students   286 .174 0.003 

Significance 

Personal tutorial  37 .511 0.001 
ICT skills 50 .464 0.001 
Received advice from lecturer 249 .360 < 0.001 
Dissertation writing  66 .331 0.007 
Placement  103 .284 0.004 
Timetabling issues 155 .269 0.001 
Online teaching  169 .261 0.001 
Problem solving  85 .242 0.026 
Received information from 
university 332 .231 < 0.001 

LRC usage 289 .223 < 0.001 
Classroom teaching  376 .179 < 0.001 
Self awareness  131 .179 0.040 
Confidence  189 .174 0.017 
Socialised w/ students 346 .156 0.004 
Met different background students   285 .127 0.032 
Accessed lecturers 306 .123 0.032 

 

 

  



 

206 
 

Table 57: Perception scores correlated with career thoughtfulness in March/April 2010 

(professional course) 

 

SLEQ scales Event  N Correlation 
coefficient 

p value  
(2 tailed) 

Desirability 

Placement  322 .287 < 0.001 
Communication skills 171 .184 0.016 
Personal tutorial  256 .139 0.026 
Socialised w/ students 318 .110 0.049 

Frequency 

Timetabling issues 199 .232 0.001 
Employment  170 .172 0.025 
Self awareness  161 .157 0.047 
Placement  317 .153 0.006 
Group work  290 .136 0.020 
Socialised w/ students 315 .120 0.033 
Accessed lecturers  304 .116 0.044 

Significance 

Placement  319 .251 < 0.001 
ICT skills 88 .216 0.043 
Communication skills 170 .216 0.005 
Confidence  210 .193 0.005 
Time management  169 .178 0.021 
LRC usage 314 .176 0.002 
Researching skills 213 .176 0.010 
Accessed lecturers 302 .140 0.015 
Timetabling issues 200 .141 0.046 
Socialised w/ students 314 .141 0.013 
Received advice from lecturer 271 .135 0.027 

 

As shown in Tables 56 and 57, the majority of correlations that emerged were weak. The 

association between students’ event perceptions and career thoughtfulness appeared 

greatest at the start of the academic year (based on stronger correlations and more 

correlations being found). Perceptions of event significance (based upon the number of 

correlations that were established and the strength of correlations) were more likely to be 

associated with career thoughtfulness. The following details the association between specific 

themes of event and professional course students’ career thoughtfulness: 

 

Personal development: Thirteen different perceptions (out of a possible twenty-seven) 

positively correlated with career thoughtfulness. Almost all of these perceptions were 

associated with the significance (seven correlations) or desirability (five correlations) of 

personal development changes. Based on reporting patterns, the desirability of personal 

development changes was most influential at the start of the academic year. Perceptions that 
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were most associated with career thoughtfulness related to change in confidence, problem 

solving (start of the year), researching and communications (end of the year). 

 

Student interactions: Five different perceptions (out of a possible six) positively correlated 

with career thoughtfulness. Based on reporting patterns, the association between meeting 

students from different backgrounds and career thoughtfulness was only apparent at the start 

of the academic year. In contrast, how students perceived socialising with other students 

positively correlated with career thoughtfulness throughout the year.  

 

Tutor interactions: Eight different perceptions (out of a possible twelve) positively correlated 

with career thoughtfulness. Nearly all of these perceptions were associated with significance 

(four correlations) or desirability (three correlations).  

 

Non-university commitments: One perception (out of a possible nine) positively correlated 

with career thoughtfulness (frequency of employment) at the end of the academic year. This 

perception correlated weakly, suggesting that how students perceived non-university 

commitments had minimal association with career thoughtfulness. 

 

University facility use: Two different perceptions (out of a possible six) positively correlated 

with career thoughtfulness. Both perceptions related to LRC usage (perception of LRC use 

significance correlated with career thoughtfulness throughout the year).  

 

Fixed teaching and assessment: Thirteen different perceptions (out of a possible thirty) 

positively correlated with career thoughtfulness. Event perceptions related to event 

desirability (three correlations), frequency (four correlations) and significance (six 

correlations). Perceptions that were associated with career thoughtfulness related to 

placements, timetabling (throughout the year) and classroom or online teaching (at the start 

of the year). 
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Life events and career thoughtfulness – generalist course students 

 

Event Occurrence 

 

Tables 58 and 59 reports life event occurrences associated with generalist students’ career 

thoughtfulness (overall five different occurrences). Results are then discussed:  

 

Table 58: Event occurrence and difference in career thoughtfulness mean scores in Oct/Nov 

2009 (generalist course) 

 

Event 

Event 

experienced 

Event not 

experienced Significant differences 

N Mean N Mean 

Employment  114 1.96 105 2.18 U =4929.0, p = 0.023 

Reading skills  79 2.21 141 1.98 U =4563.0, p =0.025 

Researching skills  102 2.11 118 2.02 U =4966.0, p =0.047 

Confidence  151 2.12 68 1.94 U =4319.5,  p = 0.05 

(Mean of 1 = High career thoughtfulness;    Mean of 5 = Low career thoughtfulness) 

 

Table 59: Event occurrence and difference in career thoughtfulness mean scores in 

March/April 2010 (generalist course) 

 

Event 

Event 

experienced 

Event not 

experienced Significant differences 

N Mean N Mean 

Exams 64 1.92 62 2.22 U =1585.0, p = 0.048 

(Mean of 1 = High career thoughtfulness;    Mean of 5 = Low career thoughtfulness) 

 

As can be seen in Tables 58 and 59, at the beginning of the academic year, generalist 
students who reported experiencing three personal development changes (in reading, 

researching or confidence) had lower career thoughtfulness (given that these events were 

more typically experienced by first year students this finding is perhaps to be expected, albeit 

somewhat counterintuitive). In contrast, students engaged in employment had, 

unsurprisingly, higher career thoughtfulness. By March/April, only one event occurrence was 

associated with career thoughtfulness (students who had completed exams had higher 

thoughtfulness).  
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Event Perceptions  

 

Tables 60 and 61 reports life event perceptions correlated with generalist students’ career 

thoughtfulness (overall nine different perceptions). Results are then discussed:  

 

Table 60: Perceptions correlated with career thoughtfulness in Oct/Nov 2009 (generalist 

course) 

 

SLEQ scale Life event N Correlation 
coefficient 

p value  
(2 tailed) 

Desirability 
Subject knowledge  136 .275 0.001 
Reading skills  79 .250 0.026 
Financial issues 88 -.221 0.039 

Frequency 
Exams 50 -.317 0.025 
Accessed lecturers 163 -.179 0.022 
LRC usage 175 -.149 0.050 

Significance 
Presentations 9 .745 0.021 
Researching skills  99 .240 0.017 
Subject knowledge  131 .229 0.009 

 

 

Table 61: Perceptions correlated with career thoughtfulness in March/April 2010 (generalist 

course) 

 

SLEQ scale Life event N 
Correlation 

coefficient 

p value  

(2 tailed) 

Desirability Financial issues 43 -.327 0.032 

Significance Subject knowledge  117 .259 0.005 

 

As can be seen in Tables 60 and 61, correlations that emerged were weak. The association 

between student event perceptions and career thoughtfulness was greatest at the beginning 

at the academic year (based on more correlations being found). No specific type of 

perception was more likely to be associated with career thoughtfulness. The following details 

association between specific themes of event perception and generalist students’ career 

thoughtfulness:  
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Personal development: Four different perceptions (out of a possible twenty-seven) positively 

correlated with career thoughtfulness. These correlations did not relate to one specific type of 

event perception. Based on reporting patterns, the association between personal 

development changes and thoughtfulness was greatest at the start of the academic year. 

Perceptions of subject knowledge seemed to be most associated with career thoughtfulness.  

 

Student interactions: No event perceptions were associated with career thoughtfulness.   

 

Tutor interactions: One perception (out of a possible twelve) negatively correlated with career 

thoughtfulness (frequency of lecturer access). This perception was weakly correlated, 

suggesting that perception of tutor interactions had little association with career 

thoughtfulness. 

 

Non-university commitments: One perception (out of a possible nine) negatively correlated 

with career thoughtfulness (desirability of finances). This perception was weakly correlated at 

both the start and the end of the year suggesting that negative financial perceptions can be 

detrimental to career thoughtfulness.  

 

University facility use: One perception (out of a possible six) negatively correlated with career 

thoughtfulness. This related to LRC usage and was very weakly correlated, suggesting that 

perception of university facilities had little association with career thoughtfulness.  

 

Fixed teaching and assessment: Two different perceptions (out of a possible thirty) correlated 

with career thoughtfulness (frequency of exams (negatively) and significance of presentations 

(positively)). Exam frequency was weakly correlated with thoughtfulness. In contrast, 

significance of presentations was strongly correlated (however, the efficacy of this finding 

was undermined by the very small response rate). Collectively, results implied that perception 

of teaching and assessment had little association with career thoughtfulness. 

 

8.1.3) Course Tutor Interpretation of Career Thoughtfulness Results 

 

During follow-up interviews, findings reported in Sections 8.1.1 and 8.1.2 were discussed. 

Lecturers generally discussed factors that promoted career thoughtfulness in association with 

becoming career decided. Only a limited number of events specifically attributed to career 

thoughtfulness were discussed and are reported in this section. Consequently, tutor 

perceptions of factors related to career decidedness (presented in Section 8.2.3) are likely to 
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also be associated with career thoughtfulness (and vice versa). The following outlines 

interview content that specifically related to career thoughtfulness:  

 

As noted, second year professional course students were susceptible to lower career 

thoughtfulness at the start of the year. A tutor attributed this to challenges associated with the 

second year:  

 

Professional course lecturer 1: “Because they wouldn’t be looking at career consideration 

in year two, which is that point where you put bullet point number two, at the start of the 

year, year twos reported spending less time….it is just difficult for them at that stage.” 

 

Likewise, the finding that there was no change in career thoughtfulness amongst generalist 

course students was attributed to rigidity of student thinking:  

 

Generalist course lecturer 1: “And they may spend less time considering career options, 

those who have a rather fixed view of ‘that is what I am going to do’.” 

 

In line with results, the association between thoughtfulness and generalist course students’ 

perceptions of financial issues and subject knowledge was highlighted:   

 

Generalist course lecturer 3: “Students who are in financial difficulties are more likely I 

would think to be thinking about ‘how to continue going rather than about how is my 

career going to progress’, it is more about I need a job to keep going.” 

 

Generalist course lecturer 3: “I mean students that have reported more subject knowledge 

may have reported more, maybe more excited about a career and think more about it.” 

 

As noted, career thoughtfulness was typically discussed as a facet of decidedness so 

interview findings should be considered collectively. The areas where thoughtfulness was 

explicitly discussed supported questionnaire findings. 
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8.2) Association between University Life Events and Career Decidedness 
 

8.2.1) Overview and Group Differences 

 

Analysis was undertaken to establish whether there were course, year group and quasi-

longitudinal differences in career decidedness. Table 62 reports career decidedness 

descriptive statistics and significant differences found between year groups: 

 
Table 62: Descriptive statistics and significant year group differences - career decidedness 
 

Course Time  
Descriptive Statistics Significant year group 

differences All Year 
1 

Year 
2 

Year 
3 

Year 
4 

P
ro

fe
ss

io
na

l  

Oct / 
Nov 
2009 

N 
M 

Sd 

393 
1.69 

0.749 

112 
1.60 

0.662 

99 
1.86 

0.789 

84 
1.59 

0.769 

98 
1.69 

0.765 

H = 8.660, p = 0.034 
Y1 & Y2 (U= 4556.0, p= 0.023) 
Y2 & Y3 (U= 3264.5, p= 0.010) 

March 
/ April 
2010 

N 
M 

Sd 

323 
1.59 

0.693 

100 
1.62 

0.691 

92 
1.72 

0.795 

70 
1.45 

0.593 

61 
1.51 

0.610 
No difference 

G
en

er
al

is
t  

Oct / 
Nov 
2009 

N 
M 

Sd 

220 
2.35 

0.867 

66 
2.20 

0.875 

89 
2.43 

0.832 

65 
2.38 

0.908 
NA No difference 

March 
/ April 
2010 

N 
M 

Sd 

128 
2.33 

0.890 

36 
2.41 

0.766 

56 
2.29 

0.920 

36 
2.29 

0.974 
NA No difference 

(Mean of 1 = Very career decided;    Mean of 5 = Very career undecided) 

 

As shown in Table 62, means suggested that the majority of participants reported having 

made a career decision. The following discusses between-group differences that were 

examined:  

 

Between course group differences - Students from the professional course were more 

decided about their career than those from generalist programmes. This difference was 

significant at the start (U = 24161.0, p < 0.001) and end (U = 10460.5, p < 0.001) of the year. 

This was unsurprising given the well-defined career direction associated with the professional 

course.  
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Between year groups differences - Professional course students in their second year were 

significantly less career decided than first and third years. However, by the end of the 

academic year this difference was no longer apparent. No year group differences were found 

in generalist course students’ career decidedness.  
 
Quasi-longitudinal changes - No difference was found in career decidedness over time 

(regardless of whether or not the sample was split by course type).  
 

8.2.2) Life Events and Career Decidedness 
 

Analysis was initially undertaken on the entire sample to establish whether the inclusion of a 

placement was associated with career decidedness. In October/November 2010, students 

who had attended a placement (N = 130; M = 1.72) had significantly (U = 26090.0, p = 0.003) 

greater decidedness that than those who had not (N = 482; M = 1.98). Likewise, at the end of 

the academic year, students who had attended a placement (N = 323; M = 1.60) had 

significantly (U = 10713.5, p < 0.001) greater decidedness than those who had not (N = 127; 

M = 2.31). These findings were unsurprising given that one would expect work experience, 

which is directly related to an intended career path, to affirm earlier decision making.  

 

Analysis was then undertaken to determine whether occurrence or perception of specific 

university events was associated with professional and generalist students’ career 

decidedness.  
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Life Events and Career Decidedness – Professional Course Students  
 

Event Occurrence  

 

Tables 63 and 64 reports life event occurrences associated with professional students’ career 

decidedness (overall eight different perceptions). Results are then discussed:  

 

Table 63: Event Occurrence and difference in career decidedness mean scores in 

October/November 2009 (professional course) 

Event 

Event 
experienced 

Event not 
experienced Significant differences 

N Mean N Mean 

Assignment writing  120 1.86 273 1.61 U =13325.5, p = 0.002 
Employment  200 1.63 193 1.75 U =17232.5, p = 0.05 
Financial issues 117 1.85 276 1.62 U =14092.5, p = 0.041 
Met different 
background students   289 1.73 104 1.57 U =12472.5, p = 0.008 

Communication skills  70 1.80 322 1.66 U = 9521.5, p = 0.037 
Reading skills  49 1.91 343 1.66 U = 7033.0, p = 0.05 
Time management  141 1.75 251 1.65 U= 15543.0, p = 0.040 
(Mean of 1 = Very career decided;    Mean of 5 = Very career undecided) 

 

Table 64: Event Occurrence and difference in career decidedness mean scores in 

March/April 2010 (professional course) 

Event 

Event 
experienced 

Event not 
experienced Significant differences 

N Mean N Mean 

Timetabling issues 199 1.66 123 1.47 U = 10155.0, p = 0.008 

(Mean of 1 = Very career decided;    Mean of 5 = Very career undecided) 

 

As shown in Table 63, at the start of the year, three personal development changes (in 

communication, reading or time management) were associated with lower career 

decidedness (in line with career thoughtfulness findings). Assignment writing, meeting 

students from different backgrounds and financial issues were also associated with lower 

career decidedness. With the exception of financial issues, these findings were unexpected 

and appeared counterintuitive. In contrast, undertaking employment was associated with 
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higher career decidedness (as one would expect). By March/April (Table 64) only one event 

occurrence was associated with career decidedness (timetabling issues was associated with 

lower decidedness). This makes conceptual sense because evidence presented in Section 

7.6 indicated that this was a bad experience for students.  

 

Event Perceptions  

 

Tables 65 and 66 report event perceptions correlated with professional course students’ 

career decidedness (overall fifty different perceptions). Results are then discussed:  

 
Table 65: Perception scores correlated with career decidedness in October/November 2009 

(professional course) 

 

SLEQ 
scales 

Life event N 
Correlation 
coefficient 

p value  
(2 tailed) 

Desirability 

Personal tutorial  36 .430 0.009 
Researching skills  104 .345 < 0.001 
Problem solving  85 .275 0.011 
Online teaching  173 .261 0.001 
Received advice from lecturer 251 .234 < 0.001 
Self awareness  131 .218 0.012 
Met different background students   288 .217 < 0.001 
Socialised w/ students 351 .209 < 0.001 
Confidence  189 .199 0.006 
Timetabling issues 158 - .175 0.028 
Classroom teaching  375 .145 0.004 
Received information from university  338 .123 0.024 
LRC usage 293 .116 0.047 

Frequency  
Problem solving  85 .255 0.018 
Met different background students   285 .213 < 0.001 
Online teaching  170 .158 0.040 

Significance  

Personal tutorial  37 .384 0.0019 
Received advice from lecturer 248 .326 < 0.001 
Researching skills  103 .305 0.002 
Timetabling issues 155 - .301 < 0.001 
ICT skills 50 .297 0.036 
Met different background students   284 .252 < 0.001 
Online teaching  168 .235 0.002 
Placement  103 .190 0.05 
Socialised w/ students 345 .176 0.001 
LRC usage  288 .151 0.010 
Subject knowledge  250 .142 0.025 
Classroom teaching  375 .171 0.001 
Received information from university 331 .170 0.002 



 

216 
 

Table 66: Perception scores correlated with career decidedness in March/April 2010 

(professional course) 

 

SLEQ scale Life event N Correlation 
coefficient 

p value  
(2 tailed) 

Desirability 

Placement  319 .305 < 0.001 
Communication skills  169 .243 0.001 
Time management  170 .197 0.010 
Subject knowledge  290 .192 0.001 
Reading skills  114 .189 0.044 
Socialised w/ students 315 .180 0.001 
Grade 294 .169 0.004 
Online teaching  194 .158 0.028 
Confidence  209 .150 0.030 
LRC usage  313 .133 0.018 
Met different background students   255 .131 0.037 
Presentations 250 .129 0.042 

Frequency  

Dissertation writing  62 -.262 0.040 
Placement  314 .250 < 0.001 
Time management  168 .232 0.002 
Employment  170 .214 0.005 
Communication skills  168 .207 0.007 
Subject knowledge  287 .189 0.001 
LRC usage 312 .178 0.002 
Timetabling issues 196 .173 0.016 
Socialised w/ students 312 .141 0.013 
Classroom teaching  319 .121 0.031 

Significance 

Communication  skills 168 .338 < 0.001 
Placement  316 .258 < 0.001 
ICT skills 86 .248 0.021 
LRC usage  311 .226 < 0.001 
Researching skills  211 .199 0.004 
Time management 168 .189 0.014 
Timetabling issues 197 .173 0.015 
Socialised w/ students 311 .161 0.004 
Subject knowledge  286 .131 0.026 
Confidence 207 .166 0.017 

 

As can be seen in Tables 65 and 66, correlations that emerged were weak. Perceptions of 

event significance and desirability (based on the number of correlations that were established 

and the strength of correlations) were more associated with career decidedness. The 

following details the association between specific themes of event perception and 

professional students’ career decidedness: 
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Personal development: Nineteen different perceptions (out of a possible twenty-seven) 

positively correlated with career decidedness. Almost all perceptions were associated with 

the desirability (eight correlations) or significance (seven correlations) of personal 

development changes. Event perceptions that appeared to be most closely associated with 

career decidedness related to the desirability and significance of changes in researching, 

subject knowledge and confidence. 

 

Student interactions: All event perceptions (six out of a possible six) positively correlated with 

career decidedness. Based on reporting patterns, the association between meeting students 

from different backgrounds and career decidedness was greatest at the start of the academic 

year. In contrast, how students perceived socialising with other students was associated 

throughout the year.  

 

Tutor interactions: Six different perceptions (out of a possible twelve) positively correlated 

with career decidedness. All perceptions were associated with the start of the academic year 

and related to perceptions of significance (three correlations) or desirability (three 

correlations). Event perceptions that were most associated with career decidedness related 

to personal tutorials, advice from lecturers or receiving information from lecturers. 

 

Non-university commitments: One perception (out of a possible nine) positively correlated 

with career decidedness (frequency of employment) in March/April. This perception 

correlated weakly, suggesting that perception of non-university commitments had limited 

association with decidedness.  

 

University facility use: Three different perceptions (out of a possible six) positively correlated 

with career decidedness. All perceptions related to LRC usage. How this event was 

perceived appeared to correlate with career decidedness throughout the year.  

 

Fixed teaching and assessment: Fifteen different perceptions (out of a possible thirty) 

correlated with career decidedness. Reporting patterns indicated that perceptions of 

timetabling issues had a negative association with career decidedness. In contrast, 

perceptions of a placement and teaching appeared to be positively associated with career 

decisions. 
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Life Events and Career Decidedness - Generalist Course Students 

 

Event Occurrence 

 

The occurrence of seven different events was associated with generalist students’ career 

decidedness at the start of the year (no associations were found at the end of the year). 

Results are presented in Table 67 and then discussed. 

 

Table 67: Event Occurrence and difference in career decidedness mean scores in Oct/Nov 
2009 (generalist course) 
 

Event 

Event 

experienced 

Event not 

experienced Significant differences 

N Mean N Mean 

Assignment writing  106 2.14 114 2.54 U = 4599.5, p = 0.002 

Exams 49 2.07 171 2.43 U = 3287.0, p =0.021 

Employment  113 2.20 106 2.52 U= 4728.5, p = 0.007 

LRC usage  180 2.26 40 2.73 U = 2612.5, p = 0.007 

Communication skills  76 2.15 144 2.45 U = 4464.5, p = 0.024 

Reading skills 79 2.15 141 2.46 U = 4622.5, p = 0.036 

ICT skills 59 2.09 161 2.44 U = 3678.0, p = 0.010 

(Mean of 1 = Very career decided;    Mean of 5 = Very career undecided) 

 

Table 67 shows that, at the start of the year, aspects of assessment (exams and assignment 

writing), LRC usage and employment were associated with higher decidedness. Students 

who experienced three personal development changes (in communication, reading or ICT 

skills) had higher career decidedness. These findings make conceptual sense as one would 

hope that university related events serve to promote career decidedness. However, it was 

contrary to the earlier finding that certain personal development changes were linked to lower 

career decidedness amongst professional course students. This indicated how the nature of 

a course was related to the association between university life event experiences and career 

decidedness. By March/April no event occurrence was associated with career decidedness. 
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Event Perceptions  

 

Tables 68 and 69 report perceptions correlated with generalist students’ career decidedness 

(overall eighteen different perceptions). Results are then discussed:  

 

Table 68: Perception scores correlated with career decidedness in Oct/Nov2009 (generalist 
course) 
 

SLEQ 

scales 
Life event N 

Correlation 

coefficient 

p value  

(2 tailed) 

Desirability 

Time management 136 .274 0.001 

Self awareness  121 .269 0.003 

Confidence  150 .200 0.014 

Classroom teaching  215 .161 0.018 

Frequency 

Researching skills  99 .272 0.006 

Communication skills  74 .245 0.035 

Confidence  146 .237 0.004 

Received information from university 168 .234 0.002 

Classroom teaching  209 .222 0.001 

Problem solving  85 .218 0.045 

Self awareness  118 .215 0.020 

Time management  132 .204 0.019 

Subject knowledge  135 .196 0.023 

Significance  

Presentations 10 .724 0.018 

Researching skills  98 .210 0.038 

Group work  118 .199 0.031 

 

 

Table 69: Perception scores correlated with career decidedness in March/April 2010 
(generalist course) 
 

SLEQ 

scales 
Life event N 

Correlation 

coefficient 

p value  

(2 tailed) 

Frequency 
Group work  111 .310 0.001 

Accessed lecturers 119 .183 0.046 
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As shown in Tables 68 and 69, correlations that emerged were weak. The association 

between event perceptions and career decidedness was more apparent at the start at the 

academic year (based on more correlations being found). Perceptions associated with the 

frequency of event occurrence were most likely to be associated with career decidedness. 

The following details the association between specific event themes and generalist students’ 

career decidedness: 

 

Personal development: Eleven different perceptions (out of a possible twenty-seven) 

positively correlated with career decidedness. Seven of these correlations related to 

perceptions of event frequency. Based on reporting patterns, the association between 

personal development changes and career decidedness was most apparent at the start of 

the academic year. Perceptions of change in confidence, self-awareness, time management 

and researching had the greatest association with decidedness.  

 

Tutor interactions: Two different perceptions (out of a possible twelve) positively correlated 

with career decidedness. Both related to perceptions of event frequency (accessing lecturers 

and receiving information).  

 

Fixed teaching and assessment: Five different perceptions (out of a possible thirty) positively 

correlated with career decidedness. As with career thoughtfulness, significance of giving 

presentations was strongly correlated with career decidedness (however the efficacy of this 

finding was undermined by the small response rate). Results suggested that perception of 

classroom teaching was associated with career decidedness at the start of the year. 

Perceptions of group work also appeared influential.  

 

University facility use / Non-university commitments / Student interactions: No event 

perceptions were associated with career decidedness.    
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8.2.3) Course Tutor Interpretation of Career Decidedness Results  

 

During follow-up interviews with lecturers, results outlined in Sections 8.2.1 and 8.2.2 were 

discussed. These provided support for a number of findings that emerged.  

 

In line with results, tutors reported that most professional course students have high career 

decidedness at the start of their course. 

 

Professional course lecturer 2: “Because they are coming on to a course which about 

becoming a teacher and that is the decision they have made in advance of coming on the 

course, then you would expect them to be  fairly focused on that and that is what they 

want to do.” 

 

The year two professional course drop in decidedness was recognised and explained by a 

lecturer:  

 

Professional course lecturer 1: “The reason for that is the pressure of school placements, 

they are very different from year 1 and expectations are a lot higher so therefore that first, 

first two lots of placements is very difficult for some students when they really realise this 

is the reality and I can understand why there is a drop in career [decidedness] at that 

stage.” 

 

The finding that there was limited change amongst generalist course students’ career 

decidedness throughout the course was attributed to students entering university with clearly 

defined career ideas:  

 

Generalist course lecturer 1: “Many of our students have a fixed view when they come into 

university.” 

 

As shown, the presence or absence of a placement was associated with career decidedness. 

This was highlighted by both professional course lecturers as the main factor that shapes 

career decisions:  

 

Professional course lecturer 1: “I think in that respect the biggest one would be placement 

that is the first one.” 
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Professional course lecturer 2: “Well I think the thing about a school experience is if it 

goes wrong or they don’t get on with or they have a couple of bad experiences of not 

100% sure it was for them it tends to become the issue that pushes them out of the way.” 

 

The impact of employment upon generalist course students was also reported by the 

generalist course lecturers (supporting results). This included voluntary work (an area not 

explicitly addressed in the SLEQ):  

 

Generalist course lecturer 1: “It is work experience, including voluntary work experience 

which is going to be important for their career prospects going forward.” 

 

Generalist course lecturer 2: “One of the influences that I have noticed is actually having 

the opportunities to do volunteering.” 

 

In line with results, both professional course lecturers indicated that financial issues were 

associated with students’ career decisions:  

 

Professional course lecturer 2: “Some students have actually left this course because they 

genuinely cannot afford and have said ‘I would like to come back in a few years time’.” 

 

Professional course lecturer 1: “The fourth part of career decidedness is the finance and 

that is a very personal aspect of individual students, can they afford to be on this course?” 

 

Also aligned with questionnaire findings, a professional course lecturer highlighted the 

importance of assessment and conversations with lecturers in terms of promoting career 

decidedness:  

 

Professional course lecturer 1: “The second part of career decidedness would, in my view, 

be assignments.” 

 

Professional course lecturer 1: “I think conversations with academics during these periods 

sort of again confirms or not as the case maybe, ‘is this the right [career] choice for you?’” 

 

Lecturers discussed the importance of factors that were not explicitly addressed in the SLEQ. 

Firstly, two lecturers highlighted the importance of student professionalism:  
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Professional course lecturer 1: “The professionalism of the course in terms of attendance, 

punctuality, people skills, all those kind issues again have an impact on career 

decidedness.” 

 

Generalist course lecturer 1: “A big issue at level one for all of us can be summed up in 

one word ‘attendance’.” 

 

Secondly, the association between career decidedness and attending career fairs was 

discussed:  

 

Generalist course lecturer 1: “For our second years…perhaps it is going to the big 

professional conference and make a difference exhibition event…And because many of 

our students are, I think, quite visual in the way that they learn. But in a visual culture that 

[conferences] makes a big impact. ‘Oh, maybe I could see myself as a policy officer for 

the child poverty action group or Oxfam, I never thought of that’.” 

 

Professional course lecturer 2: “Because there is this sense of you know in x number of 

months time because we have to write their reference we have meetings about that, 

careers fair it starts to snowball.” 

 

Interview content broadly supported questionnaire results. As indicated, elaboration by 

lecturers provided a clearer account as to why a number of findings emerged. 

 

 
8.3) Overview of Career Thoughtfulness / Decidedness Findings  

 

Tables 70 and 71 outline which life events were associated with higher/lower career 

thoughtfulness and decidedness (respectively) amongst students from professional and 

generalist courses. 
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Table 70: Overview of life event occurrence associated with career thoughtfulness  
 

SLEQ Event  
Professional course Generalist course 
Oct/Nov 

2009 
Mar/Apr 

2010 
Oct/Nov 

2009 
Mar/Apr 

2010 
Assignment writing  Low    
Exams     Low 
Dissertation writing   High   
Grade      
Presentations  Low    
Group work     
Placement      
Timetabling issues     
Classroom teaching High    
Online teaching Low    
Personal tutorial     
Family commitments      
Employment   High High  
Financial issues      
Socialised with students      
Met different background students   Low    
Received advice from lecturer     
Accessed lecturers     
Received information from university     
LRC usage     
Catering facilities      
Change in communication skills Low    
Change in reading skills Low  Low  
Change in time management Low    
Change in ICT skills     
Change in researching skills Low  Low  
Change in subject knowledge     
Change in self awareness     
Change in problem solving Low    
Change in confidence    Low  

 

Table 70 indicates that, seven life event occurrences and five personal development changes 

were associated with professional course students’ career thoughtfulness (primarily related to 

lower status). In contrast, two life event occurrences and three personal development 

changes were associated with generalist course students’ career thoughtfulness. When 

considered collectively, it appeared that employment was most likely to be associated with 

higher career thoughtfulness regardless of course, whereas change in reading and/or 
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researching skills was associated with lower career thoughtfulness (regardless of course). As 

shown in Section 8.1.2, a range of event perceptions were related to career thoughtfulness.  

 
Table 71: Overview of life event occurrence associated with career decidedness 
 

SLEQ Event  
Professional course Generalist course 
Oct/Nov 

2009 
Mar/Apr 

2010 
Oct/Nov 

2009 
Mar/Apr 

2010 
Assignment writing Low  High  
Exams    High  
Dissertation writing     
Grade      
Presentations     
Group work     
Placement      
Timetabling issues  Low   
Classroom teaching     
Online teaching     
Personal tutorial     
Family commitments      
Employment  High  High  
Financial issues Low    
Socialised with students      
Met different background students   Low    
Received advice from lecturer     
Accessed lecturers     
Received information from university     
LRC usage   High  
Catering facilities     
Change in communication skills Low  High  
Change in reading skills Low  High  
Change in time management Low    
Change in ICT skills   High  
Change in researching skills     
Change in subject knowledge     
Change in self awareness     
Change in problem solving     
Change in confidence      

 

Table 71 shows that, eight event occurrences were associated with professional course 

students’ career decidedness (primarily related to lower status). In contrast, the occurrence of 

three events and three developmental changes were associated with higher career 

decidedness amongst generalist course students. When considered collectively, it appeared 
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that the association between events and decidedness was most apparent at the start of the 

academic year. Overall, employment was most likely to be associated with higher career 

decidedness regardless of course (at the start of the year). As discussed in Section 8.2.2, a 

range of event perceptions were related to career decidedness.  

 

Career thoughtfulness and decidedness findings are now considered collectively in relation to 

Objective 3:  Ascertain what differences there are between professional and generalist 

courses in terms of university life event occurrences and/or perception associated 

with career thoughtfulness and decidedness 

 

Results (presented in Tables 53 and 62) indicated that most students engaged in career 

thoughtfulness and had made a career decision. It was apparent that professional course 

students were more thoughtful and decided than the generalist group (supporting the 

rationale for using these two cohorts).  

 

It was established that a range of university experiences were associated with career 

development. Overall, the association between most university life events and/or perceptions 

was relatively weak but positive. However, time of data collection and course were 

associated with correlations. The following outlines trends that were found.  

 

Events Related to Career Status (Regardless of Course)  

 

In line with earlier research (Ek, Ek and Mackay, 2004; Weiss, 1999; Hodkinson and 

Sparkes, 1997; Morrison and Murray, 1996; Leslie, 1991) there appeared to be a consensus 

that work experience positively shaped career development. Collectively, results suggested 

that, regardless of time of year, undertaking a placement was associated with greater 

thoughtfulness and decidedness. This implied that for the majority of professional course 

students an ongoing placement should affirm career selection. Likewise, undertaking 

employment was linked to greater career decidedness at the start of the year (for both 

courses). It was also related to higher thoughtfulness amongst generalist course students at 

the start of the year and for professional course students at the end of the year. These 

findings indicated the importance of real world work experience in terms of career 

development.  

 

Results indicated that experiencing personal development changes were generally 

associated with lower career thoughtfulness. However, the association between events in this 
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theme and career decidedness was less clear (linked with lower decidedness amongst 

professional course students but greater decidedness amongst generalist course students). 

Although event occurrence was generally associated with reduced career affirmation, a large 

number of perceptions associated with personal development were related to higher career 

thoughtfulness and decidedness. Considered collectively, results suggested that 

experiencing certain developmental changes could be a distraction from career choice. 

However, the extent to which such events undermine career development will be mitigated by 

the way in which experiences are perceived.  

 

Perceptions of events associated with teaching (classroom and online) were positively 

correlated with career decidedness (and amongst professional course students career 

thoughtfulness). During interviews, lecturers discussed how career teaching was embedded 

within their programmes (through PDP) and emphasised its importance. This would account 

for findings. In contrast, results suggested that event perceptions linked to assessment had a 

limited impact upon career status – despite being discussed by lecturers. This could be linked 

to the fact that many assessments comprised several elements which might have influenced 

student reporting.   

 

Previous work that established that non-university commitments, such as financial issues 

(Cooter, et al, 2004; Braunstein, McGrath and Pescatrice, 1999) and family commitments 

(Guerra and Braungart-Rieker, 1999; Kinnier, Brigman and Noble, 1990) were associated 

with career direction was partially supported. As both events were clearly more relevant to 

generalist course students, one might conclude that the extent to which certain common 

events statistically relate to career status will be dependent upon student cohort. This clearly 

has methodological implications for other work in this area.  

 

Events Related to Career Status (Dependent on Course)  

 

The impact of certain event themes differed depending upon course (in terms of both 

occurrence and perception). Overall, a greater number of event occurrences and perceptions 

(particularly related to perceptions of event significance) were associated with professional 

course students’ career status. Furthermore, specific event themes related to professional 

course students’ career scores but not generalist course students’.  

 

Throughout the year, professional course students’ experiences and perceptions of student 

interaction events were positively linked to career thoughtfulness and decidedness but 
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unrelated to generalist course students’ career status. Based on this, one might suggest that 

an environment where positive relationships are formed amongst students who share the 

same well-defined career goal can serve to affirm an individual’s career intention. This 

appeared to fit with professional course tutor interview feedback which highlighted the 

importance of forming close relationships in terms of course success.  

 

It was established that perceptions of event desirability and significance associated with tutor 

interaction events were related to professional course students’ career status but not 

generalist course students’. This was surprising given that tutors from both courses reported 

spending significant time promoting career development.  

 

Life Events and Trends in Career Status Change 

 

The finding that professional course students were more thoughtful and decided was 

unsurprising given the prescribed career path associated with their degree. Similarly, one 

might suggest that a wider range of university life events was linked with professional course 

students’ career status because of the culture of the Primary Education course. During 

interviews, professional course lecturers repeatedly emphasised that students were expected 

to have a very well-defined career direction and that the programme is aimed solely at 

helping students to reach their career target. Everyday experiences should therefore 

consistently act to reinforce a teaching career.  

 

There was generally little difference in students’ career status based on year of study. The 

exception to this was the start of the academic year when professional course students’ 

career thoughtfulness and decidedness were significantly lower amongst second years. As 

reported in Section 7.1.3, second year professional course students were most likely to 

experience personal development changes in October/November. By Easter, no year group 

differences were found amongst professional course students’ career status, however 

second year students were still more likely to report personal development changes. 

Considered collectively, this indicated the majority of second year students on a professional 

course experienced developmental change at the start of the second year, which coincided 

with them temporarily focusing less upon their career or even questioning career choice – 

perhaps evident of students feeling overwhelmed. Given that no career differences were 

found in term two (although the occurrence of personal development changes remained high) 

it seemed that this phase of university was a ‘career directionality blip’ that most students 

were able to overcome.  
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As no year group differences were found in generalist course students’ career thoughtfulness 

and decidedness, it appeared that prevalence or absence of university life events did not 

coincide with career status change. These findings were somewhat concerning given that 

generalist course tutors emphasised that they encouraged students to remain flexible in 

terms of career planning. One might therefore conclude that a generalist course student 

needs to experience a more unusual event(s) in order for career direction to be challenged 

and changed (in line with Esters and Bowen, 2005). An example could be the career 

conference or voluntary work discussed by tutors. However, given that no year group 

differences were found, the occurrence of such events did not appear to be widespread.  

 

  

Summary of main findings related to the association between university life events 

and career thoughtfulness / decidedness 

  

• Professional course students reported spending more time thinking about their career 

and were more decided than generalist course students 

 

• Regardless of course, real world work experience was generally associated with 

higher career thoughtfulness / decidedness scores  

 

• Regardless of course, personal development changes at the start of the year were 

generally associated with lower career thoughtfulness 

 

• Other life event trends were found to be course specific 
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8.4) The Association Between University Life Events and Professionalism  
 

8.4.1) Overview and Group Differences 

 

Analysis was undertaken to establish whether there were course, year group and quasi-

longitudinal differences in professionalism status. Table 72 reports PSQ descriptive statistics:  

 

Table 72: Descriptive Statistics and significant year group differences - professionalism status 
 

Course Time  
Descriptive Statistics Significant year group 

differences All Year 
1 

Year 
2 

Year 
3 

Year 
4 

P
ro

fe
ss

io
na

l  

Oct / 
Nov 
2009 

N 
M 

Sd 

382 
2.63 

0.485 

110 
2.82 

0.448 

93 
2.73 

0.423 

83 
2.51 

0.382 

96 
2.43 

0.555 

H = 46.216, p < 0.001 
Y1 & Y3 (U = 2569.0, p < 0.001) 
Y1 & Y4 (U = 2968.0, p < 0.001) 
Y2 & Y3 (U = 2592.0, p < 0.001) 
Y2 & Y4 (U = 2882.0, p < 0.001) 

March 
/ April 
2010 

N 
M 

Sd 

316 
2.57 

0.563 

98 
2.74 

0.454 

91 
2.64 

0.579 

69 
2.41 

0.448 

58 
2.37 

0.713 

H = 22.302, p < 0.001 
Y1 & Y3 (U = 2124.0, p< 0.001) 
Y1 & Y4 (U = 1853.0, p< 0.001) 
Y2 & Y3 (U = 2451.5, p= 0.018) 
Y2 & Y4 (U = 2019.0, p= 0.016) 

G
en

er
al

is
t  

Oct / 
Nov 
2009 

N 
M 

Sd 

212 
2.94 

0.562 

60 
2.86 

0.494 

88 
2.99 

0.584 

64 
2.93 

0.590 
NA No difference  

March 
/ April 
2010 

N 
M 

Sd 

120 
2.91 

0.622 

33 
2.89 

0.575 

53 
2.91 

0.602 

34 
2.95 

0.707 
NA No difference  

(Mean of 1 = High professionalism;    Mean of 5 = Low professionalism) 

 

As can be seen in Table 72, means indicated that participants varied in their professionalism. 

The following discussed between-group differences that were considered: 

 

Between course group differences - Professional course students reported that they were 

significantly more professional than generalist course students at both the start (U = 27850.0, 

p < 0.001) and end (U = 12953.5, p < 0.001) of the academic year.  
 

Between year group differences - Throughout the academic year, third and fourth year 

professional course students reported being more professional than those in years one or 

two. No differences were found in professionalism scores amongst generalist course student 

year groups.  
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Quasi-longitudinal changes - Overall, analysis indicated that professional course students 

became more professional over time (Z = - 2.599, p = 0.009). In contrast, generalist course 

students’ professionalism did not change over time.   
 

8.4.2) Life Events and Professionalism 
 

Analysis was initially undertaken on the entire sample to establish whether a placement was 

associated with higher professionalism. In October/November 2009, students who had 

attended a placement (N = 127; M = 2.53) had significantly (U = 21903.5, p < 0.001) higher 

professionalism that than those who had not (N = 466; M = 2.80). Analogously, at the end of 

the academic year, students who had attended a placement (N = 316; M = 2.57) had 

significantly (U = 13153.0, p < 0.001) higher professionalism that than those who had not (N 

= 119; M = 2.91). These findings are unsurprising given that one would assume that through 

undertaking real world experience students would have the opportunity to interact with 

professionals. This in turn could serve to enhance opportunities to develop a professional 

identity and professional practices.  

 

Analysis was undertaken to determine whether the occurrence or perception of specific 

university events was associated with professional and generalist students’ professionalism. 
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Life Events and Professionalism - Professional Course Students 

 

Event Occurrence  

 
Tables 73 and 74 report event occurrences associated with professional students’ 

professionalism (overall seventeen different occurrences). Results are then discussed:  

 
Table 73: Event Occurrence and difference in professionalism mean scores in Oct/Nov 2009 

(professional course) 

 

Event 
Event 
experienced 

Event not 
experienced Significant differences 

N Mean N Mean 
Presentations 101 2.78 281 2.58 U= 10793.5, p < 0.001 
Group work  286 2.67 96 2.53 U =11743.5, p = 0.034  
Placement  125 2.53 256 2.68 U =13247.5, p = 0.006 
Online teaching  168 2.72 214 2.57 U =14380.0, p = 0.001 
Financial issues 115 2.74 267 2.58 U =12423.0, p = 0.003  
Socialised w/ students  343 2.65 39 2.49 U =5223.0, p = 0.025 
Met different 
background students   282 2.70 100 2.46 U =9796.5, p < 0.001 

Catering facilities 221 2.69 160 2.56 U =14969.0, p = 0.010 
Communication skills 68 2.76 313 2.61 U =8376.0, p = 0.006 
Reading skills 47 2.75 334 2.62 U = 6511.5, p = 0.05 
Time management  138 2.71 243 2.59 U =14103.5, p = 0.010 
Researching skills 99 2.73 282 2.60 U =11581.0, p = 0.012 
Subject knowledge  245 2.68 136 2.55 U= 14167.0, p = 0.015 
Self awareness  129 2.73 252 2.59 U= 13046.0, p = 0.002 
Problem solving  83 2.73 298 2.61 U = 9978.5, p = 0.007 
(Mean of 1 = High professionalism;    Mean of 5 = Low professionalism) 

 
Table 74: Event Occurrence and difference in professionalism mean scores in March/April 

2010 (professional course) 

 

Event 

Event 

experienced 

Event not 

experienced Significant differences 

N Mean N Mean 

Dissertation writing 59 2.37 257 2.61 U = 5820.0, p = 0.005 
Grade  288 2.59 28 2.34 U = 3081.5, p = 0.039 
Financial issues 91 2.73 224 2.51 U = 8178.5, p = 0.006 
Met different 
background students   251 2.61 61 2.42 U = 6257.5, p = 0.027 

Communication skills 166 2.64 146 2.49 U = 10273.5, p = 0.020 
(Mean of 1 = High professionalism;    Mean of 5 = Low professionalism) 
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As shown in Tables 73 and 74, throughout the year, experiencing financial issues; meeting 

students from different background and change in communications skills were associated 

with lower professionalism. At the start of the academic year, professionalism status was 

higher amongst students who had attended a placement. In contrast, lower professionalism 

was associated with reporting of changes in personal development, financial issues, student 

interactions and assessment (presentations and group work). Some of these findings were 

somewhat counterintuitive given that one would assume that assessment should serve to 

promote professional growth. Likewise, it implied that students who experience personal 

development changes felt that this undermined professionalism. At the end of term two, fewer 

event occurrences were associated with professionalism. Dissertation writing was related to a 

higher professionalism score. In contrast, getting a grade, financial issues, meeting different 

students and change in communication skills were associated with lower professionalism. 

 

Event Perception  

 

Tables 75 and 76 report life event perceptions correlated with professional students’ 

professionalism (overall twenty-three different perceptions). Results are then discussed:  
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Table 75: Perception scores correlated with professionalism in Oct/Nov 2009 (professional 

course) 

 

SLEQ 
scales Life event N Correlation 

coefficient 
p value  
(2 tailed) 

Desirability  Researching skills 99 .226 0.025 

Frequency 
Assignment writing  114 .229 0.014 
Time management 137 -.228 0.007 
Financial issues 114 - .218 0.020 

Significance  

Communication skills  67 .289 0.028 
Placement  102 .259 0.009 
Received advice from lecturer 242 .210 0.001 
Timetabling issues 150 .196 0.016 
Received information from university 320 .185 0.001 
LRC usage   281 .152 0.011 

 

Table 76: Perception scores correlated with professionalism in March/April 2010 (professional 

course) 

 

SLEQ 
scales Life event N Correlation 

coefficient 
p value  
(2 tailed) 

Desirability  

Dissertation writing  59 .368 0.004 
Timetabling issues  196 .206 0.004 
Presentations  244 .170 0.008 
Researching skills 207 .167 0.016 
Grade  288 .161 0.006 
Subject knowledge  285 .151 0.011 
Received information from university 270 .142 0.019 
Assignment writing 316 .121 0.032 
Classroom teaching 313 .117 0.038 

Frequency  
Communication skills  166 .170 0.028 
Received information from university 267 .144 0.018 

Significance 

Subject knowledge 281 .156 0.009 
LRC usage  304 .154 0.007 
Classroom teaching  311 .150 0.008 
Socialised with students 305 .117 0.041 

 

As can be seen in Tables 75 and 76, correlations that emerged were weak. Perceptions of 

event importance (significance) and desirability (based upon the number of correlations that 

were established and the strength of correlations) seemed to have the most association with 
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professionalism. The following details the association between specific event themes and 

professional students’ professionalism: 

 

Personal development: Six different perceptions (five positively and one negatively) 

correlated with professionalism (out of a possible twenty-seven). Event perceptions that were 

most associated with professionalism related to change in communication skills, researching 

and subject knowledge (at the end of the year).  

 

Student interactions: One perception (out of a possible six) positively correlated with 

professionalism status (significance of socialising) at the end of the year. This suggested that 

perception of student interactions had limited association with professionalism. 

 

Tutor interactions: Four different perceptions (out of a possible twelve) positively correlated 

with professionalism. Overall, this suggested that perceptions of receiving information were 

associated with professionalism at the start (significance perceptions) and end (frequency 

and desirability perceptions) of the academic year.  

 

Non-university commitments: One perception (out of a possible nine) negatively correlated 

with professionalism (frequency of financial issues) in October/November. This perception 

was weakly correlated, suggesting that perception of non-university commitments had limited 

association with professionalism. 

 

University facility use: One perception (out of a possible six) positively correlated with 

professionalism (significance of LRC usage) throughout the year. This correlation was 

consistently weak suggesting that it had little association with professional course students’ 

professionalism.   

 

Fixed teaching and assessment: Ten different perceptions (out of a possible thirty) positively 

correlated with professionalism. The majority of these perceptions related to event desirability 

(six correlations). Event perceptions that appeared to be most closely associated with 

professionalism related to timetabling, assignment writing and classroom teaching (end of the 

year).   
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Life Events and Professionalism - Generalist Course Students 

 

Event Occurrence 

 

No university life event occurrences were associated with generalist course students’ 

professionalism status at both the start and end of the academic year. 

 

Event Perception  

 

Tables 77 and 78 report perceptions correlated with generalist students’ professionalism 

(overall fifteen different perceptions). Results are then discussed:  

 

Table 77: Perception scores correlated with professionalism in Oct/Nov 2009 (generalist 

course) 

 

SLEQ scale Life event N 
Correlation 

coefficient 

p value  

(2 tailed) 

Desirability 
Accessed lecturers 161 .209 0.008 
Assignment writing  99 .206 0.041 
Met different background students   185 .161 0.029 

Frequency Classroom teaching  202 .189 0.007 
Met different background students   181 .148 0.047 

Significance LRC usage  165 .167 0.033 
Accessed lecturer 155 .161 0.046 

 

Table 78: Perception scores correlated with professionalism in March/April 2010 (generalist 

course) 

 

SLEQ scale Life event N 
Correlation 

coefficient 

p value  

(2 tailed) 

Desirability  

Online teaching  28 -.403 0.033 
Assignment writing  118 .249 0.007 
Confidence  104 .220 0.025 
Time management  82 .218 0.049 

Frequency  
Online teaching  28 -.412 0.029 
Received advice from lecturer   107 .194 0.045 

Significance  
Received advice from lecturer   106 .279 0.004 
Reading skills  80 .242 0.030 
Subject knowledge  113 .197 0.036 
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As reported in Tables 77 and 78, correlations that emerged were weak. Desirability 

perceptions of event occurrences appeared to be most associated with professionalism. The 

following details the association between specific event themes and generalist students’ 

professionalism: 

 

Personal development: Four different perceptions (out of a possible twenty-seven) positively 

correlated with professionalism. Correlations related to either event desirability or 

significance. Based on reporting patterns, the influence of personal development changes 

was associated with the end of the academic year.  

 

Student interactions: Two different perceptions (out of a possible six) positively correlated 

with professionalism status. Based on reporting patterns, perceptions of meeting students 

from different backgrounds in October/November were associated with professionalism. 

 

Tutor interactions: Four different perceptions (out of a possible twelve) positively correlated 

with professionalism. Based on reporting patterns, perceptions of accessing lecturers at the 

start of the year were associated with professionalism.  

 

 Non-university commitments - No perceptions were related to professionalism.   

 

University facility use - One perception (out of a possible six) positively correlated with 

professionalism status. Based on this, perception of university facility usage appeared to 

have little association with professionalism.   

 

Fixed teaching and assessment - Four different perceptions (out of a possible thirty) 

correlated with professionalism. All perceptions were associated with perceptions of event 

desirability or frequency. At the end of the year, perceptions of online teaching were 

negatively associated with professionalism status. 

 

8.4.3) Course Tutor Interpretation of Professionalism Results  

 

Generally, interviewees supported findings related to course and year group differences in 

professionalism (discussed in Sections 8.4.1 and 8.4.2). As already noted, life events 

associated with the development of career thoughtfulness and decidedness were discussed 

interchangeably; this also occurred in terms of professionalism. However, a number of events 

explicitly associated with professionalism were identified. These are now presented:  
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In line with questionnaire results, tutors suggested that most professional course students 

had higher professionalism as a result of their course being fundamentally different from 

other programmes of study. 

 

Professional course lecturer 1: “BEd [professional course students] student years were 

and are more professional. And from a personal perspective because I teach on a non-

BEd course as well I have seen a huge difference.” 

 

Generalist course lecturer 3: “I mean the comparison with the placement is quite obvious.” 

 

Interviews with professional course lecturers supported the finding that professional course 

students became more professionalised as their course progressed. The tutors attributed this 

to course design and the significant emphasis placed upon professionalism:  

 

Professional course lecturer 2: “So there is a big focus on it [professionalism] really by the 

fourth year and often students in the third year are starting to think in that sort of way 

because they are now moving up towards that sort of period. I guess less so in years one 

and two…” 

 

Professional course lecturer 1: “In terms of professionalism it sort of, it runs as a strand 

throughout the four years regardless, throughout all of the sessions.” 

 

In line with results, professional course lecturers emphasised the benefits of placement 

attendance in terms of professional development: 

 

Professional course lecturer 2: “There is that ongoing contact with school so there is this 

development of professionalism right from the word go.” 

 

As reported, online teaching was negatively associated with professional course students’ 

professionalism status. Likewise, desirability and frequency perceptions of online teaching 

were associated with lower professionalism amongst generalist course students. This was 

supported by generalist course lecturers who questioned the capabilities of online teaching in 

supporting student development. However, a professional course tutor was more positive 

about this teaching format when coupled with face-to-face interaction:  
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Generalist course lecturer 1: “None of these things [wikis, discussion boards, Facebook] 

work. If you are imagining that there is going to be a quick IT fix and some people do in 

this university then they are very wide of the mark.” 

 

Professional course lecturer 1: “I do remind students, whether it is face-to-face or via our 

VLE about expectations regarding professionalism and it works.” 

 

In line with results, one of the professional course lecturers commented that interactions with 

other students were associated with development of professionalism (discussed in the 

context of final year students): 

 

Professional course lecturer 2: “And then their first friends start to get an interview or a job 

and there is all of that sort of self perpetuating stuff going on as well.” 
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8.4.4) Overview of Professionalism Findings 

 

Table 79 outlines which life events were associated with higher/lower professionalism 

amongst students from professional and generalist courses. 

 
Table 79: Overview of life event occurrence associated with professionalism  
 

SLEQ Event  
Professional course Generalist course 
Oct/Nov 

2009 
Mar/Apr 

2010 
Oct/Nov 

2009 
Mar/Apr 

2010 
Assignment writing      
Exams      
Dissertation writing   High    
Grade   Low    
Presentation  Low     
Group work Low     
Placement  High     
Timetabling issues     
Classroom teaching     
Online teaching Low     
Personal tutorial     
Family commitments      
Employment      
Financial issues Low  Low    
Socialised with students  Low     
Met different background students   Low  Low    
Received advice from lecturer     
Accessed lecturers     
Received information from university     
LRC usage     
Catering facilities      
Change in communication skills Low  Low    
Change in reading skills Low     
Change in time management Low     
Change in ICT skills     
Change in researching skills Low     
Change in subject knowledge Low     
Change in self awareness Low     
Change in problem solving Low     
Change in confidence      
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As can be seen in Table 79, no event occurrence was associated with generalist course 

students’ professionalism. However, experiencing a number of events was linked to 

professional students’ professionalism status (primarily related to lower status).  As reported 

throughout Section 8.4.2 a range of event perceptions were related to professionalism. These 

findings are now considered in relation to Objective 4: Ascertain what differences there 

are between professional and generalist courses in terms of university life event 

occurrences and/or perception associated with professionalism. 

 

Results (see Table 72) indicated that students perceived, to varying degrees, that they were 

professionalised. It was apparent that professional course students were more 

professionalised than generalist course students (supporting the rationale for using these two 

cohorts). In line with previous work (Kompf, 1993; Skovholt and McCarthy, 1988) a number of 

key university events were associated with professionalism. Overall, the individual 

association between university life event experiences and/or perceptions was relatively weak 

but positive. However, time of data collection and course influenced the effect of both single 

experiences and event themes.  

 

Events Related to Professionalism (Regardless of Course)  

 

Analysis suggested perceptions and experience of online teaching were not associated with 

professionalism. In contrast, results indicated that perceptions of direct contact with teaching 

staff (in terms of classroom teaching and aspects of tutor interaction) were positively 

associated with professionalism. The finding that face-to-face contact supported professional 

growth was consistently emphasised during interviews with lecturers.   

 

Amongst professional course students, the occurrence of personal development changes 

was related to lower professionalism. However, perceptions of certain personal development 

changes were associated with higher professionalism (for both professional and generalist 

courses). This was the same reporting pattern that emerged in terms of personal 

development changes and career development. It was therefore concluded that actual 

experience of developmental changes can cause students to focus less explicitly on their 

professional development. However, the extent to which such changes affect professionalism 

will be mitigated by the way in which experiences are perceived. 
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Events Related to Professionalism (Dependent on Course)  

  

As with career development, there were between course differences in the association 

between university life events (occurrence and perceptions) and professionalism. Again, a 

greater number of event occurrences and perceptions were related to professionalism 

amongst students from a professional course. Similarly, some events related to professional 

course students’ professionalism scores but not generalist course students’.  

  

Questionnaire results suggested placements shaped students’ professionalism. This was 

strongly supported by the professional course lecturers during follow-up interviews. Unlike the 

career development results, the influence of employment was not linked to professionalism. 

This suggested that the influence of work experience upon professionalism does not always 

transfer between organisations/roles. 

 

Professional course students’ professionalism was negatively affected by the occurrence and 

perception of financial issues. In contrast, this event was unrelated to generalist course 

students’ professionalism.  

 

Life Events and Trends in Professionalism Change 

 

Results established that the longer a professional course student had been at university, the 

higher their professionalism. Moreover, as the academic year progressed, professional 

course students (in each year group) reported increased professionalism. As noted, first and 

second year professional course students did not statistically differ in professionalism scores. 

Likewise, professional course students in years three and four did not statistically differ. 

However, first and second year students were statistically less professionalised than third and 

fourth years. This suggested that the end of year two represented a key point in terms of 

students’ professional maturation. A possible explanation for this finding emerged when one 

considered how events were experienced.  

 

Most events (related to personal development changes and student interactions) linked to 

lower professionalism amongst professional course students were typically reported in the 

first two years of study. One might therefore suggest that students in the first two years of 

their course were less focused upon professionalism and more upon trying to settle into 

university. By the start of year three, students should have become established and are 

therefore perhaps most amenable to professional maturation. Should this be the case, 
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students who had ongoing difficulties throughout their course might experience slower 

professional development because they remain focused upon event negotiation.  

 

As indicated, no difference was found in generalist course students’ professionalism based 

on year group and time of data collection. Equally, a limited number of event perceptions (but 

no event occurrences) were linked to professionalism. It generally appeared that ‘everyday’ 

university experiences did little to affect students’ professionalism. Consequently, one might 

argue that a ‘critical incident’ was needed to bring about a significant change in 

professionalism – an event not addressed in the questionnaire nor one that appeared to 

occur for many students during their studies (given that year group differences were not 

found). Therefore, overall findings linked to generalist course students’ professionalism and 

career development were very similar. When considered collectively (and in relation to 

professional course student results) it appeared that many generalist course students were 

(and remained) quite rigid in terms of how they thought about their professionalism.  

 

 

Summary of main findings related to the association between university life events 
and professionalism 

 

• Professional course students were found to be more professional that generalist 

course students 

 

• Placement attendance was associated with higher professionalism 

 

• Amongst professional course students, occurrence of personal development changes, 

financial issues or meeting students from different backgrounds were most 

prominently associated with lower professionalism  

 

• Amongst generalist course students, the occurrence of no university life events was 

associated with professionalism  

 

• University life event perceptions appeared to counteract negative associations 

between university life event occurrence and professionalism  

 

 

  



 

244 
 

Chapter 9 - Discussion 
 

This chapter opens with a discussion of how each study objective was addressed and the 

contribution that each made to original knowledge. The cumulative effect of meeting 

objectives in terms of addressing the research aim and question is then outlined. Next, 

possible explanations of findings and ways in which results could be applied within a 

university context are considered. Study limitations and ways in which this work could be 

expanded through future research are then reported. Finally, a reflective account of the PhD 

process, the conclusion and recommendations are presented. 
 

9.1) Study Objectives, Aim and Research Question 

 

The following summarises how the four objectives, aim and research question were 

addressed. Discussion also outlines where an original contribution to existing knowledge was 

made.  

 
9.1.1) Objective 1  

 

Christie, Munro and Fisher (2004) asserted that research into the experiences of student 

persisters should address the complexity and the multiplicity of issues associated with 

studying at university. Despite this, most previous work (see Section 2.2.3) focused upon how 

individual or closely related events were experienced. It was proposed that examining the 

persister student experience in terms of the multiplicity of university life events (occurrence 

and perception) addressed this issue and expanded existing knowledge. However, in order to 

do this, it was necessary to establish what represented normative university life events – this 

was the basis for Objective 1: Establish what life events are normally experienced by 

students whilst studying at university. 
 

Through pilot work, a range of life event themes associated with university were identified. As 

part of the SLEQ development process (see Appendix 4), thirty commonly experienced 

university life events were identified. The robust means by which these events were identified 

represents a useful (although not original) contribution to this area.  

 

When the SLEQ was administered twice during the 2009/10 academic year (results reported 

in Chapter 7) it was found that twenty-three of the selected events were experienced by at 

least fifty percent of students. Furthermore, fourteen events were experienced by more than 
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seventy-five percent of participants. Consequently, not only was a set of generally 

experienced university life events identified, but the extent of their generality was established. 

Again, it would be unreasonable to claim this to be an original (albeit useful) contribution to 

what is already a very well researched area.  

 

Consequently, I do not believe that meeting Objective 1 would further our knowledge of the 

student experience appreciably; nor was it my intention that it should. Many of the basics are 

known in outline already. However, it did confirm existing work, which is always valuable. 

Mainly, though, it was intended that meeting Objective 1 would provide a foundation from 

which the other objectives could be addressed. In this sense, work that was undertaken in 

relation to Objective 1 was very successful.  

 

9.1.2) Objective 2 
 

In addition to identifying normative university life events, I sought to determine whether there 

were trends in how these were experienced and perceived by students (addressing issues 

outlined in Section 2.2.3). Furthermore, based upon research presented in Section 2.4, it 

seemed reasonable to anticipate that there would be variations between student cohorts in 

how events were experienced. Examining these issues provided an original contribution to 

existing knowledge. This formed the basis for Objective 2: Establish whether there are 

trends in the occurrence and/or perception of university life events based upon a 

student’s course 

 

Using the SLEQ and targeted participant recruitment, an examination of students (from 

professional and generalist courses) reporting of university life events was undertaken. 

Findings indicated a number of trends peculiar to each course in terms of how students 

experienced and perceived university life events (summarised in Section 7.7). For example, 

professional course students appeared to place more emphasis upon student interaction 

events. Likewise, students (from both professional and generalist courses) who were in 

earlier years of studying reported more personal development changes. More specific 

differences in reporting patterns were reported throughout Chapter 7.  

 

The identification of trends in student persisters’ (from professional and generalist courses) 

reporting of university life events, represented an original contribution to knowledge. Work 

that was undertaken provided a far more complex insight into the multiplicity of experiences 

that student persisters encounter whilst studying at university than has previously been 
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published. This insight into event occurrence and perception patterns would have not been 

possible if a more traditional student experience study design had been employed (i.e. cross 

sectional and focused on one specific type of event). The methodological basis for this work 

is therefore seen to represent a new way of addressing a well researched area. It is argued 

that the originality of findings could have significant implications in terms of promoting a 

positive student experience through understanding student thinking, meeting expectations 

and effectively allocating resources (discussed in Section 9.2).  

 

9.1.3) Objectives 3 and 4 

 

In Section 2.5.3 it was reported that life events can influence individuals’ career status and 

professionalism. In many cases, previous work examined these areas through focusing upon 

critical incidents which shaped development (Kompf, 1993; Skovholt and McCarthy, 1988) or 

upon the influence of one specific type of event or closely related events (Cooter et al, 2004). 

Such designs meant that detailed patterns of how cumulative event experiences and 

perceptions shaped the development of these areas had not been considered. Work had 

therefore not ascertained whether there was an association between university life events 

and professional / generalist course students’ career thoughtfulness, decidedness and 

professionalism. An examination of such issues provided a second opportunity to make an 

original contribution to student experience research. This formed the basis for Objectives 3 

and 4:  

 

Objective 3: Ascertain what differences there are between professional and generalist 

courses in terms of university life event occurrences and/or perception associated 

with career thoughtfulness and decidedness 

 

Objective 4: Ascertain what differences there are between professional and generalist 

courses in terms of university life event occurrences and/or perception associated 

with professionalism 

 

To meet these objectives, two new instruments (CTDQ and PSQ) were designed, piloted and 

validated. Administration of these in conjunction with the SLEQ provided an original insight 

into whether university life events were associated with career thoughtfulness / decidedness 

and professionalism.  
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No single life event occurrence or perception determined students’ career or professional 

development. Rather, experiences and perceptions of multiple events or event themes were 

associated with student career and professionalism (as discussed in Sections 8.3 and 8.4.4 

respectively). In a number of instances, these influences appeared to relate to students per 

se, although certain events only affected students from a specific course. Collectively, results 

suggested there were trends associated with particular student groups’ career status and 

professionalism and association with experience of university life events. Perhaps most 

notable was the finding that real world work experience was associated with greater career 

thoughtfulness and decidedness (undertaking employment) and professionalism (placement 

attendance) whereas experiencing certain personal development changes was associated 

with lower scores.  

 

This study therefore expanded upon existing work and made an original contribution to 

existing knowledge through establishing associations between university life events and 

student persisters’ (from professional and generalist courses) career thoughtfulness, 

decidedness and professionalism. It is proposed that these findings have important 

implications in terms of designing a curriculum that seeks to encourage career and 

professional development (discussed in Section 9.2.5), especially given that a number of the 

findings which emerged (presented throughout Chapter 8) were counterintuitive (for instance, 

the association between experiencing assignment writing, presentations and online teaching 

and reduced career thoughtfulness amongst professional course students in 

October/November 2009 - reported in Table 54). 

 

9.1.4) Research Aim / Question  
 

Through meeting the four study objectives the research aim and question were addressed:  

 

Aim: Examine what university life events are normally experienced by students from 

professional and generalist courses and what association such experiences have with 

career thoughtfulness, decidedness and professionalism. 

 

Research Question: What university life events are normally experienced by students 

from generalist courses and what association do these have with career 

thoughtfulness, decidedness and professionalism, when compared with students from 

more professionally specific courses? 
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In Chapter 7, what and when university life events were experienced by students from 

professional and generalist courses were reported. Likewise, how such events were 

perceived was also addressed. As highlighted throughout Chapter 7, a number of trends 

associated with event occurrence and perceptions were found. Associations between certain 

university life events (in terms of occurrence and/or perception) were found in relation to 

career thoughtfulness, decidedness and professionalism (presented in Chapter 8). Figure 24 

provides a template of possible findings related to the topics that were addressed. This 

framework therefore provides an overview of what actually emerged in the findings previously 

presented in detail (see Chapters 7 and 8).
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Figure 24: Template of possible findings  

Data collection 

technique 

 

 

 

 

 
Career 

Thoughtfulness 

 

OR 

 

Career 

Decidedness 

 

OR 

 

Professionalism 
 

NA 

 

NA 

 

NA 

 

Time of the 

academic year 

Student 

demographic 

 

Normal University Life 

Event Perceptions 

Frequency 

Significance 

Desirability 

Event occurred  

Normal University Life 

Event Reporting 

Event did not occur NA 

NA 

Key 
 

Associated with 

 

Negative association with 

 

Positive association with 

 

No association with 

 

NA = not applicable 
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As can be seen in Figure 24, student reporting of university life events was associated with 

student demographic characteristics (year of study and course type), when data was 

collected (start or end of the academic year) and data collection technique (based on pilot 

work findings). Students’ perceptions of events that they had experienced were also found to 

be associated with student demographic characteristics (year of study and course type) and 

when data was collected (start or end of the academic year). Overall, students from 

generalist courses reported and perceived a number of university events differently from 

professional course students. A number of distinctive trends were established in student 

reporting. Generally, such trends were specific to a particular type of course rather than 

students per se. Chapter 7 provides a detailed account of when university life events included 

in the SLEQ occurred and how these were perceived.   

 

Certain university life event occurrence and perceptions were associated with career 

thoughtfulness, decidedness and professionalism. Both positive and negative associations 

were found. University life events related to working (employment/placement) were most 

consistently associated with career thoughtfulness / decidedness and professionalism. The 

nature of other life event associations varied between courses. Details of whether the thirty 

university life events included in the SLEQ were associated with these areas were presented 

in Chapter 8.   

 

In summary, establishing when university life events occur, and how these are perceived, 

provides rich data about the student experience. Furthermore, associations between certain 

university life events and career thoughtfulness, decidedness and professionalism have been 

established. It is argued that collectively, findings significantly expands upon existing work, 

provides an original contribution to existing knowledge, and enhances our understanding of 

how student persisters’ make sense of their university experience (in line with the adoption of 

social constructivism).  
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9.2) Application of Findings within University 

 

Thus far how I addressed objectives, together with the aim and research question has been 

considered. As reported, through addressing these, it is my belief that original contributions 

have been made to existing knowledge. As discussed in Section 2.1.3, understanding and 

promoting a positive student experience has become increasingly important. It is my opinion 

that results enhance our understanding of the student persister HE experience. Furthermore, 

findings might be used as a basis from which to plan interventions that aim to enhance the 

student experience. These areas are now considered.  

 
9.2.1) Tightening of Construction  

 

Kelly (1963) used the metaphor that the person is like a scientist. He believed that the role of 

a scientist lies in his/her efforts to predict (in order to control) universe events, through the 

creation of ‘working’ hypotheses which are testable through experimentation. If experimental 

results fail to support a hypothesis, a scientist will typically review initial theory in conjunction 

 
Key Points made in Section 9.1 

 

• Normative university life events were identified 

 

• A questionnaire that permitted the examination of what and when university life 

events occur was developed   

 

• Two questionnaires that addressed students’ career thoughtfulness/decidedness and 

professionalism were developed 

 

• Trends were established in what and when university life events were experienced by 

students – an original contribution to knowledge  

 

• Associations were found between university life event occurrences and perceptions 

and career thoughtfulness/decidedness and professionalism – an original contribution 

to knowledge 
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with new findings. This theoretical review will usually generate new hypotheses which can be 

tested. Should a scientist find that a hypothesis is empirically supported, it will be validated 

for as long as it successfully continues to predict its specified outcome. Kelly stated that 

analogously, humans continually try to predict and control situations that happen in the world 

around them through creating and testing hypotheses and forming ‘subjective interpretations’ 

(Kreber, Castleden, Erfani, Lim and Wright, 2003, p.433) that outline the nature of their 

universe. When an individual is successfully able to anticipate the outcome of future events 

she/he will have built an effective construct system (Watts and Pope, 1989). Kelly’s notion of 

a personal construct system provides a sound conceptual basis for explaining the results that 

emerged which is in accordance with my social constructivist position. 

 

When individuals are faced with a novel situation, their personal construct system will be 

based upon a series of loose constructions. ‘When we construe loosely, we are flexible, 

perceive subtle possibilities, and tolerate ambiguities’ (Bannister and Fransella, 1989, p.47). 

Over time individuals are ‘…always striving to extend and refine their construction systems, 

that is, make them applicable to more of the world (extend them) and make them more 

accurate (refine them)’ (Lester, 1995, p.53). As constructs become validated (through 

experience) their scope will become tightened (i.e. apply to more prescriptive situations); a 

process described by Kelly (1991) as a ‘creativity cycle’.  

 

As indicated, students who had been at university for the shortest period of time reported the 

occurrence of particular university life events more commonly than other year groups 

(especially personal development changes). This could be explained by such students having 

loosely defined constructs which enabled them to include a wider range of experiences as 

evidence of specific event occurrence. In contrast, experienced students have had more 

opportunities to ‘test’ and refine their personal construct system. Consequently, experienced 

students should have developed more defined views in terms of what constituted a specific 

type of university life event. This is analogous to Welford’s (1976) work on sensory-motor 

skills. Welford indicated that as expertise is developed, people ‘…tend to perceive what is 

familiar and what we expect to occur’ (ibid, p.37) and ignore stimuli that do not fit with the 

system they have constructed. One might suggest that reduced reporting of life events 

amongst students in later years of study was representative of selective event occurrence 

filtering.  

 

This assertion could also account for the increased reporting amongst second year 

professional course students. Lee and Truex (2000) found a difference in how computer 
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developers construed complex cognitive activities as a result of attending an information 

technology training course. ‘The research results suggest that novice developers who 

completed training on development methods may actually simplify or loosen their cognitive 

structure when compared with people who did not have explicit ISD methods training’ (ibid, 

p.360). Similarly, one might purport that second year professional course students had some 

experience of university but were still experiencing a period of construct refinement.  

 

The notion that student conceptualisations of university life events tighten, when considered 

in relation to personal development changes,could potentially be problematic when graduates 

are applying for jobs. Excessively tight constructions could cause graduates difficulty if they 

are trying to transfer their university experiences to different contexts in support of an 

application. Consequently, course designers might explicitly seek to create opportunities 

whereby students are encouraged to periodically re-consider their personal development in a 

general manner as they move through their programme. Although this would happen as part 

of PDP sessions it is suggested that if students’ constructs have tightened they might not 

appreciate the importance of such sessions. Rather it is perceived as just another lecture or 

seminar. Based on results from this study, tutors should aim to make such sessions as 

distinct as possible from everyday teaching experiences.  

 

Repertory grids conducted during the pilot study (second phase) were not administered 

quasi-longitudinally, therefore the notion of there being changes in students’ cognitive 

complexity was not explicitly tested. Consequently, the suggestions made in this section, 

whilst plausible, should be treated with a degree of caution. It had originally been intended to 

use repertory grids in a longitudinal manner (discussed in Section 9.5) however; because of 

issues around pilot work participant recruitment (see Section 5.4) the design was changed. It 

would be valuable for future work to test these assertions, assuming that the participant 

recruitment issues in this study could be overcome (perhaps by offering participants a form of 

payment).  

 

9.2.2) Student Expectations 

 

Elliott and Healy (2001, p.2) indicated that ‘in today’s competitive environment, a university 

must identify what is important to students, inform students that they intend to deliver what is 

important them, then deliver what they promise’. This statement was supported by work 

which established that meeting student expectations was associated with fostering trust 

(Elliott and Healy, 2001), satisfaction (Appleton-Knapp and Krentler, 2006) retention 
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(Longden, 2006) and university adjustment (Jackson, Pancer, Pratt and Hunsberger, 2000). 

Despite this, a proportion of students experience significant discrepancies between their 

expectations and university experiences (Tresman, 2002).  

 

James (2002, p.80) noted that, ‘student expectations are not set in stone’ and can be 

shaped. However, many university administrative processes do not take full advantage of the 

malleability of student expectations and seek to actively promote ‘sophisticated 

understandings’ of what happens whilst studying. One reason why student expectations are 

not always effectively managed could stem from how university personnel approach this 

area. In many cases, student expectations are revised by telling students generalisations 

such as, “university is very different from college” or “the second year is much harder than 

year one”. It is argued that students are unable to successfully modify their expectations 

based upon such information because this form of intervention is too general.  

 

Some of the differences that were found between student cohorts reporting (presented 

throughout Chapter 7) could have stemmed from discrepancies in expectations that students 

had about university. Specifically, the demographic from each course was different and had 

varied experiences of recent education. Those students who came straight from college 

(typical amongst teaching students from the professional course) might have had more 

defined expectations about university than those from less traditional backgrounds (typical 

amongst the Applied Social Science students from the generalist courses). Had these 

expectations not been met, student perceptions of events might have been undermined.  

 

This assertion was supported by course tutors during interviews in relation to tutor interaction 

events. It is therefore suggested that study results could significantly assist individuals who 

are interested in enhancing the student experience through expectation management. As 

shown, the occurrence and perceptions of specific events or types of event were more 

prevalent amongst particular student groups (for instance, generalist students’ reporting of 

non-university events). Through communicating explicit event reporting patterns to students, 

one could promote a better understanding of what is likely to happen as they move through 

university. For example, it was found that amongst professional course students, those in 

their second years were most likely to report personal development changes. By presenting 

this information to first year students towards the end of their third term they should form a 

better appreciation of what is likely to happen at the start of year two and so help to modify 

their expectations accordingly. Recent technological developments (such as podcasts or 

vodcasts) could be used to facilitate such a process.   
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Equally, enhancing the student experience might be achieved through more accurately 

outlining to new entrants details of what their upcoming student experience will entail. It is 

suggested that certain students might be drawn to courses based on a glossy prospectus or 

limited understanding of what studying a particular subject will actually entail (perhaps based 

on popular television programmes). Should this be the case, their expectations about 

university could be flawed and their student experience ultimately undermined. Findings from 

this study offer a very detailed account of what university life events occur and how these are 

typically perceived by students. This information could easily be converted into a timeline of 

what tends to happen during university which could be given to students at times of transition 

(for instance, students could be shown relevant figures that were presented throughout 

Chapter 7 at strategic stages of the academic year).  

 

Given that one of the Browne review (Independent Review of HE Funding and Student 

Finance in England, 2010) recommendations suggested that caps on student numbers be 

lifted, universities could potentially soon have much more flexibility in terms of offering 

courses to larger numbers of students. It is proposed that giving students a clear picture 

about what a course involves at the start of their studies (perhaps through an abridged 

version of study results - such as those in Tables 51 and 52) might allow them to make an 

informed decision about whether their selected programme is right for them. If a course did 

not match expectations, alternative degrees that more accurately reflected students’ 

expectations could be offered – this should enhance students’ HE experience.  

 

It was also noted in Section 7.7.3, that life events appeared to be linked to changes in 

students’ motivation. One might suggest that helping students to develop realistic 

expectations of what will happen to them during their studies should serve to enhance 

student motivation. Specifically, teaching students what to expect (and how to manage) 

during more difficult times (such as motivational ‘dip’ periods) could serve to maintain 

students’ motivation.  

 

9.2.3) Resource Allocation 

 

HEFCE (2010) indicated that around seventy-five percent of universities face a real-term 

budgetary cut in the 2010/11 academic year. This was the first time that university budgets 

have been cut since the Labour Government took office in 1997 (Harrison, 2010). Following 

this, HM Treasury (2010b) reported in the emergency budget that there would be 

departmental budgetary cuts that, on average over a four year period, could equate to around 
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a twenty-five percent reduction in areas of unprotected spending (actually lower than the forty 

percent cut over four years announced in relation to HE (HM Treasury, 2010a)). Coupled with 

a two and a half percent increase in VAT at the start of 2011, this was said to have, 

‘confirmed some of the sector’s worst fears’ (Baker, 2010a). Given the impact of budgetary 

cuts, both the Labour (Mandelson, 2010) and Coalition (Cable and Willetts, 2010) 

Governments emphasised the need for universities to become more efficient and make 

savings where possible.  

 

As presented throughout Chapter 7, there were pronounced differences between student 

groups based upon course type and year of study. For instance, in Section 7.4, it was 

reported that generalist course students were generally at greater risk of experiencing issues 

associated with family and finances (most common amongst first and third year generalist 

students). It is proposed that this information could be used as the basis for applying targeted 

student support. Based on results, a session that outlined practical strategies associated with 

handling non-university commitments would be very beneficial if delivered during the first 

term to first and third year generalist course students. Strategic targeting of resources in this 

manner could potentially enable a university to absorb some budgetary reductions through 

working in a more cost-effective manner.  

 

As shown in Chapter 8, placement and employment experiences were associated with higher 

career thoughtfulness, decidedness and professionalism. Given this association, one might 

suggest that universities consider more widespread use of sandwich courses as a means of 

promoting these areas. This mode of study is applied in a range of contexts (such as 

business and psychology) but has become less popular (Confederation of British Industry, 

2009) in recent years (dropping from 10.4% of students in 1994/95 to 6.5% in 2006/07). 

However, based upon results, this would seem to be a highly effective (and if offered on a 

large enough scale potentially cost effective) means of promoting student development and 

adhering to governmental agendas. However, given that tuition fees are going to significantly 

increase from the 2012/13 academic year, it is recognised that students might be very 

reluctant to commit to a fourth year of studying. This would mean that universities would 

really need to work hard to promote the benefits of sandwich courses.  
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9.2.4) Student Surveys  
 

It is suggested that results from this study are useful in terms of designing student experience 

measures and also in terms of planning ways of enhancing institutional performance in 

national student experience measures.  

 

Use of Student Surveys 

 

All HE Institutions in England, Wales and Northern Ireland (along with certain institutions in 

Scotland) administer the National Student Survey (NSS) (HEFCE, 2009c). This questionnaire 

is administered to students in their final year (undergraduates and those on courses that 

progress to undergraduate study) and provides an opportunity to feed back on educational 

experiences. In the 2008/09 academic year, the survey was online (NSS, 2010). Students 

who did not respond to the online version were approached by post (in the second or third 

week) and then telephoned (between four to eight weeks) (Surridge, 2006). The format of the 

NSS has led to it being described as a, ‘broad brush approach to [understanding] the student 

experience’ (Williams and Cappuccini-Ansfield, 2007, p.161). 

 

Locke, Verbik, Richardson and King (2008, p.6) reported that NSS results are seen by HE 

institutions to be increasingly important, ‘…and their inclusion in league tables may be 

contributing to this’. However, authors have identified issues concerning the use of student 

satisfaction measures such as the NSS. For instance, Eley (2001) found that students 

typically answered satisfaction measure questions (in this case, versions of the Australian 

Course Experience Questionnaire) by focusing upon either random recall of experience, 

extreme instances or recent experiences as opposed to following instructions and basing 

their responses upon ‘overall experience’. Likewise, Williams and Kane (2008, p.73) reported 

first year students, ‘tend to be more satisfied than those in later years of study; suggesting 

that satisfaction may be connected with the approach of ‘crunch time’, that is, moments of 

stress in the study life-cycle’. Consequently, it has been proposed that, ‘logically, there is no 

reason to think that obtaining [student] feedback at one level would be effective in monitoring 

or improving quality at some other level’ (Richardson, 2005, p.402).  

 

Results clearly indicated that students’ perceptions of particular university experiences 

changed (within the same year) and that certain demographic groups appeared more 

predisposed to experiencing specific events. This supported the notion that attempting to 

measure student satisfaction in a catch-all retrospective manner is methodologically 
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questionable. Consequently it would be more valid for student experience surveys to 1) 

collect data from students in different years of study; 2) focus on specific events rather than 

general statements; and 3) to collect data at different stages of the academic year. Whilst this 

approach would be more resource intensive, it would provide a more accurate view of the 

‘overall’ student experience. Although such an approach is unlikely to be adopted on a 

national level (such as the NSS) due to the logistics involved, universities that employ in-

house measures of student experiences could adopt these principles into their measurement 

design process. Specifically, a student experience measure could be designed for usage little 

and often (perhaps addressing a very specific area in detail) rather than in general and 

annually.  

 

Increasing Student Survey Performance  

 

Study results indicated course specific differences in students’ university experiences. Such 

findings are important should a university wish to increase student survey performance 

because it indicates the need to tailor interventions that promote a positive student 

experience to different programmes. To do this, a university might consider building the 

‘student experience’ explicitly into its curriculum and assessment. For instance, an 

assessment could require students to undertake periodic reflection (perhaps posted on a VLE 

discussion board) about their studies (what is going well/not well). This could then be 

monitored by tutors and as trends in problems emerge, appropriate course interventions 

introduced. Likewise, course-specific teaching sessions that focus upon ‘how to be a student’ 

at different stages of study (i.e. what will occur and how to negotiate such experiences) could 

be developed based upon identifying student life event patterns. This could serve to enhance 

preparedness and promote more accurate student expectations.  

 

As reported, based on event reporting patterns, there were occasions when participants (staff 

and student persisters) had different views of what common university terminology meant. 

Based on this, universities need to ensure that their students clearly understand terminology 

used in student satisfaction questionnaires. If this is not the case, students might unwittingly 

falsely report how they experienced HE. It is therefore suggested that university staff need to 

regularly and consistently use student satisfaction questionnaire terminology when 

communicating with students (i.e. assignment feedback, in lectures or seminars and when 

using VLEs). Doing this should mean that students become fluent in HE jargon and 

appreciate exactly what their tutors/university staff are doing in relation to supporting them in 

these areas.  
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9.2.5) Curriculum Design and Student Career Thoughtfulness, Decidedness and 
Professionalism 

 

Implications for Academic Staff / Career Counsellors 

 

As highlighted in Section 2.5.2 , the espoused benefits of undertaking HE study in relation to 

career advancement were documented by the previous Government (Patiniotis and 

Holdsworth, 2005; Murphy and Roopchand, 2003). To accommodate student expectations 

and adhere to the governmental agenda, universities increasingly embedded teaching that 

focused upon developing career directionality and professionalism within curriculum. This is 

evident in the fact that a whole strand of the University of Bedfordshire (2010a) curriculum 

focused explicitly upon employability and further emphasised given that the University also 

has its own Employability Strategy (University of Bedfordshire, 2009b). Results highlighted a 

number of issues related to the development of career thoughtfulness, decidedness and 

professionalism which would be of interest to a course designer. Specifically, it was apparent 

that how students experienced and perceived individual university events had limited 

association with their career / professionalism status; however, differences did emerge based 

upon programme of study.  

 

Generalist course students did not significantly change in terms of career and 

professionalism during the academic year, nor were between year group differences found. 

Collectively, this implied that prolonged university experience (apparently regardless of what 

was experienced) was not associated with widespread change in career thoughtfulness, 

decidedness and professionalism. Based on tutor feedback and the fact that the current UK 

market requires graduate flexibility (Rae, 2008) this finding should be of concern to 

universities, in that, one would have hoped to see some reduction in generalist course 

students’ career decidedness - indicating that students were becoming more open-minded 

about their career options in response to the changing economic climate. Given that no 

differences were found, it was purported that generalist course students might need to 

experience a major critical life event (Sikes, Measor and Woods, 1985) in order to revise their 

career/professionalism status and such events were not routinely experienced. One might 

therefore suggest that when designing courses for students who would benefit from flexibility 

in career thinking, course designers should look for ways in which notions of career thinking 

(i.e. thoughtfulness and decidedness) and professionalism could be introduced and marketed 

in unique and novel ways rather than acting to solely embed it. By making strands of career 

thinking and professionalism distinct from the ‘normality’ of university, students may perceive 
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their experiences to be indicative of major ‘critical’ life events. To some extent, this approach 

already appeared to be in place in the form of the volunteering and employment fairs that 

were discussed during interviews by generalist course tutors. However, conversations with 

lecturers did not suggest that there was a significant marketing emphasis on the 

distinctiveness and potential life changing importance of these experiences.  

 

The rigidity of generalist course students’ career thoughtfulness, decidedness and 

professionalism could have been an artifact of the emphasis placed upon development of 

employability and long term career planning within the University. University staff are 

increasingly expected to help students to develop clearly defined career goals. For instance, 

CRe8 (Curriculum Review 2008) is, ‘a curriculum that supports employability involves 

developing a career orientation involving ambitious and realistic career aspirations and the 

career management skills to attain them…’ (University of Bedfordshire, 2010a). Given the 

significant changes in the availability of undergraduate jobs, it is proposed that students 

studying for qualifications with less-defined career paths should be taught that it is acceptable 

(and perhaps preferable) to be unsure about their career direction. Teaching could then focus 

upon helping students to tolerate and accept career ambiguity and encourage critical thinking 

about existing career beliefs. 

 

Professional course students were consistently more career thoughtful, decided and 

professionalised than generalist students. Results indicated that amongst professional course 

students, the cumulative experience of several university life events were associated with 

career status. Specifically, at the start of the year, second year professional course students 

reported a reduction in career thoughtfulness and decidedness. At the same time, these 

students experienced an intensive transitional period that involved negotiating a wide range 

of university life events. Collectively, this suggested that the second years were overwhelmed 

by their experiences which appeared to temporarily undermine their career and 

professionalism status. Given the defined career path associated with the professional 

programme, this finding was worrying. It is argued that one can reasonably assume that a 

major source of motivation for the majority of professional course students stems from a 

desire to become a teacher. Based on this, a period of time when motivation is undermined 

could be problematic in terms of student satisfaction and potentially retention. Consequently, 

course designers need to be aware of when course pressures peak and could undermine 

career thoughtfulness, decidedness or professionalism. If it is known that students (with a 

well-defined career path) face particularly intensive study periods (as highlighted), tutors can 

act to reinforce career benefits associated with studying.  
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Kumar (2007, p.20) outlined that PDP should, ‘improve the capacity of individuals to 

understand what and how they are learning, and to review, plan and take responsibility for 

their own performance’. Based on this, PDP focused sessions would provide an ideal 

opportunity for a tutor to work with their students in order to encourage critical reflection about 

how university life events are associated with their long term career plans. Should a student 

find that their career plans are rigid (which in the case of generalist students might be 

undesirable) tutors might focus upon how undertaking new life events (such as, volunteering) 

could enhance students’ self-awareness and career trajectory. Equally, it if is desirable for 

students’ career plans to remain rigid (as is the case with professional course students) a 

discussion of whether life events are undermining career plans and how such feelings could 

be counteracted could be an effective means of enhancing students’ motivation.  

 

Study findings will also be of interest to career counsellors in terms of identifying times when 

career development interventions are likely to be most effective. Awareness of university life 

events that are associated with enhanced or reduced career thoughtfulness, decidedness 

and professionalism and when such events normally occur could enable a career counsellor 

to design and target interventions that take account of events that a student demographic 

experiences at specific times. This could serve to enhance intervention currency and 

relevance amongst students.   

 

Equally, career counsellors might wish to utilise the CTDQ and PSQ when working with 

students as a means of establishing students’ current career/professionalism status, 

monitoring development or evaluating intervention effectiveness.  

 

Implications for Students 

 

Collectively, CTDQ and PSQ results suggested that the occurrence of certain life events was 

associated with the promotion or inhibition of student career thoughtfulness, decidedness and 

professionalism. The most obvious example of this related to the acquisition of workplace 

experience (as evident by the associations found between undertaking employment or a 

placement and career thoughtfulness, decidedness or professionalism scores). Similarly, 

there was some evidence that attending personal tutorials positively influenced career status. 

It is argued that to a large extent, the occurrence of these events is controllable by a student. 

In that, a student chooses whether to acquire workplace experience whilst studying (either 

through employment, placement or voluntary work) and elects whether to attend personal 

tutorials that are offered by the University. Such findings highlight that students can be 
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proactive in facilitating their own career thoughtfulness, decidedness and professionalism 

development. Tomlinson (2007) described a student who is proactive in terms of seeking 

employment as being a ‘careerist’. Amongst careerists, ‘work and careers formed a central 

part of their [students’] future aspirations’ (ibid, p.293). Likewise, careerists hold a positive 

image of employment and have adequate knowledge, skills and resources to successfully 

negotiate the job market. It is therefore suggested that students need to explicitly appreciate 

how certain actions (within their own control) during university will shape their career 

trajectory.  

 

In contrast, the occurrence of other events that were related to lower career thoughtfulness, 

decidedness and professionalism could be described as outside of students’ control (for 

instance, personal development changes and (to some extent) completing different types of 

assessment). It is suggested that student persisters need to understand that, at times, 

studying at university will involve prescribed experiences that could potentially undermine 

decisions that they have made or damage self-belief. It is argued that events that have this 

effect upon a student are not necessarily negative because they can facilitate restructuring of 

student identity in terms of career thinking or professionalism. Therefore, students need to 

appreciate that this might happen during their studies and be equipped with the skills to deal 

with such reactions (for example, resilience and open-mindedness). This assertion is 

supported by the finding that a number of positive event perceptions (in terms of desirability 

and significance) correlated positively with career thoughtfulness, decidedness and 

professionalism. 

 

 

Key Points made in Section 9.2 
 

• Study findings could be used as basis for informing student experience enhancement 

interventions associated with: 

- Management of student expectations 

- Resource allocation  

-  Student survey performance 

- Curriculum design  

 

• Such outcomes have high currency given the turbulent times the HE sector currently 

faces 
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9.3) Study Limitations 
 

Although efforts were made to ensure that a robust design and analysis were applied, some 

more specific issues must be borne in mind when interpreting findings. These are now 

considered:  
 

Range of Events  

 

This study sought to establish what university life events persisters experienced. 

Consequently, the selection of SLEQ content prioritised events that were most commonly 

experienced by students. However, given that the number of events included within the 

SLEQ was reduced (from forty to thirty) there were inevitably other events that would have 

been experienced by a proportion of the sample but were not addressed.  

 

Timing of Data Collection  

 

Data collection timing was, to a large extent, determined by when academics were able to 

identify opportunities when students could be invited to participate in this study as part of 

their teaching programme. This approach meant that the second stage of the main study (see 

Chapter 4) was undertaken at least six weeks before students finished their academic year. It 

was hoped that this period would have been shorter to ensure that respondents drew upon all 

of their experiences when completing the SLEQ. However, given the quasi-longitudinal 

design and the need to recruit as many of the same participants, there was little that could be 

done in relation to this issue.  

 

Sample Representativeness 

 

Although efforts were made to recruit a diverse sample, inevitably the generalisability of 

results was constrained by the sampling methods that were employed. The composition of 

both the professional and generalist courses meant that more women than men participated. 

Likewise, the vast majority of respondents were from the UK.  

 

There were a range of other well-defined courses associated with clear career paths and high 

professionalism from which the professional course sample could have been drawn (such as 

social work, nursing, journalism, accountancy, law and midwifery). Equally, there were a 

number of other generalist courses from which students with less defined career paths and 
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fewer opportunities to develop subject professionalism could have been recruited (for 

instance, related to general areas of business, computing or media).  

 

There was also potentially a third type of course associated with high subject professionalism 

but generally lower career decidedness (such as psychology); the nature of this educational 

experience was not addressed in this study. Equally, a fourth group could have been 

sampled that comprised students studying on sandwich degrees (students study for four 

years but spend one year in a workplace). Recruiting additional students from other types of 

course would have inevitably improved the extent to which findings could be more widely 

applied.   

 

Cross Sectional - Year Group Differences 

 

From a methodological perspective, it would have been interesting to follow the same group 

of students throughout university and collect data at the start and end of each year of their 

studies. This would have negated the possibility of individual differences synonymous with 

particular year groups affecting results and potentially provide a more in-depth indication of 

how students experienced and perceived university life events over time. There were 

however, a number of issues that led me to reject a four year longitudinal study in favour of 

the design that was used. Primarily, concerns were associated with risks of participant 

dropout, negotiation of ongoing student access, participant motivation and the feasibility of 

completing the work within the PhD time limit.  

 

Historical Context 

 

At the time of writing (June 2011), the UK HE sector is in the midst of significant change. As 

already indicated, changes are being made to university funding (HEFCE, 2010) however a 

raft of other changes are also occurring: 

 

Student fees: In November 2009, the former Secretary of State for Business, Innovation and 

Skills, ‘appointed Lord Browne…to chair an independent review of HE funding and student 

finance’ (House of Commons, 2009). It was widely anticipated that this review would 

recommend for fees to be increased. The Coalition Government manifesto (2010) indicated 

that the Government intended to await Lord Browne’s report before making a decision 

regarding changing student fees and it was built into the manifesto that Liberal Democrat 

MPs could abstain from voting should their party fail to agree with the governmental 
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response.  In October 2010, the Browne report was published (Independent Review of HE 

Funding and Student Finance in England, 2010) and, as expected, recommended that the 

cap on fees be lifted. In December 2010, a white paper based upon Browne’s findings 

passed through parliament with a majority of just twenty-one. As expected, a number of 

Liberal Democrat MPs abstained from voting (Baker, 2010c). However, in light of the 

significant cuts that have been made to university funding (HM Treasury, 2010a) this result 

was not unexpected.  

  

Student numbers: In line with previous recessions, a significant increase in student 

applications was reported during 2009 and 2010 (University and College Union, 2009). The 

UK Universities and Colleges Admissions Service (UCAS) (2009) observed a 10.1% increase 

in applications to universities in the 2009/10 academic year. Likewise, university applications 

for the 2010/11 academic year rose by 11.6% (UCAS, 2010). These trends were apparent in 

terms of applications to the University of Bedfordshire (2010b; 2009c) which reported a 

twenty-nine percent increase in applications for 2009/10 and an increase of 54.5% for the 

2010/11 academic year. The BBC (2010) outlined that the Coalition Government intended to 

create an unspecified number of additional university places to address such demand. To 

some degree this was evident in the Coalition Government honouring Labour’s earlier 

commitment to create ten thousand additional student places for the 2010/11 academic year 

(Cable and Willetts, 2010). Despite this, around two hundred and fifty thousand students 

missed out on university places in the 2010/11 academic year (Green, 2010; cited in 

Coughlan, 2010). However, should Lord Browne’s (Independent Review of HE Funding and 

Student Finance in England, 2010) recommendations be approved, future caps on student 

numbers could be lifted.  

 

Course flexibility: The Coalition Government manifesto (2010, p.31) stated that ‘we will take 

action to create more college and university places, as well as help to foster stronger links 

between universities, colleges and industries’. However, the Coalition Government was 

accused of being ‘light on detail’ in terms of how this would be achieved (Williams and 

Shepherd, 2010). In spite of this, there has been growing governmental pressure placed 

upon universities to be more flexible in terms of the types of course offered to students. This 

was evident in the emergence of fast track degrees (Fearn, 2010a) and the introduction of 

bespoke degrees designed to address local business needs (Fearn, 2010b). 

 

In light of such pronounced changes it is argued that over time the student experience will be 

redefined. The NUS President, Aaron Porter (2010; cited in Baker, 2010b) stated that in a 
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climate of HE cuts, the idea of going, ‘off to university for a few years to expand one’s 

horizons will seem increasingly fanciful’. Likewise, it appears likely that the number of 

students who enter HE will change. The Sutton Trust (2010) reported that eighty percent of 

secondary school pupils were at least ‘fairly likely’ to study for a HE qualification. However, 

should fees be increased to £5000, this figure was projected to drop to sixty-eight percent. A 

proposed increase of fees to £7000 per year (broadly in line with recommendations made by 

the Browne review) resulted in the projection that only forty-five percent of secondary school 

pupils would be likely to pursue HE study.  

 

Should these projected changes happen and the student experience change, one would 

anticipate that how university life events are experienced is likely to change. Consequently, 

study results must be considered in the historical context within which data was collected.  

 

9.4) Future Work  

 

Study findings could be expanded through subsequent research - in many cases, such work 

could address the limitations discussed in Section 9.3. An outline of how work can be 

expanded is now discussed: 

 

Different Types of Event  

 

As indicated in Appendix 4, of the eighty-one events identified through pilot work, forty were 

addressed in the SLEQ through thirty composite items. It is therefore proposed that future 

work might replicate this study but include a different range of events in a SLEQ. 

Researchers might, for example, seek to include additional events that relate to an aspect of 

university that was not explicitly addressed in this study – such as accessing university 

pastoral, academic or support services. Inevitably, including such events could mean that the 

extent to which SLEQ items apply to participants would be reduced because certain 

university life events are less typical of daily experiences. Despite this, additional work could 

be invaluable in providing a better understanding of how other events are associated with the 

student experience. 

 
Different Courses / HEI  

 

As indicated in Section 9.3, the sample could have been drawn from a range of other 

courses. Therefore, future work might replicate this study but recruit participants from other 
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degree programmes. Equally, research could be undertaken that actively recruited students 

from different HE institutions so as to establish the influence of institution upon experiences 

of university life events. Notable comparisons that could be made would include sampling 

students from analogous courses based in Russell Group Universities, Post-1992 

Universities or partnership colleges.  

 

Beyond Academic Year 

 

As highlighted, quasi-longitudinal work could have extended beyond a single year of study 

and followed a cohort of students throughout university. Assuming that there was clear ‘buy 

in’ from tutors and students that would be involved in this type of design, this could form the 

basis for interesting future work.  

 

Alternative Methods of Data Collection 

 

Further research that applied different methods of data collection could be undertaken in 

order to expand results. For instance, Fincher et al (2010) are currently undertaking a large 

scale study into the nature of academics’ everyday lives and daily routines. This work has 

adopted a longitudinal diary design whereby participants record what happened to them 

during predetermined days of the year. Drawing a parallel with the present study, this work 

appears to support the notion that trends can be identified within HE settings through 

consideration of life events. One might suggest that a diary-based design could be applied 

with a sample of students to gain further insights into the nature of their university 

experiences. 

 

Understanding Counterintuitive Findings  

 

As discussed in Chapter 8, a number of the associations that were found between university 

life events and career / professionalism status appeared counterintuitive, in that events which 

one would expect to be attributed to higher career thoughtfulness, decidedness or 

professionalism were actually associated with lower scores. It is not clear why this emerged 

but one might speculate that it could be because students felt overwhelmed by the number of 

university life events they were experiencing or events served to undermine their self belief. 

Such assertions cannot be supported or refuted based on the work that was undertaken. 

Consequently, it is proposed that future work should be undertaken which focuses upon ‘how’ 
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and ‘why’ questions that emerged from this work (as evident in the identification of 

counterintuitive associations).   

 

HE Reform 

 

As outlined, it is anticipated that a raft of HE reforms will imminently occur which will redefine 

the student experience. Should the breadth of changes outlined in Section 9.3 happen, it is 

proposed that this study should be periodically replicated in order to establish changes in 

how students experience university life events.  

 

Other Institutions 

 

It was proposed that institutions vary in the extent of their ‘totality’. Based on this, the notion 

of establishing organisationally specific events could be applied beyond universities. It is 

proposed that the design of this PhD could be applied in any organisation that involves a 

significant number of members performing analogous duties (such as a supermarket). 

Attempting to establish trends in relation to how and when employees experienced and 

perceived daily events would be advantageous in terms of establishing when interventions 

could be best targeted in relation to areas such as staff induction, development, satisfaction, 

motivation or turnover. It is therefore proposed that future work might replicate this study 

outside of a university context. Should this work be replicated in workplace settings, 

measures of career thoughtfulness, decidedness and professionalism status that were not 

employed in this study due to the nature of the student demographic (such as, occupational 

identity) could be used.  

 
 

Key Points made in Sections 9.3 and 9.4 
 

• Efforts were made to ensure that a robust methodology was applied throughout this 

study 

 

• There were inevitably a number of limitations associated with the work that was 

undertaken 

 

• It was proposed that limitations could be addressed through a body of future work 
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9.5) Reflective Account 

 

Over time my thoughts regarding how to approach this study changed. When I enrolled on 

this PhD in October 2006, I had a relatively open-ended brief. Specifically, I was tasked with 

examining how students changed over time whilst studying at university. Initially, I proposed 

to do this through adopting a repertory grid longitudinal design and working in accordance 

with Grounded Theory. As is apparent, these early ideas significantly changed and 

culminated in the comparative case study design and mixed data collection techniques that 

are presented in this thesis (which partially reflected tenets of, rather than used Grounded 

Theory). This section provides a commentary of the most significant incidents which brought 

about changes in my thinking. 

 

As indicated in Section 5.1, pilot work (from March 2007 to May 2008) was undertaken in 

order to give me an opportunity to acquaint myself with the topic area. It also served to allow 

me to complete repertory grids (something that I had not previously done). Pilot work gave 

me a much better appreciation of how students experienced university and allowed me to 

refine my thinking in terms of how to examine between-group differences in event 

occurrences. It was also invaluable in terms of establishing how university experiences 

should be conceptualised (i.e. as individual events rather than themes of experience).  

Pilot work brought about a significant change in my thinking in terms of study design. As 

noted in Section 5.4, during the pilot work it became increasingly apparent how difficult it was 

to recruit students who were willing to participate. Given that a longitudinal repertory grid 

study requires the administration of several grids over time I became increasingly concerned 

as to the viability of recruiting students who would remain willing to participate. This led to a 

period (Summer 2008) during which I considered how to modify the project design.  

 

 As I prepared to transfer from MPhil to PhD my thinking remained relatively loose. This was 

apparent in the title that was used in my MPhil to PhD transfer report ‘student progression 

through and development during university’. This illustrates how my thinking changed when 

one considers the final research question that was adopted (such revisions of a research 

question are not unusual when undertaking case study research (Stake, 1995)). It is difficult 

to indicate exactly when I focused explicitly on my core areas of interest – experience of 

university life events, between course differences and career / professionalism status. 

Rather, my thinking was influenced by general reading around these areas. I would however, 

cite my reading of Goffman’s work (discussed in Section 2.3.5) as particularly influential in 

terms of leading me to consider that university life events could be predictable. In retrospect, I 
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also believe that the media coverage of the recession and changes in HE may have served 

to enhance my interest in the areas (especially linked to the ‘student experience’ and the 

need for students to be flexible in their career planning) that were ultimately addressed. This, 

in conjunction with issues I encountered during pilot work led to my decision to use the 

questionnaire data collection technique. 

 

In retrospect, I believe that my decision to move to the use of questionnaires was correct in 

terms of meeting the study objectives, aim and addressing the research question. Not only 

would interviews / repertory grids have caused significant issues in terms of participant 

recruitment, I believe that they would have failed to provide a comprehensive picture of the 

trends inherent in professional and generalist course students’ university experiences and the 

association between these and career thoughtfulness, decidedness and professionalism 

status; areas which I have shown to represent original contributions to knowledge (discussed 

in Section 9.1) and have genuine applications within a university (discussed in Section 9.2). 

 

Using questionnaires caused me to question my epistemological position. As I highlighted in 

Section 3.1, many researchers automatically attribute quantitative work with Positivism and 

qualitative work with Interpretivism. Upon reflection, I believe that I naively applied this 

distinction and so believed that I had changed epistemological position. This meant that I was 

in a somewhat uneasy epistemological situation; because both paradigms seemed relevant 

to my study but were clearly not compatible. It was only when I revisited the fundamental 

principles of each (in the latter stages of writing this thesis) that it became clear that how I 

designed and conducted the study meant that I remained affiliated with Interpretivism.   

 

I believe that the use of follow-up interviews with lecturers served to enhance the validity of 

my findings. This period of work would have been enhanced had a small number of students 

also participated. The reason that students did not participate was because of data collection 

timing. It was June 2010 by the time I had collected and analysed the data from the main 

study. This meant that the professional and generalist students who participated had finished 

and left university for the summer break. Waiting until October (the next opportunity to revisit 

these groups) would have led to a significant delay in completing this thesis. That said, 

undertaking further interviews with students would have been interesting.  

 

When I started this thesis, I had some limited experience of working with students. However, 

soon after starting this project, I began to work as a full-time Learning Development Tutor. 

This meant that over the last five years I have talked with students about their HE 
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experiences on a daily basis. I do not think that I fully appreciated the insights this gave me 

into the student experience and how it might have shaped my thinking. Upon reflection, this 

was clearly not in accordance with Grounded Theory. Despite this, up until April 2011, I 

continued to believe that I was working from a purely Grounded Theory perspective. This was 

based on the notion that each stage of my work was exploratory, which served to guide the 

design of later stages of the project. However, I did not work in accordance with true 

Grounded Theory (for the reasons outlined in Section 3.2). In retrospect, I should have 

revisited the appropriateness of Grounded Theory when I made the decision to utilise 

questionnaires (and had started to become more aware of the student experience through 

my work). Fortunately, I do not think my inaccurate belief undermined the study but I do feel 

that it is indicative that an unsuitable assumption was made. 

 

In Section 9.2.1, I suggested that students’ constructs of university study might tighten over 

time. Unfortunately, data collected during the second stage of pilot work did not permit this 

assertion to be tested. Ironically, a longitudinal repertory grid study would have allowed me to 

establish the suitability of this assertion. Thus, I have come full circle and propose that future 

work should seek to clarify this assertion using a longitudinal repertory grid design. Such a 

study would need to be able to offer incentives to participants but would be invaluable in 

terms of building upon what was found through this PhD. My study has established ‘what’ 

happens to students, I propose that we next need to ascertain ‘how’ my findings manifest.   

 
9.6) Conclusion 

 

As this study was undertaken, some of the biggest changes to the HE sector seen in the last 

twenty years started to occur. At the time of writing, the HE landscape is blighted with 

prospects of funding cuts, higher tuition fees (and associated student expectations), 

squeezed resources, reduced graduate job opportunities and increased competition to recruit 

students. Given this context, it was unsurprising that associated media coverage started to 

discuss some of the key topic areas (student experience and graduate career opportunities) 

addressed in this thesis. Consequently, public interest in these areas has been steadily 

growing; as has pressure placed on universities to provide ever increasing better value for 

money. In the current climate it is therefore essential that universities offer an outstanding 

and cost-effective student experience and demonstrate what differentiates them from 

competitors in terms of their delivery. However, this raises a fundamental question that 

universities need to rapidly answer - “how can this be done?” 
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As discussed in Section 2.2.3, previous student experience research has been shaped by a 

number of methodological limitations. Given that the HE landscape is undergoing such 

significant revision, it is argued that new ways of conceptualising the student experience are 

needed - now more than ever. Over three phases of data collection and using mixed data 

collection techniques, what university life events are experienced by student persisters has 

been presented. This research provided a rich, detailed and original insight into what 

persisters normally experience during HE study. As discussed, this work is distinct from 

previous research conducted in this area. Furthermore, the work that was undertaken in 

terms of whether university life events were associated with career thoughtfulness, 

decidedness and professionalism provided a unique insight into how the complexity of 

everyday student living is associated with student development. It is purported that this 

strand of research has very high utility in terms of identifying when to target interventions that 

aim to promote these areas.  

 

Data reported in this thesis could inform curriculum design and interventions that facilitate 

positive HE experience and support student learning and development. Given the difficult 

financial times that universities currently face, work of this nature is potentially useful as a 

means of understanding how to retain students and make informed decisions about resource 

allocation. Furthermore, employing interventions based upon better insights into the student 

experience could serve to enhance student satisfaction, which in turn could improve league 

table positioning (this has obvious marketing and recruitment implications).  

 

From 2012/13, students will pay significantly higher tuition fees. This will mean that there is 

growing pressure on universities to measure the nature of their students’ (or ‘customers’) 

experiences to ensure they are satisfied and perceive that value for money is being 

delivered. Given that there are issues associated with usage of student satisfaction 

measures, such as the NSS (outlined in Section 9.2.4), universities will need to consider 

alternative methods of collecting data about the student experience. It is argued that the 

notion of life events could serve as a valuable unit of measurement from which instruments 

that are designed to be used little and often can be constructed.  

 

In addition to using results as a vehicle for refining the student experience, it is purported that 

the associations that were identified between university life events and career thoughtfulness, 

decidedness and professionalism are of high value in the current HE climate. Many 

prospective students who, in the last ten years, would have been motivated to enter HE by 

the prospect of getting a ‘good job’ will be increasingly aware of the difficulties many 
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graduates face in finding employment. Consequently, any strategies that can enhance 

student preparedness for entering employment must be welcomed by universities. It is 

suggested that the work presented in this thesis represents a basis from which to decide how 

and when a curriculum can promote career thoughtfulness, decidedness and 

professionalism. 

 

It was highlighted (in Section 9.4) that further work should be undertaken based upon the 

findings reported in this thesis. Such work would serve to expand reported findings and 

provide additional insights into how university life events are experienced by students. 

Equally, as discussed (in Section 9.4), the design employed in this study could easily be 

transferred to other organisations – clearly this has potentially significant commercial utility. I 

hope to be involved in undertaking further work in these areas and through doing so build 

upon the conceptual foundations which emerged through this study. Ultimately, this could 

lead to the ‘modelling’ of when events are most likely to be experienced by certain groups of 

people. Not only could this be incredibly valuable, I have already developed three 

instruments that would permit such work to be undertaken.  

 

It is hoped that other researchers accept the assertions made within this thesis and 

undertake their own studies based upon the principles that were discussed. Through doing 

so, it is hoped that research will ensure that a better understanding of the student persister 

experience emerges. This thesis has started to answer ‘what’ happens to student persisters 

in terms of experiencing normative university life events. Further research is now needed to 

establish ‘why’ and ‘how’ the patterns reported in this thesis might have manifested (evident 

by the fact that some counterintuitive findings emerged). It is my belief that undertaking such 

work will mean that the experiences of future generations of student persisters can be greatly 

enhanced.  
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9.7) Recommendations 
 

Based upon study findings, the following recommendations are proposed: 

 

• Universities should endeavor to promote accurate student experience expectations by 

explicitly communicating to their students when specific university life events are most 

likely to be experienced 

 

• Consideration of how students normally experience and perceive the multiplicity of 

university life events should be borne in mind when designing a curriculum, career 

counselling interventions and planning assessment (for instance, determining when 

students will be more or less receptive to information and then deliver teaching 

accordingly) 

 

• Universities should endeavour to teach students how, throughout a course, daily 

experiences can shape perceptions of their career thoughtfulness, decidedness and 

professionalism   

 

• Universities should consider how the normality of specific university life events change 

between student demographics and then target resources appropriately 

 

• Measurement of the student experience (for example, in terms of satisfaction) should 

encapsulate a more diverse range of university life events and address how such 

experiences change for a student over time 

 

• Further research should be undertaken to expand upon reported findings (as outlined in 

Section 9.4) – especially in terms of answering ‘how’ and ‘why’ patterns reported in this 

thesis might have emerged 
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Appendices  
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Appendix 1: Rationale for Course Selection  
 

University course descriptors and details of what jobs students typically obtained after 

graduation were reviewed to identify professional and generalist courses. The following 

outlines evidence that supported the course distinctions that were made:  

 

Evidence Supporting Professional Course Selection  

 

The BEd in Primary Education was described as a ‘professional course’ based on the 

following evidence:  

 

 The University of Bedfordshire (2008) reported that the 2004 student destination survey 

indicated that ninety-nine percent of students who completed a BEd in Primary Studies 

(Hons) entered into teaching jobs after graduating 

 

• A student studying to become a teacher has already made a career decision by choosing 

to enter teacher training (Kyriacou and Coulthard, 2000) 

 

• Prospects (2007b) reported that in 2007, seventy-five percent of graduates who 

completed a university programme with qualified teacher status (QTS) entered full time 

employment within six months of finishing their studies. Further, it was noted that of these 

students around ninety percent entered a teaching position 

 

 It was reported by the University of Brighton (2003) that approximately ninety percent of 

students who had graduated with a BA Hons in Primary Education (early years with QTS) 

obtained employment as teachers after graduation 

 

 The University of the West England (2008) provided four examples of previous students 

who were working as teachers in the careers / further study section of their BA (Hons) 

Initial Teacher Education (Primary) course 

 

 ‘[Career] Opportunities for [Primary] BEd graduates are excellent with many obtaining 

first teaching posts in local schools’ (University of Hertfordshire, no date) 

 

 ‘The degree [Primary Education (QTS) BA (Hons)] prepares students to teach within 

maintained or independent primary schools in England in key stages one and two 
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 Career opportunities for the qualified teacher are extensive both within the UK and 

abroad’ (University of Northampton, 2008) 

 

 ‘Most [Primary Education] graduates go directly into the teaching profession…’ 

(University of Sunderland, no date) 

 

Evidence Supporting Generalist Course Selection  

 
BA Business Studies 
 

The BA Business Studies (general route) course was described as a ‘generalist course’ 

based on the following evidence:  

 

• Prospects (2007a) indicated six months after graduating, almost sixty-two percent of 

Business Studies students entered into full-time paid employment. It was reported that 

these students typically found employment within three key areas: 

 

1. Approximately 22% within, ‘commercial, industrial and public sector management’ 

2. ‘Around 19% enter employment in business and finance’ 

3. Furthermore, it was reported that a ‘significant’ proportion of students who studied 

business went on to work in jobs associated with retail, media and the hospitality 

industry 

 

• Ng and Burke (2006) reported that most Canadian Business Studies students knew 

which industry they wanted to work in. However, less knew the actual direction they 

wanted their career to assume.  

 

Further support for the generalist nature of Business Studies courses emerged when I 

examined the career opportunities that universities suggested were available to Business 

Studies graduates:  

 

 ‘There can be few careers where a knowledge of business would not be useful’ 

(University of Kent, 2007) 

 

 ‘The range of employment options open to holders of these qualifications [Business 

Studies] is extensive’ (University of Chester, no date) 
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 Business Studies graduates have, ‘… gone on to a wide range of careers in areas as 

diverse as advertising, banking and finance, insurance and teaching’ (University of 

Liverpool, 2007) 

 

 ‘The career options [for Business Studies students] are as wide ranging as the choice of 

courses available’ (University of Manchester, no date) 

 

 Business Studies graduates, ‘will be prepared for a range of graduate entry-level 

business and management positions’ (University of Birmingham, no date) 

 

 ‘The diverse areas covered in this programme [Business Studies] offers graduates the 

opportunity to pursue careers in a wide selection of positions in both the public and 

private sector’ (Coventry University, 2008) 

 

 ‘Successful [Business Studies] graduates are equipped to enter a range of professional 

and business careers’ (Canterbury Christ Church University, 2008) 

 

Applied Social Science Courses 

 

Given the issues associated with recruiting Business Studies students, Applied Social 

Science courses (BA Applied Social Studies, BA Criminology, BA Child and Adolescent Care, 

BA Health and Social Care and BA Early Years) were selected as an alternative example of a 

‘generalist course’ based on the following course descriptor statements used by the 

University of Bedfordshire:  

 

• ‘The Applied Social Studies course will be of interest for students exploring different 

directions in a wide range of Human Services careers’ (University of Bedfordshire, 

2010c) 

 

• The Child and Adolescent Studies, ‘course will be of interest for students exploring 

different [career] directions’ (University of Bedfordshire, 2009d) 

 

• ‘[Health and Social Care] graduates are equipped to take advantage of a range of 

employment opportunities in the expanding field of health and social care’ (University of 

Bedfordshire, 2009e) 
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• ‘The [Criminology] degree course will be appropriate for undergraduates considering 

careers in a wide range of Human Services work’ (University of Bedfordshire, 2009f) 

 

This trend was also apparent when one considers career routes (linked to analogous Applied 

Social Science programmes) advertised by other universities:  

 

• ‘Our [Criminology] students go on to a wide-variety of roles in the public and private 

sector’ (Lancaster University, no date) 

 

• ‘A degree in Applied Social Sciences from the University of Southampton can be an 

immediate door opener into many fields, and can lead to a broad range of career 

opportunities…’ (University of Southampton, 2010) 

 

• ‘In many respects the Applied Social Sciences degree prepares you well for the world of 

work after university, and your options will remain wide’ (Liverpool Hope University, 2010) 

 

• ‘Childhood Studies graduates enter employment in a variety of sectors and a range of 

employers, including local authorities, local and national charities, state and independent 

schools, nurseries and health authorities’ (Prospects, 2008b) 

 

• ‘Careers open to our [Health and Social Care] graduates could include: research and 

policy-oriented work in the voluntary sector; postgraduate training on social work and 

other professional courses; social care research and evaluation; social care work in the 

public, voluntary and private sectors; management and organisation posts in the health 

services; personnel and resource management posts in the private sector, local 

authorities and voluntary organisations’ (University of Kent, 2010) 
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Appendix 2: Pilot Work Interview Questions 

 

The following outlines interview questions that were used during pilot work stages 1 and 2. 

 

Pilot Work Stage 1 Questions  

 

Questions asked to students 

 

The following questions were asked to students who participated in semi-structured 

interviews during the first stage of pilot work:  

 

 Can you identify a difficult period that you have experienced during your time at 

university? 

 

 What were the causes of this difficulty? 

 

 At what point of your studies did this challenging time occur (level one, two, or three)?  

 

 Did you seek any help in relation to this difficulty? If so, from whom?  

 

 How did you know when this difficult situation had been resolved?  

 

 Did this challenging time occur more than once? If so, when did it reoccur? 

 

 Can you say what, if anything, is different between each of your difficult situations? 
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Questions asked to staff 

 

The following questions were asked to university staff who participated in semi-structured 

interviews during the first stage of pilot work:  

 

 Can you identify a crisis that students typically experience during their time at university? 

 

 What do you think is the cause(s) of this crisis? 

 

 At what stage (level one, two, or three) and at what point (during this level) of a students’ 

career does this crisis typically occur?  

 

 Does this crisis occur more than once during a student’s time at university? If so, when in 

your experience, does it reoccur? 

 

 Can you say what, if anything, is different between the crises we have discussed? 

 

 Are there particular characteristics that are associated with students who seek your 

services? 

 

 What areas would you try to develop in the students in order to help someone who is 

experiencing a crisis? 

 

 How would you know when a student’s crisis has been resolved? What changes would 

you have seen?  
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Pilot Work Stage 2 Questions  

 

The following questions were asked to students who participated in semi-structured 

interviews during the second stage of pilot work:  

 

 Can you think of a time during your current year of study that had a significant effect on 

you as a student? 

 

 Can you think of a time during a previous year of study that had a significant effect on 

you as a student? 

 

 Can you think of aspects of your current year of study that have been different from what 

you expected?  

 

 Can you think of a time during a previous year of study that was different from what you 

expected?  

 

 Can you think of any times in the future that may have a significant effect on you as a 

student?   

 

 Do you have a clear idea about what you want to do in terms of a career when you finish 

university? 

 

 What would it mean to be a professional in your subject? 

 

 Would you describe yourself as being a professional in your discipline?  
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Appendix 3: Repertory Grid Elements  

 

The following are elements that were used in repertory grids conducted during pilot work 

stage 2: 

 

 A student failing to overcome difficulties related to university 

 

 A second student failing to overcome difficulties related to university 

 

 A student able to overcome all difficulties related to university 

 

 A second student able to overcome all difficulties related to university 

 

 A student who is neither sailing through nor failing university  

 

 A second student who is neither sailing through nor failing university  

 

 Myself as I am now 

 

 Myself as the perfect student 
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Appendix 4: Development and Validation of the SLEQ 
 

The following details the process of SLEQ development, piloting and refinement (expanding 

on information in Section 6.1). 

 

Identification of University Life Events  

 

Previous researchers (Stone, Kessler and Haythornwaite, 1991; Tausig, 1982; Dohrenwend, 

1974) highlighted that it is neither possible nor practical to develop a questionnaire that 

contains an exhaustive set of life events. Given that the study focused upon normative 

university life events, only events 1) related to university; and 2) likely to be experienced by 

the majority of students were included. Random events were excluded, such as death of a 

family member or pregnancy. It is acknowledged that such events undoubtedly affect 

students but these are not normative university experiences.  

 

To ensure content is relevant to participants, Cradall, Preisler and Aussprung (1992) 

suggested asking the population of interest to generate items when developing a life events 

questionnaire. Consequently to identify normative university life events I re-examined pilot 

work data (broadly in line with Pearlin and Schooler, 1978). This was appropriate because 1) 

pilot study participants were students or staff from the University of Bedfordshire; 2) the pilot 

required students to explicitly identify significant events experienced during university; and 3) 

four pilot study participants were sampled from the same professional course (Primary 

Education) as students who completed the SLEQ. 

 

Through examining pilot data a comprehensive set of university life events was identified. 

Additionally, based on my own experience of working with students (as a Learning Support 

Tutor), a number of additional events were identified. I also consulted literature from the 

University department responsible for reviewing cases of student assessment mitigation to 

see if this highlighted additional events.  

 

Dohrenwend and Dohrenwend (1978) indicated some life event questionnaires contain items 

symptomatic of other item measures which can confound validity. There were a number of 

items (related to personal development changes) discussed during pilot work which appeared 

symptomatic of other items. Dohrenwend and Dohrenwend suggested it is acceptable to 

include items relating to ‘symptomatic changes’ but these should be addressed separately 

when analysing data. Given that a ‘total’ score was not calculated, the inclusion of such items 
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was acceptable. However, within the discussion of results related to these items such 

instances were referred to as changes rather than life events (see Section 7.1). 

 

Overall, eighty-one items were identified; sixty-two were university life events and nineteen 

symptomatic changes.  

 

Summary of University Life Events 

 

Stone, Kessler and Haythornwaite (1991) reported that once life events are identified, content 

should be summarised. This represents an important stage of the questionnaire development 

process as it 1) distinguishes between event types; and 2) identifies events which can be 

combined. This process was also seen as useful as it provided a conceptual basis for 

presentation of questionnaire results (as was the case in Chapter 7). I therefore completed a 

content analysis of the items (unit of analysis was individual life events). Themes were 

identified from event content rather than through applying a prescribed framework.  

 

Initially, ten event themes were identified. To ensure that coding was reliable, I asked a 

colleague to independently code events using the same coding frame. When I met with my 

colleague it was apparent that there was ambiguity around the coding of items associated 

with relationships with university staff and pastoral and educational support. Consequently, 

the decision was made to merge these themes. It was also apparent that certain events could 

be coded in multiple ways depending upon context. This was not surprising given that pilot 

study interviewees reported events to be interrelated. It was therefore agreed that coders 

would specify a primary category for each event (judged to be most commonly applicable).  

 

Life events were re-coded by myself and my colleague using the revised nine theme 

framework and inter-rater reliability coefficients were calculated: Cohen’s Kappa = 0.90 and 

Perreault Leigh coefficient = 0.95 (Perreault and Leigh, 1989). Results suggested an 

excellent level of reliability. The following tables outline the events identified during pilot work 

and how these were coded:   
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Theme 1: Assessments and feedback - events associated with 
undertaking different forms of assessment and receiving feedback on 
performance. 

How event was 
identified 

Written an assignment  PhD pilot study 
Sat an exam  PhD pilot study 
Involved in writing a dissertation / special project PhD pilot study 
Received a grade on an assessment PhD pilot study 
Received informal feedback on their university performance from other 
students PhD pilot study 

Gave a presentation  Tutor role 
Received a referral CAAS literature 
 
Theme 2: Experience of teaching - events associated with a specific 
format of teaching or the arrangement of teaching provision. 

How event was 
identified 

Participated in group work with students  PhD pilot study 
Participated in a placement (as part of course) PhD pilot study 
The timetabling of my course affected my studies  PhD pilot study 
Attended lecture(s) PhD pilot study 
Attended seminar / tutorial(s) PhD pilot study 
Experienced online teaching  PhD pilot study 
Attended personal tutorial (1:1 with lecturer) PhD pilot study 
 
Theme 3: Beliefs / lifestyle - events associated life style choice and beliefs 
that could impact on ability to study. 

How event was 
identified 

Friendships outside of university my studies PhD pilot study 
Family commitments affected my studies PhD pilot study 
Relationship with my partner(s) affected my studies PhD pilot study 
My religious beliefs affected my studies PhD pilot study 
Undertook paid employment PhD pilot study 
Undertook voluntary work (unpaid) PhD pilot study 
The cost of living affected my studies PhD pilot study 
The cost of coming to university (e.g. fees) affected my studies PhD pilot study 
My travel arrangements affected my studies PhD pilot study 
My living accommodation affected my studies PhD pilot study 
My cultural background affected my studies PhD pilot study 
 
Theme 4: Student interactions - events associated with interacting with or 
getting advice from other students. 

How event was 
identified 

Made new friends with students PhD pilot study 
Met students from different backgrounds PhD pilot study 
Socialised with student friends PhD pilot study 
Received academic advice from students PhD pilot study 
Received non-academic support from students PhD pilot study 
Participated in university sports team PhD pilot study 
Participated in university club / society Tutor role 
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Theme 5:  University staff interactions - events associated with interacting 
with or getting advice from individual university personnel (lecturers and 
teaching / pastoral support staff) or items associated with accessing / 
using university based educational or pastoral support services. 

How event was 
identified 

Accessibility of lecturers PhD pilot study 
Communicated with their lecturers (in person / online / phone / via email)  PhD pilot study 
Received academic advice from lecturers PhD pilot study 
Received non-academic support from lecturers PhD pilot study 
Received encouragement from lecturers PhD pilot study 
Received academic advice from university staff (not lecturers) PhD pilot study 
Received non-academic support from university staff (not lecturers) PhD pilot study 
Communicated with university staff (not lecturers) (in person / online / 
phone / via email) PhD pilot study 

Received information from their lecturers (verbally / paper based) PhD pilot study 
Received information from university staff (not lecturers) (verbally / paper) PhD pilot study 
Received information from the university (not individual staff) PhD pilot study 
Accessed optional university computer training services (workshops /1:1s) PhD pilot study 
Accessed Centre for Personal and Career Development PhD pilot study 
Accessed Professional and Academic Development (PAD) services (e.g. 
workshops / 1:1s) PhD pilot study 

Accessed university counselling services PhD pilot study 
Accessed university chaplaincy services PhD pilot study 
Accessed student union services PhD pilot study 
Accessed CAAS (Corporate Academic Advice Service) PhD pilot study 
Accessed university financial support services Tutor role 
Accessed university language centre services Tutor role 
 

Theme 6: Health - events associated with physical and psychological well 
being. 

How event was 
identified 

Experienced homesickness PhD pilot study 

Health affected my studies PhD pilot study 
Student discovered they have a condition that affects how they study (e.g. 
dyslexia) PhD pilot study 

Student managed a condition that affects how they can study (e.g. 
dyslexia) PhD pilot study 

 

Theme 7: University buildings / facilities - events associated with 
accessing / using of university buildings and facilities. 

How event was 
identified 

Student got lost around the university PhD pilot study 
Used library facilities PhD pilot study 
Used university computer centre  PhD pilot study 
Used a university based restaurant / café / bar PhD pilot study 
 

 



 

288 
 

Theme 8: Miscellaneous - events that did not fit into one of the other 
themes. 

How event was 
identified 

Participated in someone’s research Tutor role 

Experienced problems associated with computer / ICT CAAS literature 
 
Theme 9:  Changes associated with studying (symptomatic events) - 
events associated with change in self perception around ability, emotion 
or approach to study. 

How event was 
identified 

Change in my language skills PhD pilot study 
Change in my writing skills PhD pilot study 
Change in my maths skills  PhD pilot study 
Change in my reading skills PhD pilot study 
Change in my time management PhD pilot study 
Change in my ICT skills  PhD pilot study 
Change in my researching skills PhD pilot study 
Change in who I study with  PhD pilot study 
Change in when I study PhD pilot study 
Change in my subject knowledge PhD pilot study 
Change in my self awareness  PhD pilot study 
Change in how I solve problems PhD pilot study 
Change in my decision making PhD pilot study 
Change in my beliefs about university PhD pilot study 
Change in my motivation towards studying PhD pilot study 
Change in my confidence towards studying PhD pilot study 
Change in my attitude towards university PhD pilot study 
Change in how well I think I am doing at university   PhD pilot study 
Change in where I study Tutor role 
 

Establishing Life Event Normality  
 

It was important that the SLEQ could be administered quickly because I had limited contact 

time with students. Consequently, it was not be possible to include eighty-one items. Given 

the administration time that was available (around twenty minutes per cohort) it was decided 

that content would initially be reduced to forty items. When selecting items it was important 

that the most normative events were retained. Therefore, efforts were made to establish the 

extent to which each of the eighty-one items applied to the university student demographic. 

This involved collecting and considering data from three sources:  

  

1) Pilot work  

 

It was noted if an event was discussed by participants during pilot work.  



 

289 
 

2) Objective data  

 

In relation to thirty-one items, it was possible to access data regarding life event normality. 

This information was obtained through departmental annual reports; the university student 

experience questionnaire and contacting members of staff. Information that related to the 

typicality of teaching (lectures, seminars, placements, online teaching) and assessment 

format (exams, assignments, group work, presentations, dissertations / special projects) was 

obtained through reviewing one-hundred and two, three-year undergraduate course 

descriptors on the University website (this did not include courses based at partnership 

institutions) and by contacting teaching staff. 

 

3) Staff Awareness of Student Life Events Questionnaire (SASLEQ) 

 

It was important to avoid overloading the target student demographic with questionnaires 

during early stages of instrument development. As shown (Section 5.3), pilot work indicated 

that university staff generally had a good awareness of events that students experienced. 

Consequently, the online SASLEQ was developed (stage one of the questionnaire 

development phase). University of Bedfordshire staff were emailed individual invitations to 

participate. Respondents used a five point scale (and an unsure option)  to indicate the 

extent to which each of the eighty-one events were, in their experience, experienced by 

students. For each event, SASLEQ data was used to calculate: mean score, total number of 

unsure responses and the event occurrence rating (calculated by ordering the events 

(highest to lowest) based on mean score and number of unsure responses). 

 

Stone, Kessler and Haythornwaite (1991) suggested that one strategy of establishing validity 

within a life events questionnaire is through identifying a source of ‘objective proof’ which can 

be compared with participant responses (consensual validation). Consequently, a tentative 

examination (where objective data was available) of SASLEQ consensual validity was 

undertaken. To do this, each of the events was listed in descending order based on objective 

data (most common to least common). Mean response scores, unsure responses and 

ranking of the life event applicability (based on mean score and unsure responses) from the 

SASLEQ were then considered in relation to the objective data. Results are shown in the 

following table:  
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SASLEQ Consensual Validity Table  

Life event SASLEQ Rank Actual student numbers Source Mean  Unsure  
Attended lecture(s 4.71 0 1 Over 99% of courses use lectures University course descriptors  

Wrote / currently writing an assignment  4.68 0 2 All students University course descriptors 

Attended seminar / tutorial(s) 4.49 3 6 All students University course descriptors 

Participated in / currently participating in group work with 
students  4.4 0 8 All students University course descriptors 

Gave a presentation  4.27 2 13 All students  University course descriptors 

Currently involved in writing a dissertation / special project 4.24 0 15 All students  University course descriptors 
Sat an exam  3.92 1 24 87% of courses use exams University course descriptors 

Experienced online teaching  3.29 5 50 All students  University course descriptors 

Participated in a placement (as part of course) 2.81 4 65 Around 25% of courses involve some 
form of placement / work experience. University course descriptors 

My cultural background affected my studies  2.77 19 67 Around 18% of the student 
demographic is from outside the UK. 

UoB undergraduate scheme 
review 2007 / 08 

Accessed CPCD (careers team)  2.68 29 71 Approx 1800 students CPCD annual report. 

Accessed CAAS  3.16 11 54 Approx 1400 students CAAS / counselling annual report 
Accessed Professional and Academic Development (PAD) 
services  2.93 15 59 Approx 550 students PAD Team annual statistics 

Participated in university club / society  2.56 26 77 Approx 550 students Student Union Activity 
Coordinators 

Participated in university sports team 2.17 
 30 81 Approx 400 students Student Union Activity 

Coordinators 
Managed a condition that affects how I can study (e.g. 
dyslexia) 2.72 17 69 Approx 350 students Disability and Dyslexia team 

statistics 
Accessed university counselling services 2.47 28 78 Approx 250 students CAAS / counselling annual report 

Accessed university language centre services 2.21 43 80 Small number of students Language centre field chair 
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When comparing objective data with SASLEQ responses, it was apparent that factual 

information about event applicability was generally in line with staff reporting. It was identified 

that a small number of events were ranked by staff (based on mean response rate and 

unsure responses) as being less applicable to students than objective data actually 

suggested. However, this finding could be attributed to the fact that these items had higher 

staff unsure response rates. One exception related to the item ‘experience online teaching’ 

which was rated the fiftieth most applicable event. However, objective data indicated that this 

event was applicable to all students (all undergraduate course use a VLE). One might explain 

this anomaly because of variation in how the term ‘online teaching’ was used. Online 

teaching can relate to simply making information online (e.g. putting lectures slides or notes 

online) or actually setting up online exercises for students to complete or participate in (such 

as, using blogs, wikis or discussion boards). Given the variation in what can be meant by 

‘online teaching’, it was conceivable that participants used the term in relation to high 

involvement online teaching (blogs or wikis) which were less commonly used.  

 

SASLEQ respondents were also asked to report additional life events that students normally 

experienced but were not included within the SASLEQ. A summary of staff responses are 

presented in the following table: 

 

SASLEQ respondents’ qualitative responses  

 

Qualitative feedback  Number of staff who reported  

Repetition of existing life events(s) 9  

Slight expansion on existing life events  2 

Differences between student groups 2 

Development of professionalism  amongst students 2 

Change of students’ career status  2 

Comments about completing the questionnaire 2 

Increasing student  numbers 1 

University influence upon student maturation 1 

 

Based upon responses, no additional events were added.  

 

Overall, collective SASLEQ results appeared to provide a valid indication of how normative 

the majority of life events were during students’ university experience. However, the 
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consensual validation check suggested that events with high staff unsure responses should 

be treated with some caution.  

 

Selection of Most Normative University Life Events  

 

Based on the three sources of information that were available about life event normality, a 

summary table was constructed from which the most normative life events were selected (all 

data was based on the 2007/08 academic year) (NA = Not Applicable): 



 

293 
 

Life event Objective information 
Mean 

SASLEQ 
(rating) 

Unsure 
SASLEQ 

Pilot stage 1 
theme - 

students 

Pilot stage 
1 theme - 

staff 
Pilot stage 2 

theme 

Wrote / currently 
writing an assignment  

All undergraduate three year degree courses 
required students to complete assignments / course 
work as part of their studies (format and frequency 
varies between courses). 

4.68 
(2) 0 Academic 

skills / work 
Academic 

skills / work 

Factors 
specific to 

programme of 
study 

Sat an exam  

83% of undergraduate three year degree courses 
running during required student to sit exams as part 
of their studies (format and frequency varied between 
courses). 

3.92 
(24) 1 Academic 

skills / work 
Academic 

skills / work 

Factors 
specific to 

programme of 
study 

Currently involved in 
writing a dissertation / 
special project 

All undergraduate three year degree required 
students to complete a dissertation / special project 
(format varies between courses). 

4.24 
(14) 0 Academic 

skills / work 
Academic 

skills / work NA 

Received a grade on 
an assessment 

Student (n=1249) agreement with the item ‘feedback 
on my work has been prompt‘in relation to 
importance (mean = 4.49) and satisfaction (mean = 
3.55). (Source: UoB 2007 / 2008 internal Student 
Experience Questionnaire (SEQ)) 

4.4 
(8) 1 Academic 

skills / work 
Academic 

skills / work 

Feedback on / 
assessment of 
performance 

Received informal 
feedback on my 
university performance 
from students  

NA 3.27 
(50) 17 NA NA 

Feedback on / 
assessment of 
performance 

Gave a presentation  
All three year degree courses running required 
students to complete presentations (format and 
frequency varies between courses). 

4.27 
(12) 2 Added by based on my own work with students 

Received a referral NA 2.6 
(74) 10 Added based on university literature regarding the 

reasons students provide for needing extensions 

Participated in / 
currently participating 
in group work with 
students 

All undergraduate three year degree courses 
required students to participate in group work (format 
and frequency varied between courses). 

4.4 
(7) 0 Interactions / 

relationships 
Interactions / 
relationships 

Interactions / 
relationships 
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Life event Objective information 
Mean 

SASLEQ 
(rating) 

Unsure 
SASLEQ 

Pilot stage 1 
theme - 

students 

Pilot stage 
1 theme - 

staff 
Pilot stage 

2 theme 

Participated in a 
placement (as part of 
course) 

Based on a review of 103 undergraduate 3 year 
degree courses: 
- 10 courses had an ongoing placement   
- 9 courses had a placement option (e.g. a sandwich 
course) 
- 5 courses had work experience / vocational training 
built into the course 

2.81 
(64) 4 Course related NA Real world 

experience 

The timetabling of my 
course affected my 
studies 

Student (n=1249) agreement with the item ‘the 
timetable works effectively as far as my concerns are 
concerned’ in terms of importance (mean = 4.43) and 
satisfaction (mean =3.89) in the UoB 2007 / 2008 
internal SEQ.  

3.17 
(51) 10 Course related Time conflicts 

Factors 
specific to 

programme of 
study 

Attended lecture(s) 
102 of 103 (over 99%) undergraduate 3 year degree 
courses involved lecture teaching (format and 
frequency varies between courses). 

4.71 
(1) 0 Course related Various 

Factors 
specific to 

programme of 
study 

Attended seminar / 
tutorial(s) 

All three year undergraduate degree courses running 
involved seminar, tutorial or workshop teaching 
(format and frequency varies between courses). 

4.49 
(5) 3 Course related Various 

Factors 
specific to 

programme of 
study 

Experienced online 
teaching 

All undergraduate courses had an online teaching 
presence through the university internet based 
education portal (BREO). However, the extent to 
which this was used varied. 

3.29 
(49) 5 Course related NA NA 

Attended personal 
tutorial (1:1 with 
lecturer) 

Student (n=1249) agreement with the item ‘my 
personal tutor responds when I need academic 
support and advice’ in terms of importance (mean = 
4.47) and satisfaction (mean =3.88). (Source: UoB 
2007 / 2008 SEQ) 

3.71 
(34) 5 NA NA Interactions / 

relationships 

Friendships outside of 
university  NA 2.86 

(60) 21 NA NA Interactions / 
relationships 

Family commitments  NA 3.34 
(46) 7 Time conflicts Time conflicts Interactions / 

relationships 
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Life event Objective information 
Mean 

SASLEQ 
(rating) 

Unsure 
SASLEQ 

Pilot stage 1 
theme - 

students 

Pilot stage 
1 theme - 

staff 
Pilot stage 

2 theme 

Relationship with my 
partner(s)  NA 2.99 

(57) 16 Interactions / 
relationships 

Interactions / 
relationships 

Interactions / 
relationships 

My religious beliefs  NA 2.31 
(78) 20 

Time conflicts 
Religion / 

culture 
Time conflicts External 

influences 

Undertook paid 
employment NA 3.8 

(30) 8 Time conflicts Time conflicts External 
influences 

Undertook voluntary 
work (unpaid) NA 2.64 

(73) 24 Time conflicts Time conflicts External 
influences 

The cost of living  NA 3.33 
(47) 10 Finance Finances External 

influences 

The cost of coming to 
university  NA 3.09 

(54) 7 Finance Finances NA 

My travel 
arrangements  NA 3.04 

(56) 8 Finance NA NA 

My living 
accommodation  NA 2.73 

(67) 12 Residence Residence External 
influences 

My cultural 
background  

The student demographic comprised of 82% from the 
UK; 10% were other EU; and 7% from overseas. In 
terms of ethnicity, the majority of students were White 
British (54.3%) and Black – African (10.9%). (Source: 
UoB undergraduate scheme review, 2007/08). 

2.77 
(66) 19 Religion / 

culture 
Religion / 

culture NA 

Made new friends with 
students NA 4.13 

(15) 8 Interactions / 
relationships 

Interactions / 
relationships 

Interactions / 
relationships 

Met students from 
different backgrounds 

During the 2007 / 08 academic year, the student 
demographic comprised of 82% from the UK; 10% 
were other EU; and 7% from overseas. In terms of 
ethnicity, the majority of students were White British 
(54.3%) and Black – African (10.9%). (Source: UoB 
undergraduate scheme review 2007/08). 

4.29 
(10) 4 NA Interactions / 

relationships 
Interactions / 
relationships 

Socialised with student 
friends NA 3.92 

(24) 15 NA Interactions / 
relationships 

Interactions / 
relationships 
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Life event Objective information 
Mean 

SASLEQ 
(rating) 

Unsure 
SASLEQ 

Pilot stage 1 
theme - 

students 

Pilot stage 
1 theme - 

staff 
Pilot stage 

2 theme 

Received academic 
advice from students NA 3.36 

(45) 18 NA NA Interactions / 
relationships 

Received non-
academic support from 
students 

NA 3.6 
(40) 17 NA NA Interactions / 

relationships 

Participated in 
university sports team 

At the start of the 2008 / 09 academic term 403 
students were involved in university sport teams 
(Luton campus approx 150 students and Bedford 
campus 353 students in 23 squads). (Source: UoB 
Student Union Student Activity Coordinators). 

2.17 
(80) 30 NA NA Interactions / 

relationships 

Participated in 
university club / 
society 

At the start of the 2008 / 09 academic term 556 
students were involved in university clubs / societies 
(Luton campus approx 300 students and Bedford 
campus 256 students in 12 societies). (Source: UoB 
Student Union Activity Coordinator). 

2.56 
(76) 26  

Added based on own work with students 

Accessibility of 
lecturers NA 3.87 

(26) 6 Interactions / 
relationships 

Interactions / 
relationships 

Interactions / 
relationships 

Communicated with 
my lecturers (in person 
/ online / phone / via 
email) 

Student (n=1249) agreement with the item ‘I have 
been able to contact teaching staff when I needed’ in 
terms of importance (mean = 4.47) and satisfaction 
(mean = 3.91). (Source: UoB 2007 / 08 SEQ). 

4.26 
(13) 2 Interactions / 

relationships 
Interactions / 
relationships 

Interactions / 
relationships 

Received academic 
advice from lecturers NA 4.41 

(6) 3 NA Various Interactions / 
relationships 

Received non-
academic support from 
lecturers 

NA 3.08 
(55) 13 NA Various Interactions / 

relationships 

Received 
encouragement from 
lecturers 

NA 4.03 
(18) 5 NA Various Interactions / 

relationships 

Received academic 
advice from university 
staff (not lecturers) 

NA 3.33 
(48) 15 NA Various Interactions / 

relationships 
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Life event Objective information 
Mean 

SASLEQ 
(rating) 

Unsure 
SASLEQ 

Pilot stage 
1 theme - 
students 

Pilot stage 
1 theme - 

staff 
Pilot stage 

2 theme 

Received non-
academic support from 
university staff (not 
lecturers) 

NA 3.47 
(44) 14 NA Various Interactions / 

relationships 

Communicated with 
university staff (not 
lecturers) (in person / 
online / phone / via 
email) 

NA 3.87 
(27) 16 Interactions / 

relationships Various Interactions / 
relationships 

Received information 
from my lecturers  
(verbally / paper 
based) 

NA 4.61 
(3) 4 Course 

related Various Interactions / 
relationships 

Received information 
from university staff 
(not lecturers) (verbally 
/ paper based) 

NA 4.01 
(19) 12 Course 

related Various Interactions / 
relationships 

Received information 
from the university (not 
individual staff) 

NA 4.3 
(9) 10 Course 

related NA NA 

Accessed optional 
university computer 
training services 

During 2007/ 08, approx 400 students attended ICT 
workshops (it was possible that some students were 
counted more than once). 25 different students 
attended 1:1 appointments. (Source: CST team annual 
statistics). 

2.83 
(62) 20 

University 
facilities / 
systems 

NA NA 



 

298 
 

Life event Objective information 
Mean 

SASLEQ 
(rating) 

Unsure 
SASLEQ 

Pilot stage 
1 theme - 
students 

Pilot stage 
1 theme - 

staff 
Pilot stage 

2 theme 

Accessed Centre for 
Personal and Career 
Development  

During 2007 / 08, 1355 pre-booked appointments were 
made by students with careers advisers (it was 
possible that some students were counted more than 
once). Likewise, during 2007 / 08, 466 were involved in 
student volunteering. (Source: Centre for Personal and 
Career Development annual report). 
 
Student (n=1249) agreement with the item ‘the centre 
for personal and career development is useful’ in terms 
of importance (mean = 3.70) and satisfaction (mean = 
3.34) (Source: UoB 2007 / 08 SEQ) 

2.68 
(70) 29 

University 
facilities / 
systems 

NA 

Availability & 
use of 

university 
facilities / 
services 

Accessed PAD 
services (e.g. 
workshops, 1:1s) 

During 2007 / 08 approx 560 students attended PAD 
workshops (it was possible that some students were 
counted more than once). Approx 410 different 
students attended 1:1 appointments (this did not 
include students who made appointments but did not 
attend). (Source: PAD Team annual statistics). 

2.93 
(58) 15 

University 
facilities / 
systems 

Individual 
respondent   

Availability & 
use of 

university 
facilities / 
services 

 
Accessed university 
counselling services 
 

During 2007 / 08, approx 260 students accessed the 
university counselling service (this did not include 
students who made appointments but did not attend) 
(source: Counselling annual report) 

2.47 
(77) 28 NA Individual 

respondent   NA 

Accessed university 
chaplaincy services  
 

Over a two month period during the 2007 / 08 
academic year (February to April) around 850 students 
used chaplaincy services (it was possible that some 
students were counted more than once).  Note: these 
figures were recorded by hand and the accuracy was 
somewhat questionable. (Source: University Chaplain). 

2.12 
(81) 42 NA Individual 

respondent   NA 
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Life event Objective information 
Mean 

SASLEQ 
(rating) 

Unsure 
SASLEQ 

Pilot stage 
1 theme - 
students 

Pilot stage 
1 theme - 

staff 
Pilot stage 

2 theme 

Accessed student 
union services  

Student (n=1249) agreement with the item ‘the 
services provided by the student union are good’ in 
terms of importance (mean = 3.44) and satisfaction 
(mean = 3.24). (Source: UoB 2007/08 SEQ). 

2.69 
(69) 27 NA Individual 

respondent   NA 

Accessed CAAS  

During 2007 / 08, 1427 pre-booked appointments were 
made by students with CAAS advisers (it was possible 
that some students were counted more than once). 
(Source: CAAS annual report). 

3.16 
(53) 11 NA Individual 

respondent   NA 

Accessed university 
financial support 
services 

NA 2.84 
(61) 28 Added based on own work with students 

Accessed university 
language centre 
services 

During 2007 / 08 approx ten students (per week) 
attended lunchtime drop-in sessions provided by the 
language centre during term-time. Typically, the same 
students made use of this service. (Source: Language 
Centre Field Chair).  
 
Student (n=1249) agreement with the item ‘I received 
help with my English language skills when needed’ in 
terms of importance (mean = 3.27) and satisfaction 
(mean = 3.18). (Source: 2007 / 08 SEQ). 

2.21 
(79) 43 Added based on own work with students 

Experienced 
homesickness NA 2.6 

(75) 26 Transition Transition NA 

My health affected my 
studies NA 2.82 

(63) 16 Health / 
dyslexia 

Health / 
dyslexia NA 

Discovered I have a 
condition that affects 
how I study (e.g. 
dyslexia) 

NA 2.64 
(72) 14 Health / 

dyslexia NA NA 
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Life event Objective information 
Mean 

SASLEQ 
(rating) 

Unsure 
SASLEQ 

Pilot stage 
1 theme - 
students 

Pilot stage 
1 theme - 

staff 
Pilot stage 

2 theme 

Managed a condition 
that affects how I can 
study (e.g. dyslexia) 

During 2007/08, 382 students were recorded as having 
dyslexia and 324 were in receipt of the DSA. (Source: 
Disability and Dyslexia team statistics). 

2.72 
(68) 17 

 
Health / 
dyslexia 

 

Health / 
dyslexia NA 

I got lost around the 
university NA 2.78 

(65) 20 Transition Transition NA 

Used library facilities  

Student (n=1249) agreement with the item ‘Learning 
Resources / Library is a pleasant place to study’ in 
terms of importance (mean = 4.10) and satisfaction 
(mean = 3.73). (Source: UoB 2007/08 SEQ). 

4.29 
(11) 5 

University 
facilities / 
systems 

University 
facilities / 
systems 

Availability & 
use of 

university 
facilities / 
services 

Used university 
computer centre  

Student (n=1249) agreement with the item ‘able to 
access IT facilities’ in terms of importance (mean = 
4.47) and satisfaction (mean = 3.93). Source: UoB 
2007/08 SEQ). 

3.86 
(28) 11 NA NA 

Availability & 
use of 

university 
facilities / 
services 

Used a university 
based restaurant / café 
/ bar 

Student (n=1249) agreement with the item ‘the catering 
facilities at the university meets my needs’ in terms of 
importance (mean = 3.55) and satisfaction (mean = 
3.12). (Source: UoB 2007 / 08 SEQ). 

3.95 
(20) 14 NA NA 

Availability & 
use of 

university 
facilities / 
services 

Participated in 
someone’s research NA 2.67 

(71) 23 Added based on own work with students 

Experienced problems 
associated with 
computer / ICT 

NA 3.75 
(33) 15 

Literature from university’s student mitigating 
circumstances team re: reasons students 

provide for extensions 

Change in my 
language skills NA 3.79 

(31) 13 Academic 
skills / work 

Academic 
skills / work NA 

Change in my writing 
skills 

Student (n=1249) agreement with the item ‘my 
communication skills have improved’ in terms of 
importance (mean = 4.48) and satisfaction (mean 
=4.10). (Source: UoB 2007/08 SEQ).  

4.05 
(17) 8 Academic 

skills / work 
Academic 

skills / work 

Academic 
knowledge / 

skills / 
experience 
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Life event Objective information 
Mean 

SASLEQ 
(rating) 

Unsure 
SASLEQ 

Pilot stage 
1 theme - 
students 

Pilot stage 
1 theme - 

staff 
Pilot stage 

2 theme 

Change in my maths 
skills  NA 2.87 

(59) 25 Academic 
skills / work 

Academic 
skills / work NA 

Change in my reading 
skills NA 3.77 

(32) 16 Academic 
skills / work 

Academic 
skills / work NA 

Change in my time 
management NA 3.66 

(37) 13 Academic 
skills / work 

Academic 
skills / work 

AS / W 

Academic 
knowledge / 

skills / 
experience 

Change in my ICT 
skills  NA 3.93 

(22) 11 Academic 
skills / work NA NA 

Change in my 
researching skills NA 4.05 

(16) 6 Academic 
skills / work NA NA 

Change in who I study 
with  NA 3.5 

(43) 34 Academic 
skills / work 

Academic 
skills / work NA 

Change in when I 
study NA 3.57 

(42) 31 NA NA 

Academic 
knowledge / 

skills / 
experience 

Change in my subject 
knowledge NA 4.52 

(4) 7 NA NA 

Academic 
knowledge / 

skills / 
experience 

Change in my self 
awareness  NA 3.94 

(21) 13 NA NA 

Academic 
knowledge / 

skills / 
experience 

Change in how I solve 
problems NA 3.88 

(25) 14 NA NA 

Academic 
knowledge / 

skills / 
experience 

Change in my decision 
making NA 3.84 

(29) 20 NA NA 

Academic 
knowledge / 

skills / 
experience 
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Life event Objective information 
Mean 

SASLEQ 
(rating) 

Unsure 
SASLEQ 

Pilot stage 
1 theme - 
students 

Pilot stage 
1 theme - 

staff 
Pilot stage 

2 theme 

Change in my beliefs 
about university NA 3.62 

(39) 24 Various  NA Image of 
university 

Change in my 
motivation towards 
studying 

NA 3.67 
(36) 17 State of 

mind State of mind 
Attitude / 

disposition / 
feelings 

Change in my 
confidence towards 
studying 

Student (n=1249) agreement with the item ‘the course 
has helped me to present myself with confidence’ in 
terms of importance (mean = 4.45) and satisfaction 
(mean = 4.00) and; students (n=1249) agreement with 
the item ‘as a result of my course, I feel confident in 
tackling unfamiliar problems’ in terms of importance 
(mean = 4.44) and satisfaction (mean = 4.01) 
(Sources: UoB 2007 / 08 SEQ).  

3.7 
(35) 12 State of 

mind State of mind 
Attitude / 

disposition / 
feelings 

Change in my attitude 
towards university NA 3.59 

(41) 23 State of 
mind State of mind 

Attitude / 
disposition / 

feelings 
Change in how well I 
think I am doing at 
university   

NA 3.63 
(38) 19 NA NA 

Feedback on / 
assessment of 
performance 

Change in where I 
study NA 3.17 

(52) 
38 Added based on own work with students 
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Rules were then written in order to select the forty most normative university life events: 

 

1. Where possible, items were selected based on objective information that indicated the 

event applied, or was relevant to, a large proportion of the student body. 

 

2. If objective information was not available or suggested that an event did not apply to a 

large proportion of the student population, items that had a high mean score on the 

SASLEQ questionnaire and a low number of ‘unsure’ responses were selected.  

 

3. Whether items were discussed during pilot work was used to distinguish between items 

that did not have objective data or this suggested limited applicability to the student 

population and both events had similar questionnaire scores (mean and unsure 

responses). 

 

Using these rules, forty events were selected. To ensure reliability, one of the PhD 

supervisory team also used the rules to independently select forty events. As shown in the 

following table: 
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Forty events selected for inclusion in the SLEQ 
 

Event Author Supervisor 
Wrote / currently writing an assignment Yes Yes 
Sat an exam Yes Yes 
Currently involved in writing a dissertation / special project Yes Yes 
Received a grade on an assessment Yes Yes 
Gave a presentation Yes Yes 
Received a referral No Yes 
Participated in / currently participating in group work with students Yes Yes 
Participated in a placement (as part of course) Yes Yes 
The timetabling of my course affected my studies Yes Yes 
Attended lecture(s) Yes Yes 
Attended seminar / tutorial(s) Yes Yes 
Experienced online teaching Yes Yes 
Attended personal tutorial (1:1 with lecturer) Yes Yes 
Family commitments affected my studies Yes Yes 
Undertook paid employment Yes No 
The cost of living affected my studies Yes Yes 
The cost of coming to university (e.g. fees) affected my studies Yes No 
Made new friends with students Yes Yes 
Met students from different backgrounds Yes Yes 
Socialised with student friends Yes Yes 
Received non-academic support from students No Yes 
Accessibility of lecturers Yes Yes 
Communicated with my lecturers (in person / online / phone / via email) Yes Yes 
Received academic advice from lecturers Yes Yes 
Received encouragement from lecturers Yes Yes 
Received information from my lecturers  (verbally / paper based) Yes Yes 
Received information from university staff (not lecturers) (verbally / paper) Yes Yes 
Received information from the university (not individual staff) Yes Yes 
Used library facilities Yes Yes 
Used university computer centre Yes Yes 
Used a university based restaurant / café / bar Yes Yes 
Experienced problems associated with computer / ICT Yes No 
Change in my language skills Yes Yes 
Change in my writing skills Yes Yes 
Change in my reading skills Yes Yes 
Change in my time management Yes Yes 
Change in my ICT skills Yes Yes 
Change in my researching skills Yes Yes 
Change in my subject knowledge Yes Yes 
Change in my self awareness Yes Yes 
Change in how I solve problems Yes Yes 
Change in my decision making No Yes 
Change in my confidence towards studying Yes Yes 
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Reliability coefficients were calculated between the two sets of selected events (see Section 

4.1.6 for a brief summary of this process): Cohen’s Kappa = 0.89 and Perreault Leigh 

coefficient = 0.92 (Perreault and Leigh, 1989). Collectively, coefficients indicated excellent 

reliability. However, there were six events where there was no agreement. The original data 

was therefore reexamined and out of the six events it was decided that ‘received a referral’; 

‘undertook paid employment’; and ‘the cost of coming to university (e.g. fees) affected my 

studies’ should be selected as they were likely to have the biggest impact on a student. The 

rationale for selecting these items was agreed with my PhD supervisor.  

 

Life Event Measurement  

 

There are a number of ways in which life events can be measured. However, there is no 

consensus as to what type of measure is most suitable. For example, Dohrenwend (1978) 

suggested life event measurement should address the extent to which an event has changed 

a person as opposed to the extent to which the event was undesirable. Whereas, Mueller, 

Edwards and Yarvis (1977) stated that event desirability rather than change should be 

measured.  

 

Given the variation in measurement recommendations, it is unsurprising that Sarason, 

Johnson and Siegel (1978) suggested that an instrument should address the effects of 

multiple events and perceptions of event frequency, desirability and magnitude. In line with 

this assertion I asked participants four questions: 

 

1) Event occurrence - Have you experienced this event? 

 

If an event was experienced, respondents were asked to indicate:  

 

2) Event perception: desirability - How desirable was this event type? (the extent to which 

students perceived event experiences to be positive)  

 

3) Event perception: frequency - How frequently have you experienced the event type? 

(how regularly were events experienced by students) 

 

4) Event perception: significance - How significant has this event(s) been to you as a 

student? (how much impact the event had upon students) 
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It was recognised that during data collection periods, individuals could experience the same 

event on more than one occasion in different ways (in line with Kanner et al, 1981). For 

example, receiving ‘negative’ assignment feedback could be a very bad experience 

because of how it made the student feel. In contrast, receiving ‘negative’ assessment 

feedback could act as a source of motivation for a student and be a good experience. To 

address this, participants were asked to consider all of their experiences (within a specified 

period) when answering each question.  

 

Scale  
 

Two different types of scale were used to assess event occurrence and perceptions:  

 

Event occurrence scale - A nominal scale was used to collect contextual information about 

life event experiences. Specifically, ‘yes’ / ‘no’ categories were used to ascertain if an 

individual had experienced an event.  

 

Event perception scales - A Likert-type scale (Likert, 1932) was selected to measure event 

perceptions. This was not a true Likert scale because I did not seek to obtain a total score 

using summated item ratings (the benefits of using Likert scales ahead of alternatives such 

as Guttman or Thurstone scales are outlined by Kline, 2000). 

 

Robson (2002, p. 294) stated that a Likert scale categorisation scheme typically involves, 

‘five fixed alternative expressions labeled ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘undecided’, ‘disagree’, 

and ‘strongly disagree’. Each label is then weighted as one, two, three, four and five 

depending upon whether a question is phased positively or negatively (for example, strongly 

agree is weighted one if the question is positively phrased but five if phrased negatively). 

Robson noted that when developing a Likert scale it is usually desirable to use an odd 

number of scale points to provide respondents with a neutral midpoint. The decision was 

made to use a five point scale. Labels appropriate to the topic of each subscale were written 

(shown in the copy of the SLEQ included in Chapter 6 - Questionnaire 1). 

 

Questionnaire Format, Comprehensiveness and Administration Instructions 
 

Guidelines proposed by de Vaus (1996) were followed to ensure that life event items were 

worded in a consistent and suitable fashion. Additionally, prior to administering the SLEQ, I 

discussed item wording with colleagues. Slight revisions to a small number of items were 
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made. To improve clarity, ‘experienced a’ was written ahead of events that addressed 

changes associated with studying.  

 

Stone, Kessler and Haythornwaite (1991) suggested including an open-ended question that 

asked participants to highlight missing events. Consequently, an open-ended question which 

addressed any missing events was included at the end of the SLEQ. 

 

Before administration, I read a brief which outlined the purpose of the study and what 

participation involved. Written instructions were also included at the beginning of the SLEQ. 

Participants read instructions prior to completing the questionnaire. 

 

Validation Issues 

 

Stone, Kessler and Haythornwaite (1991) stated it is highly ‘problematic’ to establish the 

validity of life event measures because usual means of assessing validity are not necessarily 

applicable. For instance, previous researchers (Stone, Kessler and Haythornwaite, 1991; 

Tausig, 1982) have reported that it is not reasonable to assume that a reliable life event 

checklist will have internal consistency because many events occur independently and 

should be statistically unrelated. Similar issues also exist in terms of employing conventional 

methods of establishing scale validity (Tausig, 1982). Given these issues, focus was placed 

upon establishing SLEQ face validity, comprehensiveness and ease of completion.  

 

SLEQ Piloting  

 

Before administering the SLEQ to a large cohort of students (stage three of the questionnaire 

development phase) efforts were made to ascertain whether there were issues that could 

compromise data collection. Initially feedback on questionnaire wording and structure was 

sought from colleagues and from a small number of students. Based on feedback it was 

apparent that SLEQ items had good face validity but took too long to complete (around fifteen 

minutes). Likewise it seemed that event perception administration instructions were unclear.  

 

Initial Revisions  

 

A reminder of completion instructions was added to the top of each questionnaire page. 

Additionally, the main SLEQ instructions were shortened to make them easier to understand.  
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To address feedback about questionnaire length, SLEQ items were reviewed. It was 

apparent that certain events were very closely related and to some extent there was partial 

overlap between items. Consequently, I integrated what had been nineteen separate items to 

create nine new composite items. The new items still addressed key areas of interest. 

Composite items are presented in the following table: 

 

Composite SLEQ items 

 

Original items Composite item 

 Received academic advice from lecturers  

 Received encouragement from lecturers 

Received advice / encouragement from 

lecturers  

 Experienced issues around accessibility of  

lecturers 

 Communicated with my lecturers  

Ability to access and communicate with 

lecturers (in person / online / phone / via 

email) 

 Used library facilities 

 Used university computer centre 

Used Learning Resources Facilities (library 

/ computer centre) 

 Received information from my lecturers  (verbally 

/ paper based) 

 Received information from university staff (not 

lecturers) (verbally / paper based) 

 Received information (such as a letter) from the 

university (not individual staff) 

Received information from the university or 

university staff (verbally / paper based) 

 Experienced a change in my language skills 

 Experienced a change in my writing skills 

Experienced a change in my 

communication skills (writing / language) 

 The cost of living affected my studies 

 The cost of coming to university (e.g. fees) 

affected my studies 

My financial circumstances affected my 

studies (cost of living / university fees) 

 Made new friends with students 

 Socialised with student friends 
Made friends and socialised with students 

 Attended lecture(s) 

 Attended seminar / tutorial(s) 

Experienced classroom based teaching 

(lectures / seminars) 

 Received a grade on an assessment 

 Received a referral on an assessment 
Received a grade for an assessment 

 

I discussed these revisions with my supervisory team and colleagues. It was agreed that 

changes successfully addressed the issues that had emerged.  
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Validation of SLEQ  
 

When the SLEQ was administered (during stage three of the development of questionnaires 

phase) verbal feedback from respondents did not suggest any issues associated with 

instruction / question wording or rating scales. This was supported by the fact that completed 

questionnaires were consistently filled in correctly. Most students completed the SLEQ in 

around ten minutes. Responses to the open-ended questionnaire did not indicate any events 

were missing.  

 

SLEQ responses collected during the main study (stages one and two) were also examined 

to establish questionnaire suitability. No respondents reported difficulty completing the SLEQ. 

However, given the issues associated with establishing SLEQ reliability and validity, 

respondent reporting patterns were examined to ascertain whether there was evidence that 

participants had experienced difficulty when completing the questionnaire.  

 

During data entry it became apparent that a small proportion of participants had not 

completed some aspects of the SLEQ correctly. Such omissions could be broadly grouped 

into two types of response:  

 

1. A small number of students reported events that they would not have experienced at their 

stage of study or as part of their course. For example, a small proportion of first year 

students reported writing a dissertation. Likewise, a number of generalist course students 

reported participating in a placement (there was no placement element associated with 

these courses). Such findings were of interest as they suggested that certain students did 

not understand elements of university terminology. When this was identified, the 

reporting of event occurrence was included in data analysis but participant ratings of 

event desirability, frequency and significance were omitted.   

 

2. A small number of professional course students clearly answered aspects of the SLEQ 

with reference to events they had experienced outside of the specified timeframe. 

Primarily this issue related to students reporting placement participation in the specified 

timeframe when the placement element of their course had not yet started in their current 

year. Where this was clearly identifiable, participant ratings of event desirability, 

frequency and significance were omitted from analysis.  
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Given the small number of participants who demonstrated these response patterns, the vast 

majority of participants successfully completed the SLEQ. Furthermore, given the sample 

size it was argued that a small number of participants who got confused around event timing 

or occurrence had little impact on overall trends.  
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Appendix 5: Participant Briefing and Demographic Information Forms 

 
The following is a copy of the participant briefing and demographic form that was used: 
 
 
You have been approached to participate in a PhD study examining student development 
and change during university. This is an important area to research as it will make it possible 
to identify ways in which the student experience might be improved. This project is examining 
what type of events students experience whilst studying at university and the effects of these 
experiences on the development of students’ career thoughtfulness, decidedness and 
professionalism. 
 
 
What does taking part involve? 
 
Taking part in this project will involve you completing a series of questionnaires. These 
address a range of your university experiences and establish your current career and 
professionalism status. In total, participation should take around 10 to 15 minutes.  
 
 
How your information will be used 
 
• Your responses will be treated confidentially.  
 
• You will be asked to provide your student ID number. However, all findings will be 

reported anonymously (there will be no reference to individual names or ID numbers).  
 
• Your information will be stored securely. 
 
• Your responses will primarily be used in relation to this PhD. It is possible that overall 

findings may be reported in publications and conference presentations.    
 
• Should, after participating, you decide that you want to withdraw from the study you 

will need to contact the researcher as soon as possible.  
 
• If you have any concerns or questions regarding your participation, I will be happy to 

discuss these with you.  
 

 
Why should you take part? 
 
The results from this study will be used to make recommendations to the university about 
how best to support students whilst studying. Should you wish to find out more about your 
own individual results, I am happy (once I have analysed all of the data) to meet with 
individual participants to provide them with an overview of their own results. 
 
 
Want to find out more? 
 
If you have any questions about part of the questionnaire please ask. Alternatively, if you 
would like more information please email steve.briggs@beds.ac.uk  
 

mailto:steve.briggs@beds.ac.uk�
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Please answer the following questions about yourself, your university course and 
your work experience:  

 

1) What is your student ID number: 

2) Are you: (please circle) Male Female 

3) Age: 

4) How would you describe your ethnicity? (please circle) 

 
African 

 
Bangladeshi British Caribbean Chinese European 

Indian Irish Pakistani Mixed ethnic 
background 

Other ethnic 
background 

5) Are you a: (please circle) 

Home (UK) student European student International student 

6) What is the name of your programme of study? 

7) What is your current level of study? (please circle) 

Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 

8) What is your study mode:  
(please circle) Full time Part time 

9) Prior to attending university have you ever had a job (paid 
or voluntary) that is directly relevant to your degree? 
(please circle) 

Yes No 

10) Do you currently have a job (paid or voluntary)?  
(please circle) Yes No 

11) If you do currently have a job is it directly relevant to your 
degree? 
(please circle) 

Yes No 

 

Consent 
 
I have read the participant brief and consent to data that I provide being used in 
this study.  
 
Signed: __________________________________________________ 
 
 
Date:     __________________________________________________  
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Appendix 6: Development and Validation of the CDTQ 

 

 The following details the process of CTDQ development, piloting and validation (expanding 

on information in Section 6.2).  

 

Assumptions 

 

Given the lack of consistency in how the term ‘career decidedness’ has been used, six 

assumptions were made:  

 

1) Hunt (2003) highlighted that a measure of knowledge should not solely rely upon 

‘correctness’ of answers. Rather, one must consider the extent to which an individual is 

certain about something. In terms of becoming certain about career decisions, it was argued 

that an individual can only become career decided by dedicating a significant amount of time 

to considering his/her options. Consequently, a career decidedness measure should address 

the time that an individual has taken to reach decisions (career thoughtfulness).  

 

2) Whilst the nature of career dimensionality is debatable, there appears to be a consensus 

that career decidedness was continuous. In that, individuals vary in the extent to which they 

are decided, it is not a case that some are decided whilst the rest are not.  

 

3) It was assumed possible (based on Savickas et al, 1992) to measure career thinking by 

asking questions related to a) suitability of programme of study in relation to career plans; b) 

field of employment after university; and c) job choice after university. It was anticipated that 

these areas could be addressed in both sections of the CTDQ (career thoughtfulness and 

decidedness).  

 

4) It was assumed that a global indication of career decidedness could be obtained through 

summating responses to statements of career indecision relating to the following areas a) 

suitability of programme of study in relation to career plans; b) field of employment after 

university; and c) job choice after university.   

 

5) It was assumed that a global indication of time spent making career decisions could be 

obtained through summating responses to statements relating to a) suitability of programme 

of study in relation to career plans; b) field of employment after university; and c) job choice 

after university.   
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6) Measures that examined career indecision in terms of programme of study typically 

focused upon academic programme selection. For example, Osipow, Carney and Barak 

(1976, p.237) measured vocational decidedness around programme of study by asking: “I 

have decided on a major and feel comfortable with it. I also know how to go about 

implementing my choice”. This style of question was not suitable because participants had 

already made a decision about what to study. Therefore, career thoughtfulness and 

decidedness were measured by asking questions that related to whether a student had 

decided their programme of study was compatible with their career plans.  

 

Item Pool Creation  

 

Statements related to three dimensions of career decidedness (programme of study, field of 

work and specific job) were written (guidelines outlined by de Vaus (1996) were followed). 

Murphy and Davidshofer (2005) indicated there can be a tendency for questionnaire 

respondents to demonstrate ‘acquiescence’ (agree without focusing on content) or 

‘criticalness’ (disagree without attending to content). Affects of this can become an increasing 

problem when there are a disproportionate number of positive or negative statements 

included. To reduce the potential impact this had on results, an equal number of positive and 

negative questionnaire items were written. Negative questions were reverse scored to ensure 

results remained meaningful.  

 
Initial Item Pool  

 

Oppenheim (2001, p.181) noted that when creating questionnaire items, ‘we will want to have 

roughly equal numbers of items dealing with main aspects of the attitude’. Given that the 

CTDQ formed part of a questionnaire battery, it was hoped that the final version would be 

relatively short (around fifteen questions). Kline (2000) recommended that when developing 

items, it is advisable to include twice the number of items planned for use within a final 

version due to the likelihood that some items will be discarded. It was therefore decided that 

the initial item pool would contain forty-eight statements (eight per sub-section) based on the 

assumption that it would be necessary to remove statements after completing reliability and 

validity checks.  
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The following lists the initial CTDQ item pool: 

 

Career decidedness statements - Job after University 

 

• I have definitely decided what I will do for a job after I finish my studies   

• My ideas about the job I want to do in the future keep changing  

• I am certain that I know precisely what job I want to do when I leave university 

• I find that I am unable to select a job that I want to do after I have graduated  

• I have made my mind up about what job I want to do when I have finished studying 

• When I complete my studies, I have no idea what job I want to do  

• I am unable to decide on a job I would like to do after university  

• I have decided on a job that I want to do when I finish my degree 

 

 

Career decidedness statements - Field of Employment  

 

• I have decided upon the field in which I want to eventually work 

• My ideas about the area I want to work after university keep changing  

• I have made my mind up about the field I want to work in when I finish my degree 

• I am unable to decide on an area in which I would like to work after I have graduated  

• I have selected the field in which I want to work after university 

• I am unable to identify the field I want to work in after I have graduated  

• I cannot decide what type of work I want to do after university  

• I have reached a decision about the kind of work I want to do after I complete my studies 
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Career decidedness statements - Programme of Study 

 

• I have decided my programme of study is compatible with achieving my career plans 

• I am unsure that my programme of study is in line with my career intentions  

• I question that my university course is compatible with realising my career goals  

• I have concluded that my programme of study fits in well with my career intentions 

• In terms of satisfying my career plans, I doubt I am studying for the right qualification  

• In terms of fulfilling my career goals, I have decided that I am studying on the correct 

university course 

• I have made my mind up that my university course is right for me in terms of my career 

goals 

• I have reached the conclusion that my degree programme does not fit in with achieving 

my career plans  

 

 

Career thoughtfulness statements - Job after university 

 

• I have thought in detail about the job I will get when I finish university. 

• I have not had chances to think about the job I will get after I graduate 

• I have not considered what job I would like to get after I complete my studies  

• I have not thought in detail about what job I want to get once I graduate  

• I have spent a lot of time considering what job I will get when I finish my university course 

• There have been numerous instances when I have thought about what job I want to get 

after I finish my degree 

• I can think of many occasions when I have thought about what job I will do when I 

complete university 

• I am unable to think of instances when I have thought about what job I will get after 

university  
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Career thoughtfulness statements – Field of Employment 

 

• I have spent a lot of time thinking about the field I want to work in after university 

• I have not thought about the area I want to work in once I have finished my degree  

• I have not considered the type of work I want to do after I graduate  

• I have thought in detail about what area I will work in once I graduate from university 

• There have been a lot of occasions when I have considered the type of work I want to do 

after I finish university 

• I can remember numerous times when I have considered what field I will work in after I 

complete university 

• I have not had the chance to consider what field I want to work in after I complete my 

studies  

• I am unable to think of occasions when I have considered what area I will work in after I 

finish university  

 
 
Career thoughtfulness statements - Programme of study 

 

• I have spent considerable time thinking about how my university course fits into my 

career intentions 

• I have thought a lot about how my degree programme relates to my career goals 

• There have been numerous occasions when I have thought about how my university 

course relates to my career plans 

• There have been many times when I have considered how studying for my degree is 

linked to my career plans 

• I have not had the opportunity to consider how my university course relates to my career 

intentions  

• I have not thought about how my university studies fit into my career plans  

• I have never had the chance to think about how my degree programme fits in with my 

career goals  

• I am unable to think of occasions when I have considered how my university course is 

linked to my career intentions  
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Scale  
 

A Likert-type scale was used. The Likert-type scale categorisation scheme involved, ‘five 

fixed alternative expressions’ (Robson, 2002) labelled ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘undecided’, 

‘disagree’ and ‘strongly disagree’.  

 

Questionnaire Format and Administration  

 

Items were randomly ordered using Microsoft Excel. Each of the items was assigned a 

random value and then sorted into ascending order.   

 

Before administering the CTDQ, I read a brief outlining the purpose of the study and what 

participation involved. Written instructions were also included at the beginning of the 

measure. Participants read instructions prior to completing the CTDQ. 

 

Piloting  

 

Participant feedback (obtained during the second stage of the questionnaire development 

phase) did not indicate any issues associated with CTDQ item wording and instructions. 

However, feedback suggested that the CTDQ took too long to complete. As noted, Kline 

(2000) reported that a pilot questionnaire should contain twice as many items as intended for 

use in the final version to accommodate for the need to discard items during the 

developmental process. It had been intended that the final version of the career decidedness 

scale would comprise around twenty items. Based on Kline’s assumption, including thirty-six 

items in the pilot (rather than the original forty-eight) still permitted the development of a scale 

that was in line with the original remit. Therefore, the number of items was reduced.  

 

To select the twelve items to remove I divided the six sections into reverse and non-reverse 

scored items (creating twelve sub-sections - each containing four items). The items within 

each sub section were assigned a random number using Microsoft Excel and placed in 

ascending order. Items with the smallest random number in each subsection were removed. 

This left six sections that contained three reverse and three non-reverse scored items. The 

following items were randomly selected for removal:   
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• My ideas about the job I want to do in the future keep changing  

• I have definitely decided what I will do for a job after I finish my studies   

• My ideas about the area I want to work after university keep changing  

• I have decided upon the field in which I want to eventually work 

• I have decided my programme of study is compatible with achieving my career plans 

• I have not thought in detail about what job I want to get once I graduate  

• I have spent a lot of time considering what job I will get when I finish my university course 

• I have not thought about the area I want to work in once I have finished my degree  

• I have not thought about how my university studies fit into my career plans  

• I have reached the conclusion that my degree programme does not fit in with achieving 

my career plans  

• I can remember numerous times when I have considered what field I will work in after I 

complete university 

• There have been many times when I have considered how studying for my degree is 

linked to my career plans 

 

Further discussion with colleagues suggested that the new version was a more suitable 

length. Consequently, the CTDQ was administered to a large group of students 

(questionnaire development phase, stage three).  

 

Validation of CTDQ 

 

The following outlines how CTDQ reliability and validity was established using data collected 

during the third stage of the development of questionnaires phase and the main study.   

 

CTDQ: Construct Validity  

 

Data reduction techniques such as, Principal Component Analysis (PCA) or Factor Analysis 

(FA) have commonly been used as a means of validating objective tests. These techniques 

establish the underlying structure of a data set and are a useful means of assessing 

questionnaire construct validity.  

 

Tabachnick and Fidell (1996, p.664) stated that a FA should be employed if a ‘theoretical 

solution’ is wanted whereas PCA should be used when an ‘empirical summary of the data 
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set’ is sought. Given that the focus of undertaking data reduction was to develop a robust 

standardised questionnaire I elected to employ PCA.  

 

Field (2004) stated that the data used when undertaking a PCA should be parametric which, 

is not technically the case with Likert-type data. Nonetheless, because non-parametric 

alternatives to PCA do not exist, these techniques have been used to establish the construct 

validity of Likert-type scales (Shimizu, Vondracek, Schulenberg and Hostetler, 1988). 

Adhering rigidly to the ‘rules’ of PCA would lead to the conclusion that such studies are 

invalid. However, in reality, findings from these studies have been valuable in terms of 

refining and improving instrument development. It was therefore argued that PCA could be 

tentatively employed when using Likert-type data, assuming that outcomes were meaningful 

and of practical use. This appeared to be supported by Tabachnick and Fidell (1996, p.636) 

who reported that the quality of a PCA is determined by the statistical outcome - ‘a good PCA 

or FA “makes sense”; a bad one does not’.  

 

Kline (1994) stated that when undertaking a PCA, a sample of one-hundred participants will 

be sufficient assuming that a clear factor solution emerges. He also stated that due to 

‘algebraic reasons’ it is imperative that more participants than items are included in analysis. 

It was noted by Kline that there has been much debate regarding the exact participant to item 

ratio that should be met to ensure that results are meaningful. As a rule of thumb, Kline 

suggested that a ratio of 2:1 will permit large factors to emerge; however, the sample should 

be as large as possible. In this study a ratio greater than 5:1 was achieved which, based on 

Kline’s recommendation, was acceptable. 

 

PCAs were performed to ascertain whether the CTDQ had acceptable construct validity. A 

robust and parsimonious PCA structure was sought through a process of statistically 

informed item removal. The final solution emerged from the seventh PCA. This comprised of 

a two component solution that cumulatively accounted for 71.1% of the total variance. An R-

matrix for the selected items did not reveal any items that were too highly correlated or did 

not correlate. The determinant of the R-matrix indicated that the data did not suffer from 

singularity or multicollinearity. An overall Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy 

(KMO) of .886 was obtained (higher than 0.5 and thus acceptable (Field, 2004)). Inspection 

of correlations between individual variables did not reveal any variables that required 

attention. Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity was highly significant (p < 0.001) indicating there were 

relationships between the variables that were included in the analysis. Scree plot 

examination provided confirmation for the appropriateness of a two component solution. 
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Varimax rotation was employed to equalise the importance of each component and loadings 

below 0.4 were suppressed to assist interpretation of results. This solution is presented in the 

following table:  

 

CTDQ - PCA Rotated Solution (data from questionnaire development, phase three) 

 

Item Component 

1 2 

I have not considered what job I would like to get after I complete my 

studies 
 .768 

 I have not considered the type of work I want to do after I graduate  .706 

I have never had the chance to think about how my degree programme 

fits in with my career goals 
 .826 

I have not had chances to think about the job I will get after I graduate  .885 

In terms of fulfilling my career goals, I have decided that I am studying 

on the correct university course 
.708  

I have made my mind up about the field I want to work in when I finish 

my degree 
.841  

I have reached a decision about the kind of work I want to do after I 

complete my studies 
.846  

I have not had the opportunity to consider how my university course 

relates to my career intentions 
.410 .751 

I have concluded that my programme of study fits in well with my career 

intentions 
.751  

I have made my mind up about what job I want to do when I have 

finished studying 
.901  

I am certain that I know precisely what job I want to do when I leave 

university 
.869  

                                                                         (Absolute values below 0.4 suppressed)  

 

As can be seen, items loading on component one related to having made a career decision 

and items that loaded on component two related to the time an individual had spent making a 

decision. 
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When PCAs were run on data collected during the main study (in October/November 2009 

and March/April 2010) the same component structure was consistently found. Collectively 

this suggested a robust and consistent structure underpinning the CTDQ.  

 

It is acknowledged that the CTDQ component loading could potentially be interpreted 

differently based on item wording. Specifically, all of the negatively phrased items loaded on 

to the ‘career thoughtfulness’ component and the positively phrased items loaded on to the 

‘career decidedness’ component. The potential influence of changing item wording upon the 

component structure was not tested. Future work might be undertaken in this area which 

could involve phrasing all statements positively and checking that the same solution 

emerged.  

 

CTDQ: Inter Item Reliability  

 

Based on data collected during the questionnaire development and main study phases, 

Cronbach’s alpha was calculated to establish whether the eleven item CTDQ and each 

subscale had internal reliability. Scales were found to be consistently reliable as shown in the 

following table:  

  

CTDQ – Inter item reliability 

 

Data collection time All 
Decision 

subscale 

Thoughtfulness 

subscale 

Questionnaire development phase 3 

(January 2009) 
.913 .923 .879 

Main study phase 1 

(October / November 2009) 
.912 .913 .856 

Main study phase 2 

(March / April 2010) 
.923 .912 .854 

 

CTDQ: Concurrent Validity  

 

Overview of CDS 

 

During stage three of questionnaire development, efforts were made to establish CTDQ 

concurrent validity. Based on a review of pre-existing scales, the Career Decision Scale 
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(CDS) by Osipow et al (1976; see Winer, 1992 for details of how this scale was developed) 

was selected as a suitable instrument to use. The CDS had originally been considered for 

use as the primary career decidedness measure but was rejected because the aspects of 

career decision making that the CDS addresses (career certainty status and career decision 

status) did not permit differentiation between participant career decision status and time 

spent making a career selection. However, the CDS was a suitable means of establishing 

concurrent validity with CTDQ decidedness items.   

  

The CDS contains nineteen items of which, ‘items 1 and 2 indicate certainty of career choice 

or low indecision, items 3 through 18 represent the 16 items measuring career indecision 

[scored on a 4-point Likert scale], and item 19 is an open-ended item that is not scored’ 

(Shimizu et al, 1988, p.219). It was identified that correlating the composite score of the CDS 

item that measured career decision status ‘defined as the sum of responses to the 16 

indecision items, range 16-64’ (Osipow and Gati, 1998, p.352) with the total career 

decidedness score from the CTDQ would establish concurrent validity.  

 

Slaney (1988, p.51) reported that the CDS is a, ‘valid, and reliable measure of career 

indecision that is also capable of measuring changes that occur over time’. For further details 

of work that addressed CDS validity and reliability refer to Osipow (1987). There is however, 

debate regarding the CDS factor structure (Osipow and Gati, 1998; Osipow, 1994; Shimizu, 

Vondracek and Schulenberg, 1994; Martin, Sabourin, Laplante and Coallier, 1991; Shimizu et 

al, 1988). Nonetheless, it was reported (Osipow, 1994) that based on researcher needs, it is 

acceptable to ignore the CDS factor structure and use the measure as a means of 

establishing a global career decidedness score. Given that I planned to only use the CDS 

global score to establish the concurrent validity, factor structure inconsistency was not an 

issue. This is in line with how Osipow and Gati (1998) used the CDS to establish the 

concurrent validity of the Career Decision-Making Difficulties Questionnaire (Gati, Krausz and 

Osipow, 1996).  

 

The CDS is suitable for use with high school students Osipow (1987) and adults 

(Psychological Assessment Resources, 2005). Consequently, it was appropriate for use with 

respondents. The CDS manual reports completion takes around ten to fifteen minutes 

(although some respondents complete it more quickly) and the questionnaire is 

‘uncomplicated’ when administered in either individual or group scenarios (Osipow, 1987). 

However, to reduce the time it took participants to complete the battery of questionnaires, 

only a proportion of participants were asked to complete the CDS.  
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Concurrent Validity Participants  
 

The CDS was administered to fifty students who completed the CTDQ. Thirty-five students 

returned the CDS of which twenty-nine provided data that could be used to assess 

concurrent validity. This low response rate was attributed to the number of questionnaires 

participants were asked to complete. Most respondents were female (N = 34) and reported 

their ethnicity as British (N = 34). Likewise, most students who provided CDS data had not 

undertaken employment related to their degree before studying (N = 20) nor engaged in 

degree related employment during their studies (N = 29). It should be noted that the CDS 

sub-sample was slightly older than the main sample (M = 24.11; SD = 6.57). Furthermore, 

due to issues around arranging access to participants, all of the students who completed the 

CDS were recruited from level three and were studying Primary Education. Given the 

restrictions associated with the sample (in terms of size and representativeness), concurrent 

validity results should be treated with caution.  

 

CDS Reliability and Validity 

 

Prior to assessing CTDQ current validity, the reliability of the CDS was established. As 

stated, CDS items one and two were written to assess career certainty whereas the 

remaining items (three through to eighteen) provide a measure of career indecision. In line 

with previous research (Osipow and Gati, 1998) the composite score for the indecision items 

was used to assess concurrent validity. Inter item reliability of CDS indecision items was 

confirmed (through the calculation of Cronbach’s Alpha (.90)).  

 

The number of participants (N = 29) who successfully completed the CDS meant that there 

was an insufficient participant to item ratio to permit a FA or PCA to be performed. Given that 

a total score was used and (as noted) previous research has reported mixed findings 

regarding the CDS factor structure, the absence of this test was not judged to be an issue.  

 

Correlation between CTDQ and CDS  

 

To assess concurrent validity mean participant response to the five CTDQ items that 

addressed career decidedness was calculated.  The mean participant response to the CDS 

decidedness items was also calculated. A Spearman correlation was used to assess the 

strength of association between these scores. This indicated a moderate significant positive 

correlation between the CDS and CTDQ (rho = 0.594, p = 0.001 (two tailed)).  
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CTDQ: Reliability and Validity Conclusions 
 

Analysis consistently resulted in the identification of a two subscale eleven item instrument. 

The first subscale addressed career decidedness and the second career thoughtfulness. 

Both scales consistently had excellent construct validity and inter item reliability. The career 

decidedness subscale also had acceptable concurrent validity. Based on this, the CTDQ was 

acceptable for use in subsequent stages of data collection.  
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Appendix 7: Development and Validation of the PSQ 

 

The following details the process of PSQ development, piloting and validation (expanding 

upon information in Section 6.3).  

 

Assumptions 

 

As indicated (in Section 6.3.1) there was a lack of consistency in how professionalism had 

previously been operationalised. Therefore, the following assumptions were made:  

 

1. Based on previous research (for example, Chisolm et al, 2006; Elcin et al, 2006) it was 

proposed that professionalism could be accurately measured through a questionnaire.   

 

2. There are certain ‘traits’ that represent fundamental characteristics of being a 

professional in a particular domain. However whilst vocations are different, many 

professionalism traits between domains are analogous (based on Legge, 1978). 

Consequently, it was anticipated that through reviewing previous literature, a 

comprehensive list of ‘general traits’ that were typical of professionals per se could be 

constructed which could then be used to develop a general measure of professionalism.  

 

3. When considering Legge (1978) and Hall (1968) it was concluded that level and nature 

of professionalism would vary based on educational experiences, occupation type, 

place of work and self-perception. Therefore, it was reasoned that an individual who 

worked as a successful lawyer would have a different professionalism status than an 

individual who was just starting a law career. That said, one should not dismiss the 

newcomer as having no professionalism, rather they are just less professionalised than 

the established lawyer. Consequently, professionalism should not be seen as 

dichotomous (something that a person either has or does not have) but rather as a 

continuous variable. This was in line with Haywood-Farmer and Stuart (1990, p.338) 

who stated that, ‘…almost any occupation has a ‘degree of professionalism’ and that 

professionalism is best considered as a continuum rather than the surmounting of some 

magical (but poorly defined) threshold level’. 

 

4. Hall (1968) suggested when discussing professionalism attitude factors, individuals 

make reference to other people when establishing their own professional status. 
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Consequently, items had to provide a professional frame of reference from which 

students could assess their own professionalism.   

 

5. As noted, Legge reported that occupations vary in the extent to which they are 

‘professional’, based on entry requirements, training, control and power. Consequently, 

an individual who works as a supermarket checkout operator is in a less professional 

occupation than a doctor. It was recognised that such a pronounced discrepancy in the 

extent to which an occupation is professional could compromise questionnaire validity 

should comparisons be made between individuals who work or plan to work in 

occupations that dramatically differ in professionalism. It was therefore reasoned that 

between-groups comparisons could only be made between individuals who worked / 

aspire to work in occupations that had comparative professionalism. 

 

It was identified by the Destinations of Leavers from HE (DLHE) survey that there is a 

growing trend (60.9% in 2004; 62.5% in 2005; 64.4% in 2006) in the actual number of 

graduates who enter into ‘graduate occupations’ (i.e. a job that requires a degree) 

(Prospects, 2008a). Furthermore, it was suggested that whilst studying, the vast 

majority of students aspire to get a graduate level job after finishing their studies; even if 

they end up in the thirty-five percent who do not work at a graduate level. Consequently, 

when examining professionalism amongst university students it was assumed that there 

would be an analogous level of professionalism between the occupations that university 

students used as their point of reference when assessing their own professional status.  

 

Identification of Professionalism ‘Traits’ 
 

To generate a list of ‘general’ professionalism traits, I reviewed previous literature that 

examined attributes associated with professional development. This involved examining 

literature related to:  

 

 Socialization / socialisation  

 Professional socialization / professional socialisation 

 Professional growth 

 Professional values  

 Professional identity  

 Professionalism  

 Professional role identification  
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The majority of previous literature that addressed professionalism traits usually related to a 

specific context, in many cases medicine. This review revealed that a range of data collection 

techniques had been employed (typically either a questionnaire(s) and/or interview(s)). 

Collectively, a number of traits/factors broadly representative of what would be expected of 

professionals working across a range of different domains were identified. In addition to this, I 

re-examined pilot study findings related to attributes students reported as indicative of being 

a professional. Overall, findings are presented in the following table. 

 

Identification of general professionalism traits  

 

Professionalism 

‘trait’ 
Specific area of trait Supported by 

Knowledge 

General  

Anderson and Kiger (2008); Goldie et al 

(2007); Lindquist et al (2006); Mackintosh 

(2006); Prince et al (2005); Secrest, Norwood 

and Keatley (2003); Association for the Study 

of Higher Education (ASHE) (2001b); 

Haywood-Farmer and Stuart (1990); Legge 

(1978); PhD pilot work 

Confidence in own 

knowledge  
Gude et al (2005) 

Awareness of issues Hilton (2004) 

How a person 

thinks 

Reflection  
Goldie et al (2007); Lindquist et al (2006); 

Jha et al (2006); Hilton (2004) 

Emotional development Mackintosh (2006) 

Own superiority Haywood-Farmer and Stuart (1990) 

Anxiety and stress Gude et al (2005) 

Confidence  Anderson and Kiger (2008) 

Personal attributes 

(confidence, 

competence, 

conscience, courage, 

assertiveness) 

Ohlen and Segesten (1998) 
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Professionalism 

‘trait’ 
Specific area of trait Supported by 

Interactions  

General  
Anderson and Kiger (2008) 

Pilot work 

Mentors 
Goldie et al (2007); Gray and Smith (1999); 

Wright and Bottery (1997) 

Communicating with 

others 
Jha et al (2006); Lindquist et al (2006) 

Patients, doctors and 

peers 
Jha et al (2006) 

Affirmation Secrest, Norwood and Keatley (2003) 

Support from others Apker et al (2003) 

Colleagues  Ohlen and Segesten (1998) 

Team work Hilton (2004) 

Experience 

General 

Anderson and Kiger (2008); Goldie et al 

(2007); Lindquist et al (2006); Mackintosh 

(2006); Prince et al (2005); Caires and 

Almedia (2005); Apker et al (2003); ASHE 

(2001a); PhD pilot work  

Work experience 

opportunity linked to 

management style 

Ewens (2003) 

Values General  

Mead (2007); Jha et al (2006); Mackintosh 

(2006); Leners, Rohers and Piccone (2006); 

Horsburgh et al (2006); Gibbons (2004); 

Martin, Yarbrough and Alfred (2003); ASHE 

(2001a); Du Tort (1995) 

How a person 

works 

Motivation Jha et al (2006); Prince et al (2005) 

Control over work Hilton (2004); Apker et al (2003) 

Investment ASHE (2001b) 

Involvement ASHE (2001b) 

Independence 
Anderson and Kiger (2008); Haywood-Farmer 

and Stuart (1990) 

Accountability  Evetts (1999) 

Behaviour  
General  Pilot work 

Demeanor Jha et al (2006) 
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Professionalism 

‘trait’ 
Specific area of trait Supported by 

Continuing 

development  
General  Hilton (2004); Evetts (1999); PhD pilot work 

Recognition from 

others 
General  Legge (1978); PhD pilot work 

Skills  
General  Legge (1978) 

Recording skills  Gude et al (2005) 

Attitude  General  
Mackintosh (2006); Hilton (2004); Martin, Lloyd 

and Singh (2002); Du Tort (1995); 

PhD pilot work 

Code of practice / 

ethics  
General  

Hilton (2004); ASHE (2001a); Jeffrey (1993); 

Legge (1978) 

Previous training / 

education  
General  Legge (1978) 

Authority  
Legge (1978) highlighted that many professionals are in a position of 

authority. This might be over ‘clients’, availability of ‘commodities’ or entry 

into a professional field. 

Professional body 

membership 

Legge (1978) indicated that to enter the most ‘professional’ occupations an 

individual must meet standards set out by existing professionals in that field. 

Through doing this, an individual demonstrates competence to practice which 

will typically result in formal recognition through membership of / affiliation 

with a professional body. However, Legge highlighted that in addition to 

commissioning new members, ‘professionalised’ occupations also have the 

power to terminate or reject an individual’s membership should they believe 

an individual to be unfit to practice. Consequently, remaining a member of a 

professional body is synonymous with being a professional.  

 

In addition to identifying potential traits through literature and pilot work, I discussed the area 

with one of my supervisors. This resulted in the identification of one additional factor 

“similarity with a professional”. 

 

To ensure that the no professionalism traits were missed in the PSQ, an open-ended 

question was included at the end: “Please list any other attributes that were not addressed 

within this questionnaire that you feel make you like a professional”.  
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Item Pool  

 

The following outlines the initial PSQ item pool:  

 

• I am like senior practitioners who work in my field in terms of my knowledge 

• Senior practitioners who work in my field share the same attitudes as me  

• Based on my knowledge, I am not like senior practitioners who work in my field  

• Based on my experience, I am similar to senior practitioners who work in my field 

• I do not have the same attitudes as senior practitioners who work in my field  

• In terms of my skills, I am like senior practitioners who work in my field 

• I do not possess the same skills as senior practitioners who work in my field  

• I am similar to senior practitioners who work in my field in terms of my behavior 

• I do not behave in the same way as senior practitioners who work in my field  

• Because of how I work, I am like senior practitioners who work in my field 

• I do not work in the same manner as senior practitioners who work in my field  

• I think in the same way as senior practitioners who work in my field  

• Senior practitioners who work in my field do not think the same way as me  

• Senior practitioners who work in my field have the same values as me 

• I am like senior practitioners who work in my field in terms of my education / training  

• Other people would describe me as being like senior practitioners who work in my field 

• My level of experiences mean that I am not like senior practitioners who work in my field  

• I do not belong to the same professional body as senior practitioners who work in my field  

• I do not adhere to the same code of practice as senior practitioners who work in my field  

• My values are not compatible with those held by senior practitioners who work in my field  

• I am like senior practitioners who work in my field because we follow the same code of practice  

• I would not be portrayed as being like senior practitioners who work in my field by other people  

• I am similar to senior practitioners in my field because I am a member of the same professional 

body  

• My level of education / training means that I am not like senior practitioners who work in my field  

• I am like senior practitioners who work in my field in terms of my commitment to ongoing 

professional development 

• I do not have the same commitment to continuing professional development as senior practitioners 

who work in my field  
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Scale  

 

A Likert-type scale was used. The Likert-type scale categorisation scheme involved, ‘five 

fixed alternative expressions’ (Robson, 2002) labeled ‘strongly agree’, ‘agree’, ‘undecided’, 

‘disagree’ and ‘strongly disagree’.  

 

Questionnaire Format and Administration Instructions 

 

Items were ordered using Microsoft Excel; each item was assigned a random value and 

presented in ascending order.   

 

Before administering the PSQ, participants were briefed regarding the purpose of the study 

and what participation involved. Written instructions were also included at the beginning of 

the PSQ. Participants read instructions prior to completing the PSQ. 

 

Piloting  

 

During the second stage of the development of questionnaires phase, feedback indicated 

that the questionnaires battery (SLEQ, CTDQ and PSQ) took too long to complete. However, 

the PSQ was already shorter than both the SLEQ and CTDQ and so more susceptible to a 

reduction in reliability if items were removed. Therefore, no modifications to items were made.  

 

Validation   

 

The following outlines how PSQ reliability and validity was established using data collected 

during the third stage of the development of measures phase and the main study.  
 

PSQ: Face Validity  
 

The purpose of the PSQ was to assess professionalism status by questioning participants 

about characteristics synonymous with being a professional. It was however, recognised that 

this approach could have resulted in certain aspects of professionalism being inadvertently 

omitted. To address this, the open-ended question that asked participants to report additional 

factors which were not covered in the main questions was included. Five students provided 

qualitative feedback to this question. One student suggested that they were like professionals 

in terms of their work ethic and four students reported finding it difficult to answer some of the 
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questions (one of whom attributed this to the fact that they will still learning how to be a 

professional).  

 

Collectively, responses to the open-ended question indicated that the literature review has 

successfully identified the main features of being a professional. As only a small number of 

students reported difficulty in relation to answering the questions it appeared that 

questionnaire items and instructions were suitably worded. Consequently, no revisions to the 

PSQ were made based on open-ended question responses. 

 
PSQ: Inter Item Reliability  

 

The following table presents Cronbach’s Alpha results for each time the PSQ was 

administered.  

 

PSQ inter item reliability results 

 

Data collection time Cronbach’s Alpha 

Questionnaire development phase 3 (January 2009) .825 

Main study phase 1 (October / November 2009) .797 

Main study phase 2 (March / April 2010) .870 

 

Based on the notion that an Alpha above 0.7 is acceptable (Pallant, 2001) the twelve item 

PSQ was found to consistently have good inter item reliability.  

 
PSQ: Construct Validity  

 

Analysis was performed to ascertain whether the PSQ had acceptable construct validity. A 

robust and parsimonious PCA structure was sought through a process of statistically 

informed item removal. Based upon data collected during the development of measures 

phase a three component solution was established. However, when PCAs were performed 

using data collected in October/November 2009 and March/April 2010 different solutions 

emerged. Consequently, there appeared to be no consistent underlying PSQ structure. This 

was not necessarily surprising given that the measure aimed to address general 

professionalism rather than specific dimensions of being a professional. 
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PSQ: Concurrent Validity 
  

As previously stated there is a distinct shortage of generalised professionalism measures, 

primarily because existing instruments are typically intended for use with a very narrow 

demographic. Therefore, perhaps unsurprisingly, it was not possible to identify an existing 

generalised measure of professionalism that could be used to establish concurrent validity. 

Efforts were made to correlate PSQ responses with a Professional Identity Scale (Macleod 

Clark, Humphris and Hean, 2005; cited in Adams, Hean, Sturgis and Macleod Clark, 2006). 

However, it became increasingly apparent that each questionnaire measured fundamentally 

different aspects of professionalism. This therefore undermined the purpose of correlating the 

measures so this work was discarded.  

 

PSQ: Reliability and Validity Conclusions  

 

Analysis resulted in the identification of a twelve item instrument. This had excellent inter item 

reliability and face validity. No consistent factor structure could be found. Efforts were 

unsuccessfully made to establish concurrent validity (because of fundamental differences 

between instruments).  
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Appendix 8: Pilot Work Phase 2 – Time spent on Topic Tables 

 

The following tables present the percentage of interview content (pilot work phase two) that 

was spent discussing each theme when the sample was split by course and year; career 

decidedness; and professionalism. 
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Percentage of pilot work stage 2 interviews spent on topic - split by Course and Year  
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INT3 – BUS1 12.8% 14.2% 21.5% 5.3% 24.1% 0% 0% 1.6% 0% 5% 8.2% 0% 7.3% 
INT4 – BUS1 12.7% 14.1% 17.1% 2.2% 0.8% 3.9% 7% 25.9% 0.3% 3.9% 1.2% 0% 11.1% 
INT10 – BUS1 24.6% 9.5% 11% 9.3% 0.8% 18.5% 9.4% 0% 0% 3.2% 4.6% 0% 9% 
INT13 – BUS1 17.7% 15% 6.3% 7.7% 7.1% 15.4% 6.9% 3.9% 6.8% 3.6% 2.5% 0% 7.3% 

 
INT1 - BUS2 10.4% 24.5% 9.5% 14.1% 3.8% 7.7% 4.9% 1% 6.8% 6.2% 7.4% 0% 3.7% 
INT2 - BUS2 40.2% 14.7% 2.9% 13.1% 7.7% 2.5% 0.2% 4.9% 9.4% NA 1% 0% 3.5% 
INT11 - BUS2 17.5% 19.4% 11.4% 16.9% 2.6% 14.4% 5.1% 3% 2.8% 2.4% 1.4% 0% 3% 
INT14 - BUS2 26.5% 20.6% 1.7% 11.1% 4.5% 3.9% 3.3% 4.6% 11.1% 2.8% 1.8% 0% 8.1% 

 
INT9 - BUS3 26.6% 24.4% 10.9% 5.3% 2.8% 1.6% 9.7% 0% 4.6% 2.3% 2.5% 0% 9.4% 
INT12 - BUS3 10.3% 28.1% 10.2% 9.3% 12% 3.6% 0% 3.9% 0% 3.8% 0.6% 0% 18.4% 

 
INT5 - BEd2 24% 14.5% 7% 5% 7% 13.4% 8.5% 2.1% 3.1% 5.5% 3.6% 1.5% 4.9% 
INT6 - BEd2 15.3% 20.7% 15.8% 7.4% 9.8% 1% 13.9% 4.6% 1.5% 3.8% 1.8% 0% 4.4% 
INT7 - BEd2 32% 19.7% 7.7% 9.5% 6.7% 2.4% 8.4% 3.6% 0% 2.3% 3.3% 1.6% 3% 
INT8 - BEd2 21.4% 16.6% 9.9% 7.4% 3.6% 6.1% 11.7% 7.3% 3.1% 4% 4.7% 1.6% 2.5% 

AVERAGE 20.6% 18.3% 10.2% 8.8% 6.7% 6.7% 6.4% 4.7% 3.6% 3.5% 3.2% 0.4% 6.8% 

INT = Interview;     BUS = Business Studies (year of study);    BEd = Primary Education (year of study);   NA = not applicable 
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Percentage of pilot work stage 2 interviews spent on topic - split by career decidedness 
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INT 3 – BUS1 12.8% 14.2% 21.5% 5.3% 24.1% 0% 0% 1.6% 0% 5% 8.2% 0% 7.3% 
INT 4 - BUS1 12.7% 14.1% 17.1% 2.2% 0.8% 3.9% 7% 25.9% 0.3% 3.9% 1.2% 0% 11.1% 
INT 10 - BUS1 24.6% 9.5% 11% 9.3% 0.8% 18.5% 9.4% 0% 0% 3.2% 4.6% 0% 9% 
INT 1 - BUS2 10.4% 24.5% 9.5% 14.1% 3.8% 7.7% 4.9% 1% 6.8% 6.2% 7.4% 0% 3.7% 
INT 14 - BUS2 26.5% 20.6% 1.7% 11.1% 4.5% 3.9% 3.3% 4.6% 11.1% 2.8% 1.8% 0% 8.1% 
INT 12 - BUS3 10.3% 28.1% 10.2% 9.3% 12% 3.6% 0% 3.9% 0% 3.8% 0.6% 0% 18.4% 
Average 16.2% 18.5% 11.8% 8.5% 7.7% 6.3% 4.2% 6.2% 3% 4.2% 4%   

 

C
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ed
 

INT 2 - BUS2 40.2% 14.7% 2.9% 13.1% 7.7% 2.5% 0.2% 4.9% 9.4% NA 1% 0% 3.5% 
INT 11 - BUS2 17.5% 19.4% 11.4% 16.9% 2.6% 14.4% 5.1% 3% 2.8% 2.4% 1.4% 0% 3% 
INT 9 - BUS3 26.6% 24.4% 10.9% 5.3% 2.8% 1.6% 9.7% 0% 4.6% 2.3% 2.5% 0% 9.4% 
INT 5 - BEd2 24% 14.5% 7% 5% 7% 13.4% 8.5% 2.1% 3.1% 5.5% 3.6% 1.5% 4.9% 
INT 6 - BEd2 15.3% 20.7% 15.8% 7.4% 9.8% 1% 13.9% 4.6% 1.5% 3.8% 1.8% 0% 4.4% 
INT 7 - BEd2 32% 19.7% 7.7% 9.5% 6.7% 2.4% 8.4% 3.6% 0% 2.3% 3.3% 1.6% 3% 
INT 8 - BEd2 21.4% 16.6% 9.9% 7.4% 3.6% 6.1% 11.7% 7.3% 3.1% 4% 4.7% 1.6% 2.5% 
INT 13 - BUS1 17.7% 15% 6.3% 7.7% 7.1% 15.4% 6.9% 3.9% 6.8% 3.6% 2.5% 0% 7.3% 
Average 24.3% 18.1% 9% 9% 5.9% 7.1% 8.1% 3.7% 3.9% 3% 2.6%   

 
AVERAGE 
 

20.6% 18.3% 10.2% 8.8% 6.7% 6.7% 6.4% .7% 3.6% 3.5% 3.2% 0.4% 6.8% 

INT = Interview;     BUS = Business Studies (year of study);    BEd = Primary Education (year of study);   NA = not applicable 
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Percentage of pilot work stage 2 interviews spent on topic - split by professionalism 
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Professional INT 3- BUS1 12.8% 14.2% 21.5% 5.3% 24.1% 0% 0% 1.6% 0% 5% 8.2% 0% 7.3% 
INT 8 - BEd2 21.4% 16.6% 9.9% 7.4% 3.6% 6.1% 11.7% 7.3% 3.1% 4% 4.7% 1.6% 2.5% 
INT 7 - BEd2 32% 19.7% 7.7% 9.5% 6.7% 2.4% 8.4% 3.6% 0% 2.3% 3.3% 1.6% 3% 
INT1 - BUS2 10.4% 24.5% 9.5% 14.1% 3.8% 7.7% 4.9% 1% 6.8% 6.2% 7.4% 0% 3.7% 

 
Professional 
student INT 11- BUS2 17.5% 19.4% 11.4% 16.9% 2.6% 14.4% 5.1% 3% 2.8% 2.4% 1.4% 0% 3% 

 
Not a 
professional 

INT 4 - BUS1 12.7% 14.1% 17.1% 2.2% 0.8% 3.9% 7% 25.9% 0.3% 3.9% 1.2% 0% 11.1% 
INT 10 - BUS1 24.6% 9.5% 11% 9.3% 0.8% 18.5% 9.4% 0% 0% 3.2% 4.6% 0% 9% 
INT 13 - BUS1 17.7% 15% 6.3% 7.7% 7.1% 15.4% 6.9% 3.9% 6.8% 3.6% 2.5% 0% 7.3% 
INT 14 - BUS2 26.5% 20.6% 1.7% 11.1% 4.5% 3.9% 3.3% 4.6% 11.1% 2.8% 1.8% 0% 8.1% 
INT 9 - BUS3 26.6% 24.4% 10.9% 5.3% 2.8% 1.6% 9.7% 0% 4.6% 2.3% 2.5% 0% 9.4% 
INT 12 - BUS3 10.3% 28.1% 10.2% 9.3% 12% 3.6% 0% 3.9% 0% 3.8% 0.6% 0% 18.4% 
INT 5 - BEd2 24% 14.5% 7% 5% 7% 13.4% 8.5% 2.1% 3.1% 5.5% 3.6% 1.5% 4.9% 
INT 6 - BEd2 15.3% 20.7% 15.8% 7.4% 9.8% 1% 13.9% 4.6% 1.5% 3.8% 1.8% 0% 4.4% 

AVERAGE 20.6% 18.3% 10.2% 8.8% 6.7% 6.7% 6.4% 4.7% 3.6% 3.5% 3.2% 0.4% 6.8% 

INT = Interview;     BUS = Business Studies (year of study);    BEd = Primary Education (year of study);   NA = not applicable 
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Appendix 9: Pilot Work Phase 2 – Rank order introduction of Themes Tables  
 

The following tables present when interviewees first introduced life event themes during pilot 

work stage two. Tables indicate response sequencing based on course and year; career 

decidedness; and professionalism.
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Rank order introduction of themes during pilot work stage 2 interviews – split by course and year 
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INT 3 – BUS1 4 3 6 2 NA 1 NA 5 NA 7 8 
INT 4 - BUS1 3 2 10 9 4 1 8 5 6 7 11 
INT 10 - BUS1 4 2 5 8 3 NA NA 7 6 1 9 
INT 13 - BUS1 4 3 2 1 6 5 8 7 9 10 11 

 
INT 1 - BUS2 1 2 5 4 3 10 9 6 8 7 11 
INT 2 - BUS2 2 4 3 1 6 5 7 8 10 9 NA 
INT 11 - BUS2 5 4 2 3 1 6 7 11 8 9 10 
INT 14 - BUS2 2 1 3 4 7 6 5 9 8 10 11 

 
INT 9 - BUS3 1 2 3 6 8 NA 4 5 7 9 10 
INT 12 - BUS3 5 4 1 2 6 8 NA 3 NA 7 9 

 
INT 5 - BEd2 2 3 5 1 4 10 8 9 6 7 11 
INT 6 - BEd2 1 2 3 9 6 5 4 10 7 8 11 
INT 7 - BEd2 1 2 3 7 4 9 NA 8 5 6 10 
INT 8 - BEd2 1 2 4 6 8 3 10 7 5 9 11 

AVERAGE 2.6 2.6 3.9 4.5 5.1 5.75 7 7.1 7.1 7.6 10.2 

INT = Interview;     BUS = Business Studies (year of study);    BEd = Primary Education (year of study);   NA = not applicable 
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Rank order introduction of themes during pilot work stage 2 interviews – split by career decidedness 
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INT 3 – BUS1 4 3 6 2 NA 1 NA 5 NA 7 8 
INT 4 - BUS1 3 2 10 9 4 1 8 5 6 7 11 
INT 10 - BUS1 4 2 5 8 3 NA NA 7 6 1 9 
INT 1 - BUS2 1 2 5 4 3 10 9 6 8 7 11 
INT 14 - BUS2 2 1 3 4 7 6 5 9 8 10 11 
INT 12 - BUS3 5 4 1 2 6 8 NA 3 NA 7 9  

C
ar

ee
r d

ec
id

ed
 

 

INT 11 - BUS2 5 4 2 3 1 6 7 11 8 9 10 
INT 2 - BUS2 2 4 3 1 6 5 7 8 10 9 NA 
INT 5 - BEd2 2 3 5 1 4 10 8 9 6 7 11 
INT 6 - BEd2 1 2 3 9 6 5 4 10 7 8 11 
INT 9 - BUS3 1 2 3 6 8 NA 4 5 7 9 10 
INT 13 - BUS1 4 3 2 1 6 5 8 7 9 10 11 
INT 8 - BEd2 1 2 4 6 8 3 10 7 5 9 11 
INT 7 - BEd2 1 2 3 7 4 9 NA 8 5 6 10 

AVERAGE 2.6 2.6 3.9 4.5 5.1 5.75 7 7.1 7.1 7.6 10.2 

INT = Interview;     BUS = Business Studies (year of study);    BEd = Primary Education (year of study);   NA = not applicable 
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Rank order introduction of themes during pilot work stage 2 interviews – split by professionalism  
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Professional 

INT 3 – BUS1 4 3 6 2 NA 1 NA 5 NA 7 8 
INT 8 - BEd2 1 2 4 6 8 3 10 7 5 9 11 
INT 7 - BEd2 1 2 3 7 4 9 NA 8 5 6 10 
INT 1 - BUS2 1 2 5 4 3 10 9 6 8 7 11 

 
Professional 
student INT 11 - BUS2 5 4 2 3 1 6 7 11 8 9 10 

 

Not a 
professional 

INT 2 - BUS2 2 4 3 1 6 5 7 8 10 9 NA 
INT 4 - BUS1 3 2 10 9 4 1 8 5 6 7 11 
INT 5 - BEd2 2 3 5 1 4 10 8 9 6 7 11 
INT 6 - BEd2 1 2 3 9 6 5 4 10 7 8 11 
INT 9 - BUS3 1 2 3 6 8 NA 4 5 7 9 10 
INT 10 - BUS1 4 2 5 8 3 NA NA 7 6 1 9 
INT 12 - BUS3 5 4 1 2 6 8 NA 3 NA 7 9 
INT 13 - BUS1 4 3 2 1 6 5 8 7 9 10 11 
INT 14 - BUS2 2 1 3 4 7 6 5 9 8 10 11 

AVERAGE 2.6 2.6 3.9 4.5 5.1 5.75 7 7.1 7.1 7.6 10.2 

INT = Interview;     BUS = Business Studies (year of study);    BEd = Primary Education (year of study);   NA = not applicable 
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Appendix 10: Pilot Work Phase 2- Repertory Grid Constructs  

 

The following list constructs identified in repertory grids during Pilot Work Stage 2 (this was 

undertaken because group differences could not be found at a theme level). Between-group 

differences in reporting (using Honey’s technique) based on course and year of study, career 

decidedness and professionalism are presented. 

 

Constructs in the Attitude / Disposition / Feelings Theme 

 

Sub theme  Definition  

Motivation / work 

ethic  

The effort that a student is prepared to exert in relation to his/her 

studies. 

Priorities / 

seriousness  

The extent to which university study is a priority to a student and 

consequently how seriously education is taken.  

Proactive  
The timing of when a student will deal with a situation – last minute 

as opposed to in advance. 

Relaxed / panic  
Student reaction to situations (remain relaxed as opposed to 

panicking).  

Contentiousness   
The degree to which a student is contentious around studying – i.e. 

in relation to their class attendance.  

Confidence  How confident a student feels in relation to university. 

Adaptable  Student capacity to work within a changing environment.  

Positivist  
Whether a student focuses upon the positive or negative aspects of 

a situation.  

Self awareness  
Extent to which student is reflective and understands his/her own 

capabilities. 

Emotional  If a student responds emotionally to situations. 

Interest  The extent to which a student is interested in what s/he is studying. 

Other  Factors that did not fit into one of the sub themes. 
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Reporting of Attitude / Disposition / Feelings Constructs - Split by Course and Year 

 

Sub theme Total BUS Year 1 BUS Year 2 BUS Year 3 BEd Year 2 
H I L H I L H I L H I L 

Motivation / work ethic  15 2  2 1 1  3  1 1 3 1 
Priorities / seriousness  9    2 1 1 1   2  2 
Proactive  6  1   1     2 2  
Relaxed / panic 5  1  1 1     1 1  
Conscientiousness  4 1 2 1          
Confidence  3 1          1 1 
Adaptive  2           2  
Positivist  2  1         1  
Self awareness 2  1   1        
Emotional 2     1      1  
Interest  2  1  1         
Other  3 1 2           
H = High;      I = Intermediate;      L = Low 
BUS = Business Studies (generalist);    BEd = Primary Education (professional) 

 

 

Reporting of Attitude / Disposition / Feelings Constructs - Split by Career Decidedness 
 

Sub theme Total Career 
undecided Career decided 

  H I L H I L 
Motivation / work ethic  15 3 1 1 4 3 3 
Priorities / seriousness  9 3 1 1 2  2 
Proactive  6  2  2 2  
Relaxed / panic 5  2  2 1  
Conscientiousness 4 1 1 1  1  
Confidence  3    1 1 1 
Adaptive  2     2  
Positivist  2  1   1  
Self awareness 2  1   1  
Emotional 2  1   1  
Interest  2    1 1  
Other  3 1    2  
H = High;      I = Intermediate;      L = Low 

 

  



 

345 
 

Reporting of Attitude / Disposition / Feelings Constructs - Split by Professionalism 
 

Sub theme Total Professiona
l 

Professiona
l student 

Non 
professiona

l 
  H I L H I L H I L 
Motivation / work ethic  15 1 2  1   5 1 4 
Priorities / seriousness  9 3  1    2 1 2 
Proactive  6 1 3     1 1  
Relaxed / panic 5 1 2  1    1  
Conscientiousness 4   1    1 2  
Confidence  3  1     1  1 
Adaptive  2  1      1  
Positivist  2  1      1  
Self awareness 2  1      1  
Emotional 2  2        
Interest  2    1    1  
Other  3 1       2  

H = High;      I = Intermediate;      L = Low 
 
(Responses from one participant are missing as they did not answer interview questions 
used to code professionalism status) 

 

 

Constructs in the Interactions / Relationships Theme 
 

Sub theme  Definition  

Seeking help / advice  
The degree to which a student will actively seek help from others 

(e.g. friends / tutors). 

Openness  
The extent to which a student is willing to talk about his/her 

situation with others.  

Reliance on others  
A student’s need to rely on other students to help him/her through 

their studies.  

Peer pressure  The extent to which peers will influence a student. 

Other  Factors that did not fit into one of the sub themes. 
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Reporting of Interactions / Relationships Constructs - Split by Course and Year 

 

Sub theme Total BUS Year 1 BUS Year 2 BUS Year 3 BEd Year 2 
  H I L H I L H I L H I L 
Seeking help / advice  10     2 1    2 1 4 
Peer pressure  6      3  1   2  
Openness  4  1 1 1        1 
Reliance on others  3 1      1   1   
Other  2  1          1 

H = High;      I = Intermediate;      L = Low 
 
BUS = Business Studies (generalist);    BEd = Primary Education (professional)    

 

 

Reporting of Interactions / Relationships Constructs - Split by Career Decidedness 

 

Sub theme Total Career 
undecided Career decided 

  H I L H I L 
Seeking help / advice  10   1 2 3 4 
Peer pressure  6   1  3 2 
Openness  4 1  1  1 1 
Reliance on others  3 1   2   
Other  2  1    1 

H = High;      I = Intermediate;      L = Low 

 

 

Reporting of Interactions / Relationships Constructs - Split by Professionalism 

 

Sub theme Total Professional Professional 
student Non professional 

  H I L H I L H I L 
Seeking help / advice  10 1  2  2  1 1 3 
Peer pressure  6  2    2 1  1 
Openness  4 1  1     1 1 
Reliance on others  3       3   
Other  2   1     1  

H = High;      I = Intermediate;      L = Low 
 
(Responses from one participant are missing as they did not answer interview questions 
used to code professionalism status) 
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Constructs in the Academic Knowledge / Skills / Experience Theme 
 

Sub theme  Definition  

Time management / deadlines  
Student ability to effectively manage time and / or meet 

deadlines. 

Understanding of what is 

happening and what to do 

How much awareness a student has about what is 

happening in relation to his/her studies. 

Problem solving technique  The strategy that a student adopts to solve problems.  

Use of research  
The degree to which a student will undertake research 

to assist him/her in studying. 

Independence  
Students’ capacity to work without guidance from 

others.  

Other  Factors that did not fit into one of the sub themes. 

 

 

Reporting of Academic Knowledge / Skills / Experience Constructs - Split by Course and Year 

 

Sub theme Total BUS Year 1 BUS Year 2 BUS Year 3 BEd Year 2 
H I L H I L H I L H I L 

Time management / 
deadlines 4 2  1       1   

Understand what to do  3  2         1  
Problem solving  3       1    1 1 
Use of research  3  1  1       1  
Independence  2  1   1        
Other  1     1        

H = High;      I = Intermediate;      L = Low 
 
BUS = Business Studies (generalist);    BEd = Primary Education (professional)   
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Reporting of Academic Knowledge / Skills / Experience Constructs - Split by Career Decidedness 

 

Sub theme Total Career 
undecided Career decided 

  H I L H I L 
Time management / deadlines 4 2   1  1 
Understanding of  what to do  3  2   1  
Problem solving technique 3 1    1 1 
Use of research  3 1 1   1  
Independence  2     2  
Other  1     1  

H = High;      I = Intermediate;      L = Low 

 

 

Reporting of Academic Knowledge / Skills / Experience Constructs - Split by Professionalism 

 

Sub theme Total Professional Professional 
student 

Non 
professional 

  H I L H I L H I L 
Time management / deadlines 4       3  1 
Understanding of  what to do  3  1      2  
Problem solving technique 3       1 1 1 
Use of research  3 1 1      1  
Independence  2     1   1  
Other  1     1     

H = High;      I = Intermediate;      L = Low 
 
(Responses from one participant are missing as they did not answer interview questions 
used to code professionalism status) 
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Remaining Repertory Grid Themes 
 

Reporting of Remaining Themes - Split by Course and Year 

Theme Total BUS Year 1 BUS Year 2 BUS Year 3 BEd Year 2 
H I L H I L H I L H I L 

Career and ambitions 3  1 1     1     
Feedback / assessment 
performance  2  1   1        

Availability / use of 
university facilities / 
services  

1            1 

External influences 2 1 1           

Becoming a professional  1  1           
H = High;      I = Intermediate;      L = Low 
 
BUS = Business Studies (generalist);    BEd = Primary Education (professional) 

 

 

Reporting of Remaining Themes - Split by Career Decidedness 

Theme Total 
Career 

undecided 
Career 
decided 

H I L H I L 
Career and ambitions 3  1 1  1  
Feedback / assessment performance  2     2  
Availability / use of university facilities / services  1      1 
External influences 2 1    1  
Becoming a professional  1  1     
H = High;      I = Intermediate;      L = Low 

 
 

Reporting of Remaining Themes - Split by Professionalism 

Theme Total Professional Professional 
student 

Non 
professional 

H I L H I L H I L 
Career and ambitions 3        2 1 
Feedback / assessment performance  2  1        
Availability / use of university facilities 
/ services  1   1       

External influences 2       1 1  
Becoming a professional  1        1  
H = High;      I = Intermediate;      L = Low 
 
(Responses from one participant are missing as they did not answer interview questions used to 
code professionalism status) 
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