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Many changes have occurred in the tertiary sector in New Zealand over the last ten years or so. These changes have also affected student’ associations. Compulsory membership of students’ associations is no longer guaranteed, but is contingent on student-initiated referenda. It is important therefore that students’ associations are seen as relevant and responsive to their student members. One way for students’ associations  to do this is by seeking feedback from students. This feedback can then be used for intervention-focussed research activities. The students’ association of Otago University in Dunedin (New Zealand) has started a number of research projects over the last few years. One of these is a three-year research project focussed on first-year students. This paper provides a rationale for students’ associations to be involved in research and reviews the background, context and design of this research project.  Some of the initial findings of this project will also be discussed.

Changes in the tertiary sector

Fundamental changes are taking place in the higher education sectors of the western world.  Much has been written about these global changes (see e.g. Barnett, 1994, 2003; Duke, 2002; Gibbons, 1998; Ramsden, 1998; Scott, 1995). As Barnett (1994) puts it, higher education is changing from a pre-modern to a modern institution; what we are seeing, he says, is the last stage of higher education being brought in from the margins of society (p.3-4). Hardin and Scheuch (1995, p.xi): “universities whose governance and organization have been among the most stable and predictable in modern society are experiencing unprecedented pressure for change”. The changes concern a wide array of societal issues: technological developments, changing demographics, changes in the labour market requirements, financial (funding) challenges and accountability requirements, marketisation of knowledge and epistemological questioning. These and many other changes have resulted in challenges to the organisation and management of university administration, as well as challenges to the pedagogical and curricular practices of university academics. These changes and challenges have also impacted on students, directly and indirectly. The question can also be asked whether the role of a students’ association
 has changed as a consequence of these in the tertiary education sector. Little research, however, has been done in New Zealand on the experiences, perceptions and expectations of today’s generation of students, and the role of students’ associations. 

The changing role of a New Zealand students’ association.

The role and focus of New Zealand students’ associations have changed considerably since early 1990. The government funding for universities declined and institutions were given the freedom to set their own tuition fees. These fees have increased rapidly since 1990 as institutions tried to make up for the decrease in government funding. Universal financial support for students was also abolished. The New Zealand government of the day introduced targeted living allowances for students aged 25 and under based on their parents’ income.  However, all students were given the right to take out a loan to pay for their tuition fees and living costs
. Students’ associations have been lobbying successive governments ever since to improve the financial support for students, and to restore appropriate funding levels for institutions. Within universities students’ associations have been lobbying their respective governance bodies for low tuition fees. Student association now also felt justified to monitor and criticise the ‘quality’ of the education and services that their student members received in exchange for the considerable tuition fees that their members were charged. 

A further challenge for students’ associations was the legislative change abolishing (automatic) compulsory student association membership (Hamilton, 1999). Students’ associations in New Zealand can no longer assume that they can automatically depend on receiving compulsory student levies. The levies are compulsory only as long as it pleases the students within that university
. This means students’ associations have to demonstrate a greater level of accountability and relevance to their membership. If students at a university do not perceive that their students’ association is working for their best interest, that association risks losing access to compulsory levies. I want to argue that it is therefore important that associations are clearly seen to be relevant and responsive. One way students’ associations can do this is by seeking regular and systematic feedback from their constituents, and to use this feedback to identify possible interventions and or new services. Students’ associations need to demonstrate to an increasingly critical, and consumer-conscious membership, that they can provide relevant and quality services. 

Students’ associations and research

The Otago University Students’ Association (OUSA) in Dunedin, New Zealand, has been active in seeking feedback from its members for a number of years, and for a number of different purposes. Some of the ways in which OUSA seeks feedback is common to many other students’ associations or student unions, both in New Zealand and other countries.  Two such activities are the “class representative system”, and the production of course evaluation publications (these publications in New Zealand and internationally go under various names: ‘alternative calendar’, ‘anti calendar’, ‘student guide’, ‘UNI101 magazine’). 

The class representative system is well-established in many universities in New Zealand and overseas. The main purpose of the class representative system is to provide an avenue for communication between teaching staff and students In many universities students’ associations facilitate or encourage the election of the class representatives. In some universities, students’ associations also organise training/induction of these representatives and maintain a database of the elected students. This can provide an effective way for students’ associations to identify issues of concern, and an effective way to communicate with its members. Until 2003 OUSA’s access to elected class representatives was limited by the haphazard implementation of the class representative system across the university. Although many departments did forward the names of the representatives to the association, there was no formal obligation to do so. In spite of these limitations, OUSA often received feedback from its class representatives. This enabled the association to investigate relevant academic issues, and bring about positive changes. In 2003 OUSA was instrumental in getting Otago University’s Senate
 to adopt a new policy that requires departments to implement a class representative system along certain guidelines, and to work together with OUSA in doing so. A web-based database management system, overseen by OUSA, seeks to ensure that all the class representative details are stored centrally. This web-based system also provides an easy way to seek and store feedback from class representatives.
The annual publication of course evaluations by students’ associations has been common practice in a number of New Zealand and overseas universities (Clarke, 1997; LUSA, 2001; University of Toronto, 2003; VUWSA, 2003). The main purpose of this type of publication is to provide feedback on how students experienced a particular paper. The New Zealand Universities Academic Audit Unit
 included a chapter on this type of student feedback in a publication of examples of best practice in New Zealand universities, (Williams and Woodhouse, 1999). OUSA has undertaken course evaluations since 1994, mainly focussed on 100-level
. Since 2002 this publication goes under the name of the “UNI101 Magazine”. In 2003 OUSA expanded the scope of the course evaluation surveys and also included more general questions about the student experience (in addition to the course-specific questions). 

Apart from these two avenues of collecting data, OUSA also undertakes a number of other surveys and activities that provide them with student feedback, such as surveys at the beginning of a new academic year as students arrive on campus, and surveys carried out to establish the recipients of the OUSA Teaching and Supervisory Awards. Some of this data is captured electronically, which enables ease of processing and analysis. 

Rationale for research foci

OUSA has established certain research priorities for the next few years. Three of these priorities concern the quality of undergraduate teaching, the first-year experience and the quality of postgraduate supervision. The priorities have been chosen as a result of the wider developments in the tertiary (university) sector in New Zealand. A steady increase of student numbers at Otago University (as in most New Zealand universities) as well as some national developments (such as the introduction of Performance Based Research Funding
), are seen by OUSA as factors that could negatively impact on the teaching and learning environment. There are a number of other specific reasons as well with regard to the prioritising of the first-year experience project. First of all there is a strategic reason: a clear involvement in first-year issues by the students’ association will create a positive image among first-year students of the value of OUSA and carry on that positive image into their further university career. Secondly there is the issue of need: while all students have been affected by tertiary sector changes, the consequences of increased participation and increased diversity within the student body are experienced more acutely in the context of first year teaching and learning. The last reason for focussing on first-year students is the paucity of New Zealand originated data on the first-year experience. This is in distinct contrast with Australia. To remedy the paucity of research in New Zealand, the Ministry of Education recently contracted Massey University to explore first-year issues (Mallard, 2003). OUSA’s project on the first-year experience at Otago University will also contribute to this field of study in New Zealand.

Design of the First-Year Experience Project

The project can be conceived as a local case study: the data being collected is related to students within one particular institution. The data will be collected in different ways:

· Interview data: multiple interviews with individual first-year students (typically 3-5). These interviews aim for ‘rich’ and ‘thick’ descriptions and insights into what happens academically for students;

· Open-ended survey questions: this data will be more ‘thin’, but will provide the chance to triangulate research findings from the interviews against a larger pool of data.

The project will be carried out over three years. The first twelve months of the project, from March 2003 till March 2004, involved a number of pilot research projects. The main aim was to get a ‘feel’ for the field of first-year studies, and to get an idea of the issues and themes involved in studying the first-year experience. Further data collection happens between March 2004 and March 2005. The third year of the project has been set aside for writing up of the findings and considering an action plan. The participants for the interviews were recruited through an invitation sent out randomly with a limited number of first-year information packs. In both 2003 and 2004 between 10-20 finally participated in interviews. No selection of participants took place; all who volunteered were invited for interviews. The survey data was collected as part of the routine twice-yearly survey of 100-level course evaluation surveys carried out by OUSA. 

The main research questions of the project are:

· What are first-year students’ perceptions of their learning and teaching environment?

· How can what they say be interpreted in the context of tertiary education for first-year students in New Zealand, and in particular at the University of Otago?

· How can the findings be translated into interventions and or services to improve the learning environment for first-year students?

In the semi-structured interviews, students were asked questions that follow more or less the experiential sequence of events of first-year students, starting with the enrolment process, their arrival on campus, and then following on to the first lectures and tutorials, and the first assignments and or tests. As the project is intervention-focussed, a particular focus is on experiences of confusion and experiences that lead students to seek help or wonder about avenues for help. Questions are also asked about the way teaching staff organise the learning experience of students, how staff respond to students and how students perceive the quality of their education. 

The survey questions were partly pre-determined (to suit the course evaluation of 100-level papers), and partly determined by this particular first-year experience research project. The former questions ask students what they liked about a course, what can be improved and what advice they wish to give future students of this course. The extra questions that were added to the 2003 and 2004 survey asked students what they thought had been helpful and unhelpful, and what they thought staff could do to improve the learning experience of all first-year students. 

The data from the 2003 pilot projects was only partially processed. This was partly due to limited resources in 2003, and partly due to the primary purpose of the pilot projects: to get a feel for the data and the research area. For the 2004 data collection, both the surveys and the interviews, more resources are available for the processing of all the data.

Findings so far

Some of the themes that emerged from the 2003 data were expected, and some were quite unexpected. The biggest surprise in the survey was the strong mentioning of “Blackboard”, not only in the answers related to the teaching evaluation, but also in the research project specific questions. “Blackboard” is the Course Management System the University of Otago has been using since 2001. Blackboard enables course coordinators to provide paper-related support in a web-based environment, such as: extra resources (e.g. lecture notes, overhead sheets, power point presentations, extra readings); an asynchronous discussion environment where students can discuss issues related to the paper with other students and staff; assessment exercises (e.g. multiple choice quizzes); general information (course outline, important dates); links to resources on the university web or sites on the WWW. More than 25% of all the students in 2003 who answered the survey question as to what was helpful commented on “Blackboard” in one form or other. As these were open-ended questions without any prompts given as to what students ought to comment on, this response can be considered significant. The Blackboard theme also features significantly in the 2003 and 2004 interviews. 

Another surprising theme to emerge related to the attitude of lecturers and tutors, especially the perceived lack of enthusiasm or passion of some academics for their subjects. Another theme that came through in various forms related to the relevance of the teaching material. For instance many students appreciated teachers who made their teaching material relevant to the ‘real’ world, teachers who gave plenty of examples and did not give too much theory. Many students also wanted to know exactly what and how much course material was relevant for exams or tests, and which readings were essential rather than desirable.  More predictable themes were: the variable quality of tutorials, and the absence of, and need for, clarity around course goals and assessments. Very similar themes came through in the interviews. As interviewing began in the first week of the academic year, many of the initial interviews also included stories of getting lost, and lack of information or overload of information.  A need for easy access to help and information was also brought up in the interviews. Some of the interviewees wondered whether they were disadvantaged by not living in a hall of residence.

What does it mean?

We are in a very early stage of making sense of all this data. Regarding “Blackboard”, although we were surprised by the strength of the response, it was not entirely surprising that students comment on online or web-based university services Some sense of the relative importance of online services for students can be gleaned from the annual Educause Survey regarding current IT issues. Kobulnicky et al, reporting on the 2002 results, highlight the changing needs of today’s students:

Today’s students routinely shop, arrange for travel, find entertainment, manage their finances, communicate with friends- in short, conduct most of their commercial and social interactions – on the internet. It should be no surprise that they would expect the same kinds of online convenience and services from the college or university that will deliver their education (Kobulnicky et al, 2002, p.19).

The 2003 follow-up study (Crawford et al) again discusses the challenge for universities to keep up with the online services students have come to expect and demand. They also ask how online services can be used to build community. In a review of the 2004 Educause Survey findings, Spicer et al emphasise the increasing importance of e-learning and distributed teaching and learning

E-learning and distributed teaching and learning speak to learner needs for flexibility and mobility, while offering institutions a way of addressing issues of access and capacity (Spicer et al, 2004, p.20)

These Educause Surveys seem very much to confirm what many students seem to express in their comments regarding Blackboard at Otago University. Students at Otago expect that the necessary resources and information should be easily accessible through the internet. Any criticism students have regarding Blackboard has to do with staff not using it, or not updating it in a timely way. Some of the first-year students interviewed also expressed some sense of ‘being in touch’ with their departmental community through use of the Blackboard discussion board facility. In some of the large first-year Health Science courses, students routinely post questions and other remarks on the discussion boards. Other students and staff members actively monitor these discussion boards and respond where appropriate. It created a sense of connectedness, some sense of belonging to a learning community.

When considering the overall data, and the perceptions of students of their learning and teaching environment, it also seems to me that students use different perspectives to talk about and evaluate what they perceive. I am currently considering different frameworks to organise and analyse the data and make sense of these different perspectives. One such framework is organised around the different notions of what students want. Considering the data so far, what students want could be categorised in four ways: 1) students want effective and enjoyable tuition, 2) students want quality and value for money, 3) students want to be treated respectfully by staff, and 4) students want equitable and responsive support and resources. Considering the nature of these four categories, one could, then, see these ‘wants’ as expressive of the different relationships students have within a university: a pedagogical relationship, a commercial relationship, a personal relationship and an institutional relationship. These different relationships, in turn, cast students in different roles vis à vis the university as: a learner, a consumer, an adult and a client. In reconsidering students’ comments against these four categories of ‘wants’, roles and relationships, most students’ comments could be mapped onto this framework of relationships between students and the university. However, some comments did not quite fit and were expressive of a different kind of ‘want’ category. These comments could best be characterised as ‘purpose related’, i.e. related to the purpose, or telos, of higher education.  Consider for instance the two following comments: 

·  [what I advise future first-year students is to] do things you are really interested in otherwise its boring and there's just no point

·  [what I liked about the paper was that] it’s interesting and practical - you know you will use this stuff in life

A fifth relationship, therefore, could be a ‘teleological relationship’, with the student as purpose seeker, and the university as purpose provider. And it could be argued that what the student wants out of this relationship is “fitness for purpose”.

The idea that students have multiple relationships towards the university is not entirely new. Farrington (1994) remarks that the relationship between student and institution has the character of a contract, with legal aspects and rights and responsibilities. He notes a shift from the 1960s and 1970s (a period of unrest in university-student relationships). Then there was an emphasis on the disciplinary relationship between university and students.  Now there is a greater focus on the positive aspects of the legal relationship of fairness, equal opportunities and maintenance of quality (Farrington, 1994). Haselgrove (1994) remarks that many more students now have jobs. As such, she says, students have roles other than as learners. The student as learner is arguably the role most often, if not the only role, recognised by universities (Haselgrove, 1994). Students themselves also predominantly identify with the role of student as learner. For many students, coming directly from high school, this is a ‘logical’ continuation of a role they are already familiar with. However, many students who come directly from high-school, are soon ‘forced’ to adopt other roles as well. They increasingly grow into a more adult role where they are expected to take responsibility for their own educational, financial, social, and personal well-being. For many students, future financial well-being is also contingent on both the level of debt
 and success in both choice of course and academic achievement. Students who do not come straight from high school are often already used to roles other than that of a learner. 

Pulling it all together, we could conceptualise this analytical framework as follows:

	Students’ feedback/ comments/ perceptions relate to:
	What do students ‘want’ 


	What sort of relationship 
	Between 

	
	
	
	The university in the role of
	The student in the role of

	Teaching delivery styles, clarity of expectations
	Effective and enjoyable tuition
	Pedagogical relationship 
	Teacher  
	Learner  

	Transaction value, monetary value
	Quality and Value for money
	Commercial relationship 
	Provider 
	Consumer 

	Understanding of personal dimensions, respect
	Engagement based on respect
	Personal relationship 
	Adult
	Adult 

	Fairness, access to resources, range of services
	Equitable and responsive support and resources
	Institutional relationship 
	Institution
	Client 

	Relevance to employment or career, or relevant to intrinsic motivation/ enjoyment (education for education’s sake)
	Fitness for purpose
	Teleological relationship
	Purpose provider
	Purpose seeker


Where to from here?

The above framework is very much speculative, provisional and only one of any number of different possible frameworks that can be used to organise, analyse and make sense of students’ comments and feedback. We also have to decide on some conceptual and philosophical issues regarding this research. For instance: how are we going to make sure that this project is not ‘just’ about student satisfaction? We also want to look beyond a perspective of the student as merely a consumer of ‘educational services’. What we do know however, is that as a students’ association we are ultimately interested in learning and teaching environments that serve all first-year students and serve them well. We also know that as a students’ association we need to demonstrate to our membership that we are genuinely interested in their academic well-being, and that we are willing to listen to our students, and do something with the feedback they provide us. We need to do this to be true to the central mission of a students’ association, as well as to ensure our survival in the 21st century. 
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� In New Zealand every university has only one officially recognised student representative body. In New Zealand these are commonly called “student associations”. These organisations also fulfil other functions and can engage in various social, cultural and commercial activities. In some other English speaking countries, such as Australia, more than one student association, and or student union, can operate on a campus.


� Currently, May 2004, the total student debt level is NZ$ 7 billion


� Students within an institution can force a referendum to establish whether a majority of the students still support compulsory membership


� The Senate is the committee that advises the main governance body of the University of Otago, The University Council, on academic issues


� This quality monitoring body was set up by the New Zealand Vice Chancellors’ Committee in the 1990s to stave off government initiated quality monitoring and compliance demands. The NZAAU operates on the basis of a peer-review structure.


� 100-level papers are typically entry level papers taken by first-year students. However these papers can also be taken by non first-years. The rationale for OUSA to focus only on 100-level papers was one of limited resources as well as highest need. It was considered that the greatest need was for first-year students to have access to course feedback from previous year’s students. By the end of the first year, they will often have alternative access to information on the courses that they consider choosing for the following year. It was also decided to add more general information that would be of use to first-year students


� Performance Based research Funding (PBRF) means that universities who produce a higher volume and quality of research, (and or attract a larger amount of non-governmental research funding, and or produce more post graduate students) receive a larger slice of the total pool of government research funding 


� in New Zealand through taking out government loans to pay for tuition fees and or living costs
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