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This paper is an initial attempt to make sense of the complexity of changing student
expectations and the consequences of these.  It focuses on a number of issues involved
in understanding and responding to student expectations, including the factors that
appear to be affecting student expectations and the educational consequences of
mismatches between student expectations and the realities of courses and universities.

Student preferences and expectations, and the relationships of these to institutional
expectations and priorities, are exceedingly complex issues for analysis.  The
complexity is caused in the main part by the highly participatory nature of the higher
education enterprise and the two-way interaction between the actions of students and
those of universities — the higher education process not only shapes student
expectations, the education process is itself influenced by the character of student
expectations.

There is presently no single theoretical framework that adequately deals with these
relationships.  Students’ expectations are as much of their own roles, responsibilities
and commitment as they are of universities.  Students may develop unrealistically
high expectations (for their own levels of achievement, or of university services) or
equally may hold narrow or even low expectations (again, of their own capacities and
required level of commitment, or of what participating in higher education can offer).
Students’ expectations pertain to both quality (increasingly captured in ‘am I getting
value for money?”) and personal relevance (‘is this course really right for me?) and
are thus highly diverse and individual in character.  To complicate things further, the
matching of student expectations against the realities of higher education is played out
over both short- and long-term horizons — from satisfaction with the features of the
day-to-day experience, such as services, facilities and the in-class experience, through
to particular beliefs about the career and life outcomes that course completion might
make possible.  The lesson here is that simple analyses of student expectations should
be treated with suspicion and will be unhelpful in formulating appropriate responses
on the part of universities.

                                                  
1 Dr Richard James’ recent research has been on prospective students’ decision-making, including the
Which University? study and a HEC study on the choice patterns of rural and isolated students.  A
report on the attitudes of students from lower socioeconomic backgrounds towards the relevance and
attainability of higher education is soon to be published.  He is presently co-directing the Assessing
Student Learning project for the Australian Universities Teaching Committee and has commenced a
DETYA EIP study examining the outcomes for Indigenous students who withdraw before completing
higher education.    r.james@unimelb.edu.au phone: 03 8344 7627 fax: 03 8344 7576
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The new relationships between students and universities

Over the past few years the Centre for the Study of Higher Education has been
conducting research into the decision-making of prospective students, the transition to
university, and the quality of the student experience, especially in the first year.  This
research has been undertaken in a context of a significant change in the relationship
between universities and their student communities.  This change is evident in the
new relationships between higher education and work, the increasingly market-like
forms of organisation of higher education, and the new expectations and priorities of
students themselves.

Based on our research, student expectations of higher education do seem to be
changing.  This is most obvious in the declining willingness of many students to
engage to the full in university life.  CSHE studies (McInnis & James 1995, McInnis,
James & Hartley 2000) of first year students across a five year period (1994 to 1999)
have revealed a nine per cent increase in the proportion of full-time students working
part-time and surprising increases in the hours students are working.  Compared with
1994, fewer students in 1999 reported spending five days a week at university.  These
empirical findings confirm the experiences of academic staff who feel growing
pressure to accommodate student preferences for a more relaxed engagement with the
university experience.  Students increasingly seek choice — in the subjects to be
studied, in delivery modes, in assessment, and in the time spent on campus.  Student
involvement with university life is subject to new forms of negotiation (McInnis
2001).

Further evidence of changing student expectations is showing up in the consumer
orientation of many students. In recent research conducted for the Australian
Universities Teaching Committee project Assessing Student Learning (see James &
McInnis 2001) we have spoken with academic staff about changing student
expectations.  Many believe a consumerist pattern of thinking among students, which
they believe is a direct result of the expectation that students contribute a greater
proportion of the cost of their education, is now emerging during their day-to-day
interaction with students.  They offer anecdotal reports of students expecting the right
to play a more passive role in their learning and, in isolated instances, of students
being heard to make direct references to the cost to them of particular course
components.

Academic staff are puzzled and worried by what they perceive to be the rapidly
changing character of student expectations.  Unfortunately, the staff prognosis is often
pessimistic.  Many believe a greater proportion of students are predominantly
instrumental, seek greater spoon-feeding and narrowly reproductive approaches to
assessment, and are generally more likely to judge the quality of teaching in terms of
‘value for money’.  Staff also believe there is a sharpening distinction between
‘achievers’ and the students who simply wish to do the minimum work to achieve a
pass standard, resulting in increasingly bi-modal grade distributions.

Academic staff are especially concerned when student expectations are poorly aligned
with their core academic values.  Most academic staff have a strong professional
commitment to ‘making a difference’, have a clear vision of the educational outcomes
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they wish to teach towards and the abilities they wish to assess.  Many presently feel
frustrated in their efforts to do so.

While there is a tendency for academics to conclude that students are seeking effort-
free qualifications and threatening the quality of higher education as we once knew it,
such a gloomy outlook is probably unjustified — students undertaking part-time
employment, for instance, may be earning essential income for meeting the financial
costs of undertaking higher education and while doing so they may be developing
valuable generic skills as well as opening up graduate career options — and more
sophisticated explanations of the nature and origins of student expectations are
necessary.  Significantly, there are some intriguing inconsistencies between staff
impressions of student attitudes and how students’ see themselves.  CSHE first year
research suggests students continue to be highly motivated to learn in their chosen
field of study (James, Baldwin & McInnis 1999, McInnis, James & Hartley 2000).
Contrary to the narrow vocationalism that is often assumed, students consistently
express a strong desire to study in an area of personal interest.  There are few
indications, in our data based on student self-reports, of any greater instrumentalism
or of any new narrowness in student expectations.

Expectations, mismatches and consequences: Four ways of looking at the issues

The inconsistencies between the perceptions of staff and students highlight some of
the complexity of the operating environment for universities.  One the one hand, these
differences in perceptions reveal the gulf between the world views of staff and
students and how little is known with any certainty about the new nature of student
expectations.  On the other hand, they highlight the considerable distance we are ‘at
the chalkface’ from developing appropriate responses to the new social, economic and
technological context of universities.

Academic staff tend to associate changes in student preferences and expectations
largely with the emergence of a new consumer-service orientation resulting from the
requirement for students to pay a greater proportion of the cost of their education.
However, while rising personal costs are certainly a powerful force affecting the
character of relationships between teachers and learners, this trend on its own
provides insufficient explanation for the ways in which student expectations are
changing.  The effects of the higher education market and selective entry processes
also need to be understood if better sense is to be made of student expectations.
Increasingly vigorous marketing, to the point of ‘overselling’, is affecting student
expectations and highly competitive admissions processes are establishing beliefs
about personal ‘success’ and ‘failure’ prior to enrolment.

The situation is further complicated by factors beyond the market.  The origins of
changing student expectations may lie, paradoxically, in the early formative
experiences of students on campus.  As is argued later, many prospective students
hold few concrete expectations of university life before commencement.  The first few
weeks of enrolment may actually crystallise student expectations and be the first time
for some students to give serious thought to what they have undertaken.  If the early
transition period is highly formative, then the higher education sector should at least
consider the possibility that part of the responsibility for the growing detachment of
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students lies within the sector itself and is related to the less personal and possibly less
intensive environment that might be created as a consequence of growing class sizes.

1. What are the effects of competitive admissions processes on student expectations?

In the United States there have been extensive research programs into college choice
(see, for example, Chapman 1981, Paulsen 1990) which have revealed important
relationships between college choice processes and the quality of later experiences of
higher education (Villella & Hu 1990, Wiese 1994).  Little research of this kind has
been conducted in Australia, however a recent study by the CSHE (James, Baldwin,
McInnis 1999) into student decision-making processes at the entry point to higher
education has begun to shed light on the way in which competitive selection processes
are shaping student expectations.

Broadly, the findings of the CSHE research suggest many applicants are not in a good
position to judge the appropriateness of programs for them or to assess the features of
courses overall.  Many prospective students base their planning on quite limited,
subjective information.   We found that many prospective students do not rigorously
seek information and their information-seeking skills are often modest.  As a
consequence, university applicants’ draw on chance encounters and questionable
sources when shaping their thoughts about suitable courses.  Many prospective
students seem to work on a superficial set of ideas about curricula being more or less
‘applied’, ‘analytical’, ‘practical’ or ‘hands on’.  In most cases, they accept on faith
what they are told and are highly susceptible to the serendipity of word-of-mouth
testimony.

The principal reason for this situation is that ENTER scores have come to serve as a
proxy for both quality and personal relevance.  Prospective students trust the market.
Student faith in the likely quality and personal relevance of particular courses is
bound up in the selectivity of entry.  Thus for most school-leavers the attractiveness of
a course at a university increases with the selectiveness of its admissions and students
act to maximise the ‘earnings’ from their school results in a largely reputational
market.  The logic of applicant thinking is summed up by the student who reported
‘the main reasons [for choosing my preferred course] are the major subjects featured
in the course, the university is nearby, and this course has the highest ENTER of all
my preferences’.

This situation is well known to school careers advisers and university admissions
personnel.  One consequence is that faith in competitive admissions acts against the
development of complex or sophisticated expectations of university while at the same
time raising the level of expectations.  At least for school-leavers, confidence in the
market seems to diminish involvement in vigorous information-seeking while also
establishing expectations of quality and relevance that are associated with the degree
of selectivity of entry.  As a result, many students enter higher education with only
vague ideas about specific aspects of the experience which lies ahead, yet with
considerable confidence that it will be right for them.

There are potentially profound ramifications of mismatches between ‘quality and
relevance’ expectations — no matter how vaguely based these may be — and the
realities of courses.  Clearly, the relationship between competitive admissions and
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course quality is not at all straightforward — there is little reason why highly selective
courses should be those with the best teaching, for instance.  Similarly, a relationship
between competitive admissions and personal relevance can hardly be assumed.

The research evidence bears out the difficulties in achieving a suitable early ‘fit’
between courses and personal appropriateness.  CSHE studies of the first year
experience (McInnis & James 1995, McInnis, James & Hartley 2000), have found that
one third of first year school-leavers believe, with hindsight, they were not ready to
choose a university course during their final year of school.  Similarly, Yorke (1999,
2000) identified ‘wrong choice of programme’ as the first among seven key factors in
undergraduate non-completion in the United Kingdom.

Perhaps the most vulnerable students in terms of course ‘fit’ are those who are very
idealistic about pursuing knowledge for its own sake.  Students who were highly
committed to learning and academic achievement during their senior secondary
education might be seriously dissatisfied or disillusioned if they find their academic
success at school has been rewarded with a course they find uninteresting or
unchallenging.  Yet this disappointment may not reflect any particular problem with
the course itself, for the unusually high expectations of some students for an
exceptional intellectual experience may be very difficult for universities to meet.  In
the USA, Wiese (1994) has described the cognitive dissonance that occurs for first
year students of this kind when experiences contradict built-up expectations.  These
students are at particular risk of non-completion, or may adopt instrumental study
strategies that severely limit the development of their potential.

This is not to suggest that all students will be unsettled by a university experience that
does not match their immediate expectations.  The more highly instrumental students
(Biggs 1982), who often enrol in business and engineering fields (James, Baldwin &
McInnis 1999), may put aside short-term discomfort or dissatisfaction with the
university experience in favour of longer term goals.  For these students, immediate
concerns may be counterbalanced by a desire simply to pass in the long-run.

2. How do the early experiences of university reshape student expectations?

The transition to university is therefore a particularly significant period for
understanding student expectations and their consequences.  If competitive selection
processes remove the obligation for prospective students to become well-informed, it
is not surprising if many students commence higher education with unsophisticated
expectations.  As a consequence, the early experiences on campus are not only a
testing period for expectations but also are likely to be shaping new expectations.

The early period at university is known to be a difficult and sometimes disappointing
experience for many students.  For students who ultimately withdraw from higher
education, their decision usually can be traced to the first few weeks of enrolment.
Some uncertainty is to be expected with any major life transition, and not all the
difficulties in the higher education transition can be traced to unfulfilled expectations
or expectation-reality mismatches.  Some of the problems of adjustment in the first
year arise from difficulties in finding a place within a new peer group, for example.
Nevertheless, many of the factors leading to non-completion identified by Yorke
(1999, 2000), such as unhappiness with the institutional environment, dissatisfaction
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with aspects of institutional provision and poor quality of the student experience, are
highly suggestive of underlying mismatches of expectations.

The decision to withdraw is the most obvious consequence of students believing their
expectations are not being met.  A less obvious consequence, and the outcome of a
more passive response on the part of students, is simply the ‘decision’ to be less
involved in the academic and social life of university.  While Australian universities
have successfully strengthened the student adjustment to university life through
various first year transition programs (McInnis, James & Hartley 2000), we face new
challenges in this area.  Universities may need to examine the possibility that one
reason for the growing detachment of students lies within the sector itself and is
related to more impersonal staff-student relationships that are a consequence of
growing class sizes.  The reality of university for many first year students is large
class sizes and limited access to teaching staff.  The number of small group teaching
and learning opportunities have been reduced in some universities.  At the least, it is
clear from CSHE research that students have less access to staff for individual
attention.

It would be unsurprising if university life appeared to a present day first year student
as more impersonal, less embracing and requiring less personal commitment than it
did for students of the past.  The consequences of this situation are highly speculative,
but it is possible that universities are missing the opportunity to ‘capture’ student
engagement during the early formative weeks.  From the student perspective, it is easy
to uncouple from the university experience if the academic and social net allows you
to slip through, perhaps more so when the external world offers multiple distractions
and opportunities.

The possibility that the early time on campus is actually shaping student expectations,
especially in regard to the extent and nature of their involvement and commitment,
has not been considered in a serious or systematic way.  If we assume that first year
students will drift away from university if we allow them to, then there is the
significant possibility that universities are implicated in the growing detachment being
recognised among undergraduate students.  If this is the case, then the solution is
clear: work more intensively with students during the first few weeks of the year.  The
opportunity to disentangle oneself from the university seems to be less of a problem in
highly intensive, highly structured academic courses, especially those with small
cohorts allowing the development of strong interpersonal rapport between staff and
students.

3. What are the relationships between student expectations, motivation and
satisfaction?

It is not possible in this paper to present a thorough analysis of the relationships
between students’ expectations and their motivation and satisfaction, yet the possible
effects of mismatches of expectations on student motivation and satisfaction are core
issues.

One way to begin such an analysis is to use Herzberg’s (1993) theory of motivation to
work, sometimes known as the hygiene theory or the two-factor theory.  Herzberg
proposes two sets of environmental factors that affect people’s satisfaction and
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motivation.  Hygiene factors, such as the quality of working spaces and amenities, are
associated with the level of personal comfort in the workplace.  Herzberg argues that
the absence of appropriate hygiene factors may cause dissatisfaction, but their
presence does not in itself generate a strong commitment.  In contrast, motivation
factors are those that can inspire a high level of involvement, their presence lifts
achievement beyond expectations.  Inspiring leadership and intellectually stimulating
work are typically thought to be motivation factors.  The absence of these does not in
itself lead to dissatisfaction, but it does mean that personal involvement will not be
raised above mundane levels.

If Herzberg’s ideas are applicable to students and their higher education involvement,
then a perceived absence of adequate hygiene factors, such as facilities and services,
is likely to generate student dissatisfaction, yet the presence of these factors will not
on their own lead to satisfaction.  To achieve this something of a different order
altogether is needed, such as challenging or inspirational experiences that may be
surprising and unexpected.

The motivational factors associated with higher education are generally unobservable
for outsiders and can only be understood through sustained involvement.  As a
consequence, student expectations on commencement probably lie closest to hygiene
factors.  During the process of choice of a course and university, prospective students
are known to find it easier to make decisions on course/institution characteristics that
lean towards hygiene factors — readily observable, tangible qualities, such as ease of
access from home and the ambience of the campus buildings and surroundings
(James, Baldwin & McInnis 1999).  However, they have limited access to the less
tangible course features that are likely to provide motivation.  The less observable
dimensions of the university experience are those which capture imagination and spur
a continuing commitment, and which are the key to persistence and success at
university — these include inspirational teaching and belonging to a thriving peer
group and learning community.

Working to meet student expectations of hygiene factors is obviously important, to
head-off the potential for dissatisfaction, however there are obviously compelling
reasons for also giving attention to the factors that motivate students.  Curiously, this
probably requires consciously creating a degree of mismatch of expectations.  Ideally,
higher education should provide students with a good deal more than they expected
when they enrolled.  Ideally, every single student should experience a transformative
force at some time during their university experience, something that affects their
outlook in significant and predicted ways.  Higher education requires challenge to
existing thinking that takes students into a state of uncertainty — the realisation of
motivation factors may actually require a deliberate confronting of student
expectations, with all the tension that might accompany this.

The point to be made here is that for the educational industry, mismatches in
expectations are not always harmful.  Indeed, they are wholly desirable, being part of
the educative process of liberating the minds of students through exposing them to
challenge and difference.  This is an important reminder, if it were needed, of the risk
the present context presents of responding to student expectations by focusing on
amenity dimensions of the student experience, which, though very necessary, are
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ultimately limited elements in making up the overall quality of the university
experience.

4.  What is the relationship between student expectations and the quality of higher
education?

Since student expectations must have some bearing on their motivation and
satisfaction, expectations must in turn influence the quality of higher education for
students are co-producers of this quality.  The extent to which student expectations or
preferences are aligned with the widely agreed goals of higher education and the
general consensus on what constitutes quality in higher education is perhaps the
ultimate question facing universities.

In one sense, this question can be answered very simply.  Students are well-equipped
to judge the quality of certain aspects of higher education and we should trust their
intuitions on these matters.  Generally speaking, students are in a reasonable position
to judge the more tangible, short-term components of the experience and to judge
aspects of the process of higher education.  Students can be expected to be reasonable
arbiters of the impact on them of the availability of computers, the quality of teaching
spaces, the teaching skills of academic staff, and so on.  Students have quite
straightforward views about the teaching they prefer.  They expect the fundamentals
of effective teaching — clear goals, feedback on progress, and transparent assessment
requirements and grading practices — and they welcome personal interaction with
teaching staff and being treated as individuals by staff who show concern for their
progress.  These expectations thoroughly correspond with what the experts believe
generates an effective higher education environment (Ramsden 1992).

But the student expectation-quality relationship is not altogether this straightforward.
Students are not ideally placed to judge other aspects of higher education quality.
There are deeper dimensions to quality in higher education, such as the overall
coherence of the curriculum, into which students have fewer insights.  These aspects
of higher education quality are usually less tangible, less intuitive and require a longer
term view.  Students are not necessarily in the best position to judge these aspects of
quality, creating potential clashes between individual student preferences and what is
educationally desirable.  Students do not necessarily recognise nor welcome the
experiences which might lead to educationally valuable outcomes over the long haul.

Needless to say, student expectations alone are not a robust basis for driving
educational planning.  However, the tensions between educational objectives and
student expectations are being played out in a number of curriculum areas and these
are the source of day-to-day dilemmas for academic staff.  The issues range from the
‘macro’ to the mundane: on the large scale, meeting the new expectations for choice,
flexibility and modularity is potentially threatening the careful sequencing of the
curriculum that is known to produce the best academic outcomes (Pascarella &
Terenzini 1998).  More trivially, academic staff are finding students are questioning
their involvement in group activities, yet these activities are often key curriculum
elements in the efforts of universities to teach and assess generic skills.   Other
examples abound — there are, for instance, strident expectations on staff to make
lecture notes available on the web prior to lectures, a practice sometimes highly
desirable on educational grounds but not always so.
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These few examples illustrate the way in which student expectations are impinging on
the day-to-day decision-making of academic staff.  While some particular points of
tension between staff and students may border on the trifling, overall they amount to
an indirect and unplanned re-negotiation of the higher education curriculum, fuelled
in part by new student preferences and the willingness of students to exert these
preferences.

Conclusion: Responding through the renewal of the undergraduate curriculum

Students’ preferences, expectations and needs have always been intricately
interwoven.  With an increasing consumerist orientation among students, student
preferences are tending to become expectations and meeting expectations is taking on
a new importance alongside meeting needs.  These changes are significantly affecting
the nature of the implicit ‘deal’ between students and the university.  Many of the
newly emerging expectations appear to be on the ‘student commitment’ side of the
ledger.  Students expect a more detached association with the university.  If
unwatched, these expectations have the potential to threaten the quality of education,
especially if university responses create more fragmented curricula that provide less
coherent educative experiences.

How might universities respond to this situation?  First, in a more vigorously
competitive market in Australian higher education there is a growing obligation on
universities to provide appropriate and accessible information on what they offer.  It
seems necessary to make more explicit efforts to spell out the experiences that will be
provided, the corresponding commitments required on the part of students, and the
potential outcomes (James 2000).  Admittedly, this kind of articulation of the
university experience is not a simple matter.  As we argued in the Which University?
report, there are limits to which the nature of the university experience can be
conveyed prior to becoming part of it — the quality of the experience is only fully
understood through living it (James, Baldwin & McInnis 1999: 79).  Furthermore, as
argued earlier, there are few indications that prospective students are inclined to seek
greater amounts of information.

This leads directly to the second point.  Student expectations are not set in stone —
they can be influenced and better managed by universities.  The available evidence
suggests that the present university admissions processes do not encourage students to
commence higher education with sophisticated understandings of the experience that
lies ahead.  It follows that efforts to encourage students to develop more complex and
sophisticated expectations of university and of their own roles and responsibilities will
be valuable.  In the first instance, university advertising and information
dissemination needs to incorporate a strongly educative dimension.  In addition,
greater efforts are needed to manage expectations during the early formative period of
university enrolment.  This is the time during which much of the lasting nature of the
student-university transaction will be established and universities need to work
extremely hard during this period to influence expectations and capture student
engagement.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, we may need to respond to changing student
expectations through rethinking the undergraduate curriculum itself.  Craig McInnis
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and myself have recently commenced a long term project to examine the nature of the
undergraduate curriculum in Australia.  As is obvious to all, the curriculum is
groaning under the weight of the expectations held for it.  Among other things,
student preferences for choice, flexibility and in some cases fast-tracking, the pressure
to accommodate the growth in knowledge, and the push to incorporate generic skill
acquisition alongside subject specific knowledge have stretched the curriculum to
breaking point.

Arguably, the responses of universities to the new pressures on the curriculum have
thus far been incremental and piecemeal.  What is needed is a systematic new analysis
of assumptions about the nature of the undergraduate curriculum and of the university
experience overall.  Universities need to carve out a new model for the undergraduate
curriculum — conceived broadly so as to embrace what is taught, how it is taught, and
how learning is assessed — based on sound educational principles and an
understanding of the new realities of the social context for higher education.  In doing
so, universities have an obligation to sort out how to balance new student expectations
with the ultimate goal of providing a coherent overall educational experience.  The
day-to-day character of the student experience may differ markedly from that of the
past, particularly now that new forms of interaction with the university are possible,
nevertheless the goal of a coherent curriculum experience still provides the
justification for determining the point at which, if necessary, a line must be drawn in
the sand.

The main tension, as always, lies in providing support and providing challenge and
independence.  Unfortunately, there is risk that meeting student expectations will
become synonymous with lowering the degree of challenge.  Already there may be
some intersection in the thinking of many academics between the idea of student-
centredness, which has become a widespread slogan, and idea of student-as-consumer.
Student-centredness brings an emphasis to student needs alongside, or ahead of,
institutional/academic priorities.  This does not imply, or should not imply, a narrow
or thoughtless reactiveness to student expectations.  Student-centredness means
educators making informed decisions in relation to students’ developmental needs and
placing the best interests of students at the heart of planning.
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