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Introduction
In 2011, HMC commissioned the polling organisation Populus to research attitudes to university and school
amongst undergraduates. The findings have proved of wide interest, and attention has increasingly turned
recently in the HE sector and in schools to improving transition, teaching and learning and the whole
(undergraduate) student experience. Good preparation for university life is key in this work. The Universities
Sub-Committee (USC) therefore decided this year to run a survey of leavers from HMC and GSA schools to try to
gain a picture of how well-prepared for university life our students felt. This has been the first study of its kind.
Methodology
We decided that a simple, on-line survey was the easiest and most effective way to start this work: students are
used to such surveys, we could hope for quick and simple turnaround of responses and we would at the very
least have a ‘baseline snapshot’ from which to do further work.
It has to be admitted at the outset that our approach is far from perfect in a number of ways:
•

The survey was conducted in the summer term, when students were likely to be focussing on exams:
next year we will conduct it earlier

•

In order to keep the survey simple and quick, some questions open up further room for discussion
(what, for example, is the difference between ‘well prepared’ and ‘very well prepared’?)

•

There is no comparison group from maintained schools, which had been our original aim: next year we
will engage earlier with ASCL to try to ensure this

•

Take-up was good under the circumstances (over 2000) but we hope an earlier and better-presented
operation next year will at least double that number

All of that said, this presents a very interesting snapshot of the expectations, hopes and fears of over 2000 new
undergraduates.
Executive summary
•

Overall, these students feel well or very well prepared for university, though a significant minority (one
in six) feels unready

•

These students are most looking forward to their studies and their course content: facilities are not
significantly important to them

•
•

Their main hopes are for independent study, interacting with new people, and a good social life
But they fear money worries and workload, and a significant minority worry greatly about social life

•

They feel well-informed in the main, and find a variety of resources to help them, but the first few days
are shrouded in mystery and this may contribute significantly to any feelings of nervousness they
experience.

Detailed analysis of responses

School and university type
Questions 1 and 2 divided the respondents
up by school type and destination.
The 2,132 responses came from a spread
of schools which fairly represents the two
organisations (GSA and HMC).

On university type the answers perhaps
unsurprisingly showed a preponderance of
Russell Group institutions (71.34%) with
very few having chosen FE or other
destinations.
These figures reflect quite closely what we
know about the destinations of GSA/HMC
school leavers - in the latest survey of offers
conducted for the Universities Committee
(Mason, 2016), applications to Russell Group
universities represented 68.6% of all
applications with an offer rate of 79.3%,
both higher than last year. So, the survey is
likely to reflect the general pattern of our
students.

Quality of information
Question 3 was about information received from the university of the respondents’ choice, with strongly
positive opinions coming on the quality of explanations on most counts. The weighted averages (where a low
score means good explanation) show markedly better results for course content and accommodation than for
the more personal aspects such as workload and orientation.

,

Students are likely to have been reflecting here on information they received during the marketing/admissions
time. They are likely to have chosen universities which gave them good information. So, the high scores given for
course content (89.45% ‘well’ or ‘extremely well’ explained) should be expected. Over half of the students said
the work demands were well or extremely well explained, but 10% are negative about this: a small but
significant minority who will be entering university unsure of what is expected of them. On how the early days
will ‘pan out’, universities may not be fully understanding new undergraduates’ ignorance, since only 6.22% feel
well informed, and nearly 48% think the start of the first term has been not very well, or badly explained. It is of
course possible that such explanations came after the survey, and following up how students felt later is
important. The table below highlights this question:

How well has the
university explained
how the first few days
will work?

Extremely
well

Well

Moderately
well

Not very
well

Badly or
not at all

6.22%

17.72%

28.29%

34.29%

13.48%

(113)

(322)

(514)

(623)

(245)

Total

1,817

Weighted
average

3.31

The figure for those who feel that this has been not very well or badly explained is consistently around 47-48%
for all school types. In all types of schools the number feeling this has been extremely well explained is
significantly lower than for other areas. Accommodation information receives a high score overall, with 75% of
students feeling it has been well or very well explained.

Question 4 asked how students had got their
information. Universities score highly here,
and schools relatively weakly. There were
1400 mentions of social media, with nearly
half gathering information from the Student
Room. Over half speak directly to friends and
family. The importance of the university
website is clear, with the consequent vital
need for students to understand the various
student areas/VLEs etc in operation.

However, when we analyse in more
detail how helpful students found the
sources of information they had used
(Question 5), social media gains a
slightly more moderate score, the
Student Room rated in fourth place,
with the university website and
‘other’* rated top.
This is positive news for university
websites, since it appears they are able
to answer the questions which are
most concerning students.

Clearly, too (and unsurprisingly),
students are using a wide variety of
sources of information, and making
nuanced critical judgments about
them.

Following up how useful they think
these sources were in retrospect will
be of interest.

The questions on sources of information seem to reveal a good range of sources used, lots of reliance on the
university’s websites (which however receive high approval ratings) and much use of social media. With significant
development of various student advice apps and websites, it will be important for advisors and current students to
review these critically and be able to direct students to where the most helpful advice is to be found.
Later in the questionnaire we ask more generally about preparation.

Hopes and Fears
Questions 6-9 aim to get under the skin of what most excites and most worries future undergraduate students.
Inevitably these are subjective comments, but they paint a picture of a generally optimistic and positive cohort
(as we might expect) with some
significant areas of concern.
Question 6 asked about areas
students are positive about. Their
studies head the list, with the highest
proportion of top scores and the
highest weighted score.
Independence and social life both
scored highly, but both also divided
opinion: more respondents put
Freshers’
Week/social life last than first, most
putting it somewhere in the middle of
their list.
Career prospects scored
secondlowest: are students as
focussed on life after university as we
assume?

Interestingly, facilities scored lowest
of all overall, with nearly a quarter of
respondents putting them in last
place, and only 5% putting facilities
first. Given the expenditure on
facilities in top universities, it might
be of interest that they are so low on
the priority list for new students, who
perhaps do not view them as of
immediate benefit.

Question 7 asked respondents if there were other aspects they were particularly looking forward to. There were
262 responses (just over 10%), with sport, extra-curricular activities, meeting new people and studying abroad
most often mentioned. Societies and clubs were mentioned by 122 respondents, meeting new people by 34, and
a further dozen elaborated by citing ‘a sense of community and purpose’, and in several cases a ‘more diverse’
group of friends. One respondent mentioned ‘not having to jump through the hoop of the examination system’.
In general, then, the picture seems to be of a focussed group, keen to start exploring their chosen subject(s) and
looking forward to the obvious opportunities on offer to meet new people and try new things. They are less
excited about facilities, and not even particularly focussed on the specific place they have chosen, and they are
relatively ambivalent about specific undergraduate social life, though the general social experience of HE is
clearly a big attraction.
They appear focussed on the three years to come (as it will be for most), more than on what will follow
afterwards, and they relish the potential independence.

Question 8 focussed on their concerns.
Freshers’ Week/social life was put in the
list again almost as a ‘control’: would it
gain the same scores when put negatively?
In fact, respondents were more positive
here: it seems that although this area is
not a major excitement, it is not a major
cause of anxiety either. However, over
10% - a significant minority – so still name
this area as a worry (top or second ‘fear’).
Money is a major concern, 25% putting
this top, and is slightly behind workload,
which gains the highest weighted score.
Given the only moderate scores given for
how well universities explain workload, there is clearly an information gap which could be filled here: if they knew
more about what is expected, these students might worry less.

‘Not being micro-managed’ is, perhaps
gratifyingly, not seen as a significant
concern (just over 3% placing this first
overall). Job prospects, although only 10%
of respondents’ top fear, has a spread of
responses, appearing in most
respondents’ higher scores.

Question 9 asked for any other significant concerns. There were 110 responses (only 5% of the total).
These responses did however home in on some significant areas: not having support when in difficulties, or not
knowing where to find it were mentioned several times, health and especially mental health were repeated
themes, and racism was also mentioned a number of times. University bureaucracy (slow processing of requests
and rumours of lack of support) and ‘not ending up enjoying my subject’ also featured.
Question 10 returns to the theme of preparing for HE, this time asking in general who helps most.

Preparation: who helps most?
As we might expect, since these students
are still at school, school tops the list with
the highest weighted score and 44% of
‘1’s. Interestingly, though these students
found university websites good for
information, they do not feel they
emotionally prepare them: this comes
more from individual contact.

Question 11 asked if any other significant sources of help and advice had been found. Some very positive
remarks were made about specific advisors or ‘start-up’ courses (Medilink, HeadStart) were mentioned; there
were no mentions of Open Days.
Overall feeling of readiness

Question 12 asked the overall question
about preparedness. Given all the positive
feelings of excitement, we would expect
positive scores here, and the overall picture
is indeed positive: 83% feel well or very
well-prepared.
However, the vast majority of these only
feel ‘quite’ well prepared: only one in ten is
very well-prepared, and slightly more than
that (16.56%, or more than one in six) feel
not very well prepared or not at all
prepared.
This may simply reflect the magnitude of
this step, and it may well be that many
students who do not feel prepared in reality

are; it may also be that they do not have the bravado to claim to be ‘on top of it’ (though the confidence
expressed in their hopes and excitements suggest they are ready for the challenge).

Conclusions
This is clearly a serious group of students, who have aimed high and feel generally ready for the next stage of
their education. They feel that universities have informed them well about course content and accommodation,
but less well about the mechanics of the early days of their university experience. They feel that their schools
have done good job, but rely equally on peers and social media. They relish the thought of independence, are
concerned about finance more than about employment, and are as concerned about social life as they are
excited by it. Coping, in all its aspects – work, practicalities, emotional stability – is a background fear on some
level for almost all.

Recommendations
Given the relatively small sample size and general nature of the questions, we would not expect to be able to
make very specific recommendations, but we do highlight the following points for further consideration:
1. There is clearly still work to be done in clarifying workload at some universities: information on websites
appears strong overall, but weakest in this area.
2. Students need to understand better how the mechanics of the early days will work: it is surely possible
that university authorities are leaving the ‘settling in’ time to Student Unions, Freshers’ weeks and student
mentors, when what students want is for the university itself to put some structure in place
3. Schools can do more work in harnessing advice from former students: these young people clearly
appreciate advice most from people
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