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during the past five years of the 
 survey the data had proved stable, 
meaning that universities could be 
“confident in the findings”. 

Bahram Bekhradnia, director of 
Hepi, said concerns that degrees 
were not of equal standard had been 
“heightened” by the THE analysis. 

“One reason for believing that 
students who study less hard might 
obtain the same standard of quali-

fication as others who study harder 
would be if they were better 
 prepared in the first place. That is 
clearly not the case,” he said. 

However, Mr Bekhradnia 
 cautioned that it would be “posi-
tively misleading” to assume that a 
university would have high or low 
workloads just because it was in a 
particular mission group, as there 
was likely to be “as much  variation 
within the groups as between them”. 

The Which?/Hepi report found 
that different subjects have “very 
different” average amounts of study, 
ranging from nearly 40 hours a 
week for architecture, building  
and planning to around 23 hours 
for mass communications and 
 documentation. 

It also stresses that students are 
doing an average of 900 hours of 
work a year, a quarter fewer than 
the 1,200 hours assumed to be 
 necessary for a degree by the  Quality 
Assurance Agency. 

Richard Lloyd, executive director 
of Which?, said that this discrepancy 
“raises questions over standards and 
whether students are being pushed 
hard enough”.

A spokeswoman for the QAA 
said it had been in discussions with 
Which? and Hepi about the report’s 
findings. 

She added that it would release 
guidance on the issue this month, 
followed in the autumn by the pub-
lication of its research on  “various 
aspects of the academic experience 
in higher education”. 
david.matthews@tsleducation.com

Concerns about the equivalence of 
degree standards have been height-
ened by a Times Higher Education 
analysis that shows large variations 
in student workloads between and 
within university mission groups. 

The Academic Experience of 
 Students in English Universities: 
2013 Report, which was released in 
May and produced by Which? and 
the Higher Edu cation Policy 
 Institute, found big differences in 
student workloads between univer-
sities and across 13 subject areas, 
but did not generally name individ-
ual  institutions.  

But using a detailed breakdown 
of the 2012-13 survey data, THE 
has calculated the number of times 
universities from each mission group 
are either above or below the median 
average workload for each subject 
area in order to obtain a broad sense 
of where students are working the 
hardest. 

Excluding the universities of 
Oxford and Cambridge, the Russell 
Group of research-intensive univer-
sities comes out on top, appearing 
above the average in subject work-
load tables 53.1 per cent of the time. 

Next is the 1994 Group of 
smaller research-intensive insti-
tutions (47.4 per cent), followed by 
Million+ (45.2 per cent). 

University Alliance members had 
above- average subject workloads  
less than one third of the time (there 

are not enough GuildHE institutions 
included in the data to analyse). 

Post-1992 universities come bot-
tom in 10 of the 13 subject tables. 
The lightest workload on any course 
is at Leeds Metropolitan University, 
where business and administration 
studies students work an average  
of 15.9 hours a week (9.9 scheduled 
hours plus six hours of private 
study).

A Leeds Met spokeswoman said 
that it had “serious misgivings about 
the data and their aggregation”, 
adding that its “expectations for 
independent learning are aligned 
with sector norms”.

Responding to the mission group 
analysis, Steve West, chair of the 
University Alliance and vice- 
chancellor of the University of the 
West of England, pointed out that 
the survey did not include time spent 
in work placements and sandwich 
years, which he said were particular 
strengths of the group. 

Pam Tatlow, chief executive of 
Million+, said: “The idea that mod-
ern universities, which usually have 
longer terms, require less application 
or work is a myth.”  

Perhaps unsurprisingly, students 
at the universities of Oxford and 
Cambridge occupy the top two spots 
in every subject list where both 
 institutions feature, bar medicine 
and dentistry. 

Cambridge tops seven subject 

tables and Oxford two. 
But despite this rough correlation 

between selectivity and workload, 
there are still major variations 
within the mission groups. 

For example, students at the Uni-
versity of Sheffield, a Russell Group 
member, work below-average hours 
in eight of the nine subject areas in 
which the institution  features. 

Paul White, pro vice-chancellor 

for learning and teaching at Shef-
field, said that the university’s prior-
ity was “quality not quantity”.

Stable data 
A number of universities questioned 
the survey’s sample size and whether 
the results were reliable. 

A spokeswoman for Which? said 
that it had included only responses 
with more than 20 results, and that 

THE analysis of study hours adds to fears about 
degree comparability. David Matthews reports

Discordant variations on a workload theme

David Willetts’ special adviser has 
been named the next head of the 
UK’s leading independent thinktank 
 dedicated to higher education.

Nick Hillman will become 
 director of the Higher Education 
Policy Institute in January, replacing 
Bahram Bekhradnia, who has led 
the organisation for more than a 
 decade.

Mr Hillman said he was delighted 
to take charge at Hepi, which is 
widely regarded as the UK’s most 
influential and respected body for 
higher education policy  analysis.

However, his strong ties to the 
Conservative Party are likely to raise 
questions about his ability to scru-
tinise coalition policies he helped to 
draft and the effects of the £9,000 
fee regime introduced last year.

The former history teacher, who 
stood as the Tory candidate for 
Cambridge in the 2010 general 
 election, insisted that he will criticise 
the government if required and will 
enjoy not having to toe the party 
line.

“I am over the moon to have got 
this job precisely because it offers 
the freedom to go wherever the 
 evidence leads,” he said. 

“Hepi’s reputation has been built 
on speaking truth unto power, and 
its future success will depend on 
that, too.”

Mr Hillman said he was keen to 
“work with anyone who has some-
thing interesting to say” and would 

“seek to influence people of all 
 persuasions and none”.

He has yet to draw up a firm set 
of areas for analysis, but predicted 
work on improving the regulatory 
landscape, learning more lessons 
from abroad and investigating the 
student experience.

“I passionately believe higher 
education changes lives for the 
 better, so I expect to maintain 
 Bahram’s focus on student places, 
too,” he said.

Mr Bekhradnia, who will become 
Hepi president, said speculation 
over Mr Hillman’s political neutral-
ity was inevitable, but he fully 
 supported the appointment.

“I’ve encountered Nick over the 
years, both in opposition and gov-
ernment, and found him very smart, 
able and open-minded,” he said. 
“When I came from the Higher Edu-
cation Funding Council for England, 
I had to overcome suspicions that 
I was not politically neutral.”

Sir Graeme Davies, chairman of 
Hepi’s trustees, who led the inter-
view process, said Mr Hillman had 
“an exceptional knowledge of the 
sector in all its aspects”.

Mr Hillman’s departure as 
Mr Willetts’ adviser is likely to inten-
sify speculation about the future of 
the minister for universities and 
 science, who was tipped to be 
replaced in a summer reshuffle that 
has been delayed until the autumn.
jack.grove@tsleducation.com

Nick Hillman promises to speak truth to power as 
head of independent thinktank. Jack Grove reports

Tory adviser to 
take Hepi helm

‘Exceptional knowledge’ predecessor says Nick Hillman understands sector
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Cambridge                                              49.8

Glasgow 35.4

Dundee                                           44.1

East Anglia 35.0

Queen Mary                                   42.9

Manchester 34.2

Oxford                                          41.7

Liverpool 33.3

UCL                                             41.6

Sheffield 32.7

Manchester                              39.2
London Met                           37.0
Huddersfield                     33.6
Aston                             31.6
Loughborough               30.9

Northumbria 20.3

Nottingham Trent 20.2

Manchester Met 19.9

Middlesex 16.9

Leeds Met 15.9

Cambridge                                        44.6

Leeds 24.0

Oxford                                          41.0

Newcastle 22.9

Durham                                   37.9

Manchester 22.7

Royal Holloway                    34.9

Essex 20.2

Exeter                             31.9

Northumbria 19.3
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COMETH THE HOURS: AVERAGE WEEKLY STUDENT WORKLOADS

Studying long and hard a survey of students’ workloads revealed big variations                    between institutions

The tables show the 
top and bottom five 
universities by average 
weekly student work-
load – including 
private study time and 
scheduled hours such 
as lectures and semi-
nars – in four subject 
areas. Averages have 
been included only 
where more than 20 
students responded  
to the survey.  
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