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Abstract 
 
One of the best ways to develop the linkage between teaching and research is through 
engaging students in research and inquiry and making them the producers of 
knowledge and understanding, not just consumers.  This report compares the findings 
of two surveys undertaken in 2002 and 2009 of the awareness, experience and 
perceptions of research by final year undergraduate students at a new University in the 
UK.  Over this seven year period the research found, with some caveats, clear evidence 
of an increase in both awareness and experience of research.  It also found that positive 
perceptions of the benefits for students of staff involvement in research have increased.  
These findings provide support for the positive impact of policies to enhance the 
linkages between teaching and research in the University and for the success in 
beginning to embed active learning, through engaging students in research and inquiry.    
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Introduction 
 
Both policy makers and academics in a wide range of countries are giving increased 
attention to the subject of linking research and teaching (Barnett, 2005; Brew, 2001, 
2006; Healey & Jenkins, 2009; Jenkins et al., 2003, 2007; Kreber, 2006).  In order to 
promote international competitiveness many governments are concentrating their 
research funding in fewer higher education institutions.  This has raised questions about 
the need for undergraduate students to be taught in a research environment.  In the UK 
this debate occurred following the publication of the Government White Paper on Higher 
Education (DfES, 2003).  However, in the face of strong opposition, and the advice of 
the Research Forum (2004), the government acknowledged the need to support ‘new’ 
universities to develop ‘research-informed teaching environments’ (DfES, 2004). 
   
In contrast to the actions of governments, academics have argued that students benefit 
from being taught by active researchers and being involved directly in the research 
process (e.g. Healey, 2005a; Jenkins et al., 2003; Lee, 2004), although others have 
drawn attention to the disbenefits for students of excessive attention being paid to 
research (e.g. Jenkins, 1995; Pocklington & Tupper, 2002).  Many studies have 
examined whether or not there is a relationship between performance in teaching and 
performance in research or have explored the staff experience of the relationship (e.g. 
Brew, 2001; Durning & Jenkins, 2005; Hattie and Marsh, 1996; Robertson & Bond, 
2001; 2005).  Recent work has focused on what institutions, departments, disciplines 
and individuals may do to enhance the linkages for the benefit of student learning (e.g. 
Healey, 2005a; b; Healey & Jenkins, 2009; Jenkins & Healey, 2005; Jenkins et al., 
2003; Jenkins et al., 2007).  However, relatively few studies have explored the teaching-
research nexus from the perspective of students (e.g. Jenkins et al., 1998; Zamorski, 
2002).  Whilst some research has begun to explore the experience of students engaged 
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in research projects (e.g. Hunter et al., 2007, 2008, 2010; Kinkead, 2003; Ryder, 2004; 
Seymour et al., 2004), fewer have examined the range of ways in which students may 
experience research throughout their courses and time at university and none to our 
knowledge have examined these changes over time.  
 
The research reported in this paper aims to explore the awareness, experience and 
perception of research by level 3 undergraduate students at a new university in 2009 
and assess the similarities and differences with the findings of a similar survey in 2002.   
 
The aims of both the 2002 and 2009 surveys were: 

 to identify and analyse the views and experience that final year undergraduate 
students have about research and their inter-relationship with teaching and 
learning; and 

 to explore the students' views about the benefits and disbenefits of staff 
involvement in research. 

 
The main rationale for repeating the survey was to examine whether the increased 
emphasis on linking research and teaching in the case study university during this 
period, and particularly the emphasis since 2005 on engaging students in inquiry, is 
reflected in the students’ awareness, experience and perception of research. 
 
Discussion of the findings of the 2002 survey in many workshops and conferences has 
attracted a lot of interest around the world and several different institutions have 
undertaken their own surveys using the questionnaire used or a variant on it.  Leuven 
(Verburgh et al. 2006) and Nottingham Trent (Puntha, 2009) have presented findings on 
it, while Jusoh & Abidin (2009, 2010) have analysed the findings among accountancy 
students in three institutions in Malaysia.  Interest in Australia has led to the Australian 
Learning and Teaching Council Project including a copy of the questionnaire on their 
Teaching and Research Nexus Project Website 
(http://trnexus.edu.au/uploads/downloads/TR%20Questionnaire.pdf).   
 
Perhaps the most interesting study is a comparison of the case study university with the 
findings at two research-intensive universities, one based in the UK and the other in 
Canada (Turner et al., 2008).  Generally speaking students in the more research-
intensive universities reported greater awareness of research, but students at the more 
teaching-oriented university reported that they were as frequently engaged in doing 
research.  This finding supports the contention that active learning through inquiry is as 
relevant a way of linking research and teaching in less-research intensive universities 
as it is in more research-intensive ones.   
 
The original survey was supplemented by group interviews with students.  The findings 
are discussed in Pell (2003) and Healey et al. (2010).  
 
Methods and Results 
 
The resurvey focused on final year undergraduate students across the University, 
requesting them to complete a slightly updated questionnaire to the one used in 2002.  
However, the main questions were unaltered.  Both surveys were undertaken in 
February and March by email with an incentive being a prize-draw of Amazon vouchers.  
Reminders were sent through emails and the Student Union.    
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The 2009 survey received 114 responses compared to 163 in 2002.  This is broadly 
comparable and when the number of undelivered and unopened emails is taken into 
account the response rate in 2009 is 11% compared to 12% in 2002.  Given the 
relatively low response rates in both years some caution is needed in interpreting the 
findings and attention should focus on major trends and areas of stability. 
 
Comparison 2002 and 2009 surveys 
 
Figure 1 compares the two samples in terms of the subject groups that they represent.  
The largest category in the 2002 survey was the unknown group and this hinders the 
comparison as this group was reduced to 15% of the 2009 survey.  However, the 
response is broadly comparable in that the same three subject areas – Leisure, Tourism 
and Sport; Business; and Arts, Media and Landscape Architecture – provide the largest 
number of respondents.  
 

 
 
Figure 2 compares the two survey responses relating to student awareness of 
research.  In most categories the 2009 sample seem more aware than those in 2002.  
This is most pronounced in terms of the academic outputs (books and journal articles) 
by academic staff rising from 51% in 2002 to 70% in 2009.  Others, like research 
posters or seminars in the university, are very comparable.  The only decline is in notice 
boards with 58% aware of these in 2002 compared to 48% in 2009.  This may have to 
do with a change in the use of notice boards to promote research activity to more of a 
focus on websites and virtual media. 
 

Figure 1: Comparison between subject group responses, 2002 and 2009  
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Table 1 shows the comparative data for the two surveys when students were asked 
‘during your studies at the University have you gained experience of research’.  Again 
the figures suggest an increase in the range and amount of experiences from 2002 to 
2009.    

 2002 2009 2002-09 

Statement Overall % Overall % Direction 

Hear member of staff discuss their 
research 56% 68% 

++ 

Hear guest lecturer discuss their 
research 44% 45% 

+ 

Read a research paper by member of 
staff 39% 49% 

++ 

      

Attend a University research seminar 18% 16% - 

Attend an artistic performance linked to 
subject 7% 19% 

++ 

Be a participant within a research 
project 8% 34% 

+++ 

      

Develop research techniques 25% 42% ++ 

Undertake independent project within 
module 53% 61% 

+ 

Undertake dissertation or thesis 71% 87% ++ 

Be involved in practical activities on 
research 24% 36% 

++ 

+ / - less than 10 percentage point change; ++ / -- 10 and over percentage point change 
 
Table 1: Comparative data for student experiences of research 
 

Figure 2: Comparative Data for Student Awareness of Research Activity and Resources 
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In the majority of cases there is an increase in the student’s experience of research and 
in some cases this is quite marked.  The greatest increase is in the number of students 
who now recognise that they have taken part in a research project being run by a 
member of staff.  This could be because the number of such projects has increased or 
that members of staff are more open about the research work that they are doing.  The 
development of research techniques has also risen sharply from 25% in 2002 to 42% in 
2009.   
 
Table 2 shows the awareness of students of the research activities of the staff who 
teach them.  As with previous tables there is a clear trend to greater awareness.  This is 
most pronounced in the proportion aware of staff taking a research degree (up to 63% 
in 2009 from 43% in 2002).  There is a small drop in one category, those undertaking 
funded personal research.  A fifth of students are aware of the Cafe Scientific events 
that have been operating since 2008. 

 2002 2009 2002-09 

Statement Overall % Overall % Direction 

Undertaking a research degree 43% 63% ++ 

Undertaking non-funded personal research 16% 29% ++ 

Undertaking funded personal research 32% 28% - 

Writing for publication 57% 68% ++ 

Supervising research students 38% 40% + 

+ / - less than 10 percentage point change; ++ / -- 10 and over percentage point change 
 
Table 2: Comparative data on student awareness of staff research 
 
The next two tables (3 and 4) look at the positive and negative impacts on students by 
the staff who teach them.  With regard to positive issues, all but one statement has a 
higher response rate in 2009 than in 2002, although sometime this is small.  The only 
decrease is in the area of awareness of methodological issues falling from 41% to 34%. 
  2002 2009 2002-09 

Statement Overall %  Overall %  direction 

Increased my understanding of the subject 52% 58% + 

Contributed to development of research 
skills 30% 31% 

+ 

Increased awareness of methodological 
issues 41% 34% 

- 

Stimulated my interest for the subject 41% 46% + 

      

Motivated me to consider post-graduate 
options 9% 19% 

++ 

Increased my awareness of issues faced by 
research 11% 33% 

++ 

Motivated me to pursuing a research career 4% 14% ++ 

+ / - less than 10 percentage point change; ++ / -- 10 and over percentage point change 
 
Table 3: Comparative data on positive impacts on students of research by staff 
 
In terms of negative impacts, Table 4 shows that they are small in all categories and the 
2009 data are largely similar to the results from 2002.   
 
 



 

 
  2002 2009 2002-09 

Statement Overall %  Overall %  Direction 

Lack of availability of research staff to see 
me 14% 14% 

 

Apparent lack of interest in my teaching and 
learning 8% 6% 

- 

Lack of interest in supporting my academic 
welfare 4% 3% 

- 

Apparent inability to explain in ways I can 
understand  7% 11% 

+ 

Their research interests distorts what they 
teach 4% 8% 

+ 

+ / - less than 10 percentage point change; ++ / -- 10 and over percentage point change 
 

Table 4: Comparative data on negative impacts on students of research by staff 

The next set of questions on the questionnaire were based on Likert scale responses to 
questions looking at the student’s perceptions of their awareness and views on 
academic staff being involved in research.  The summary of the results shows that 
students in 2009 were more likely than their counterparts in 2002 to: 

 disagree that ‘I have little awareness of my lecturers' research interests’ 

 agree with the statement that ‘I was aware of the research reputation of staff 
in my subject area(s) when I applied here’   

 disagree that ‘I am not aware of the benefits that the involvement of staff in 
my subject area(s) in research give me as a student’  

 disagree that ‘staff involved in research are more enthusiastic about their 
subject’  

 disagree that ‘I have learnt most when undertaking my own research 
project/dissertation’ 

 disagree that ‘insufficient attention is given in the subject(s) I study to 
developing our research skills’ 

 be divided about whether ‘the most effective teaching is when the lecturer 
involves us in aspects of the research process (e.g. a problem solving 
exercise, or writing a research bid or paper, or giving a presentation based on 
our  research)’. 

 
Discussion and Conclusions 
 
Relatively little is known about the awareness, experience and perception of research 
by students, and as far as we are aware this is the first study to examine how these 
have changed over time between cohorts.  The research discussed in this paper aimed 
to explore these topics by surveying final year undergraduate students at a new 
university in the UK in 2009 and assessing the similarities and differences with the 
findings of a similar survey in 2002.   
 
There is evidence that both student awareness and experience of research in the case 
study university increased in the period 2002 to 2009.  Given the low response rates in 
the two surveys a caveat needs to be made in interpreting the exact nature of this 
change, but the consistent, if not always uniform, increase in scores from 2002 to 2009 
suggests that such a conclusion can be reasonably made.  Moreover, generally the 



 

students in 2009 were more positive about the impacts that staff research had on their 
learning than their counterparts in 2002.  There was little or no change in their 
perceptions of the negative impacts.  The average percentage of students identifying 
positive impacts was four times those identifying negative impacts.   
 
These findings provide support for the positive impact of policies to enhance the 
linkages between teaching and research in the university and for the success in 
beginning to embed active learning, through engaging students in research and inquiry.  
The growth in awareness and experience of research and the enhanced perception of 
the benefits of staff undertaking research has reduced the gaps with more research-
intensive institutions reported by Turner et al. (2008).  Given current restructuring the 
challenge will be to maintain the undoubted benefits which students have gained from 
staff being involved in research and to continue the process of embedding students’ 
own engagement with research and inquiry.  We would argue that one of the best ways 
to develop the linkage between teaching and research is through engaging students in 
research and inquiry and making them the producers of knowledge and understanding, 
not just consumers. 
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